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PREVIOUSLY ON…


Star Scrapper:

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

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

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

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

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

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

Hunter’s Rise:

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

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

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

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

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

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

Rebel Intelligence:

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

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

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

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

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

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

Deadly Ghosts:

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

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

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

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

They follow Imogen’s signal to a nearby planet and the Peacers attack the front as Hank goes in the back. They rescue the children and Imogen but her aunt is killed in the conflict. Just as they are about to leave, Inquisitor John Gregory arrives and Imogen is so overcome with anger and grief that she attacks him and is taken along with Hank’s newly consecrated spear and the location of Codename: Extinction.

Inquisitor’s Wrath:

Hank realizes that the only way to save Imogen and Vince from the Inquisition is to sneak aboard their headquarters, a massive starship known as the High Cloister. But to do so, he will need Inquisition gear.

After a failed attempt to get it himself, Hank decides to enlist the help of a thief called Clynt Nameless. The Vekrass has a bounty on him, and Hank tries to track him down but rival bounty hunter Mane Malik gets there first.

The team pay off Clynt’s bounty and tell Mane they will owe him one and he releases Clynt to Hank’s custody. After another chase, they save Clynt from some angry locals, and he agrees to help them infiltrate the High Cloister.

They need supplies which can only be acquired by stealing them from a collector. They get the relevant information from the Intermediary and steal the supplies needed to disguise themselves as Inquisitors.

Infiltrating the High Cloister, Clynt and Lara sabotage the ship while Hank and Alek rescue Vince and Imogen. The former Inquisitorial Acolyte strikes down John Gregory and the four flee to an escape pod. She thanks Hank and tells him that as soon as they are safe, she will take them to Codename: Extinction.

Hunting Extinction:

After the apparent destruction of the High Cloister, Hank and Alek are stranded on a forest planet with Imogen and Vince, who they saved from the Inquisition. They are able to contact Ned who is en route to pick them up when they are taken prisoner by the Consortium.

Rather than being taken to prison, Hank and Imogen are taken to her father’s house where he threatens to send her back to the Inquisition. But Vince returns to free the two. The politician keeps Alek at his side for his meetings with the head of the Inquisition as well as a Triumvir, Horatio Snubb.

Hank investigates Codename: Extinction but it is well guarded and the meeting with the Triumvir doesn’t go well. When the crew look into Horatio, they discover that his mother was kidnapped by Twain and being used as leverage against the Triumvir. But they also find out that Twain is now reprogramming people’s minds with nanotechnology to use as sleeper agents.

Before they can tell Horatio what happened to his mother, he is assassinated. Vince moves in to take his spot but cannot provide aid against Extinction. Instead, Hank enlists the help of the Peacers who run interference as Hank infiltrates Codename: Extinction and destroys it.

Fractured Consortium:

While on an investigation, a mysterious assassin tries to kill Lara and when the team returns back to the relay station, she disappears in the night.

Hank goes after her, discovering that she is going after the head of the Blood Dragons criminal empire. While trying to find this man’s location in order to stop Lara, they are ambushed by John Gregory, returned to some form of life by an unknown technology. They escape and manage to track down Lara at a Blood Dragon factory.

There, the crew is captured and brought before the boss. He is revealed to be Daniel Shen, Lara’s brother, who also discloses that her mother is alive and out there. She defeats him in single combat but can’t bring herself to finish him even though he vows to try and kill her again. After escaping the gang, Lara says that she needs to take some time to herself, and Hank grudgingly understands.

The Peacer General Amory ‘Ammo’ Livingstone asks for help with a mission suggesting that it will also help Hank grow his reputation. Since it is an attack on a Consortium prison ship, Ned says that he cannot be a part of it since it would go against his programming. Without his two closest allies, Hank helps Ammo rescue several high ranking Peacers and offers them refuge aboard his station.

Before heading back to Suniuo Relay Station, Hank stops to meet with Vince, who is back in the capital after spending time on his home planet which was partially devastated by Codename: Extinction before it was destroyed. He is telling Hank of a new lead when the High Cloister appears in space and John Gregory says he plans to purge the government.


PROLOGUE
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Bodies went shrieking past the door behind me, and I pulled out my energy weapon. The stomper at my side had jammed, and I hadn’t had the time to fix it yet.

Beside me, my massive Kyrogi friend, Alek, cracked his knuckles, former Inquisitorial Acolyte Imogen unslung her rifle and the Vekrass thief, Clynt, pulled out his two revolvers. Several other Gubernatorial Guard readied themselves as well.

Another explosion shook the building, and more people screamed. Politicians and their aides were cowering in terror, not understanding why this was happening. The Inquisition were supposed to be their protectors, keeping the threat of the artificial at bay. Now they were turning on the very people they were supposed to be defending.

But I knew this wasn’t the Inquisition anymore. The moment I saw John Gregory with the armor of the Hand of Truth, I knew. For a brief time, I considered that maybe the Inquisition itself had brought the Inquisitor back. Though the technology it would have required would have flown in the face of everything they believed in, I still thought it was possible.

That suspicion was put to bed the moment he appeared on the screen. This robot in a John Gregory skin suit had tracked down and killed the Hand of Truth, taken his robes, and called himself the new Hand. There were, if my suspicions were correct, now two Inquisitions. The real one with no leader and this corrupted one being led by Gregory.

How he had the High Cloister at his command, I had no idea, but something had obviously gone terribly wrong when I thought we were destroying it.

A few more people ran by the door in terror, and that seemed to be it.

“Everyone stay here,” I commanded and then made my way out into the hallway.

At the far end was an Inquisitor with their Acolyte and several serfs at their back. The man at the lead had the traditional armor over robes but was short, the lanky Acolyte at his side towering over him by at least a head. But what he lacked in height, he made up for in muscles. Jutting out from the side of the chest plates were two arms that looked like they had been plucked from gorillas and then fused onto this Inquisitor. Rather than the normal artistic depiction on the front of the chest plate, this was chiseled with abdominal musculature that I believed matched what was underneath.

He had dark, beady eyes that narrowed upon seeing me. But his flesh was pale to the point of looking necrotic, and he moved with an unnatural gait.

I needed to get one of these Inquisitors back to Edwin for study. I needed to confirm my suspicions beyond a shadow of a doubt. But first, I needed to stop them from murdering a whole bunch of innocent civilians.

The Inquisitorial attack force pulled out hand weapons to charge us with.

“Open fire!” I shouted to the others in the hall beside me, and we did as the group rushed toward us. The serfs wearing nothing but their robes and clutching the wrenches and pipes they had pulled from the High Cloister, fell first. But their sacrifice gave the armored Inquisitor and Acolyte time to close in on us. As they did, another group came from around the corner at our backs.

Seeing this second group, Alek bellowed, shaking the walls of the building around us before running at them. They hardly had time to get their weapons raised. The massive Kyrog crashed into the Inquisitor first, bowling them into the serfs at our rear and sending many into a panic, though some tried to fight.

Meanwhile, the short but muscled man at our front swung his glowing longsword and caused us to jump back. The Acolyte cracked a whip through the hallway, the end of the thing smacking Clynt and causing him to leap back. He took a shot at her, but for the first time since I had met him, he missed. She whipped at him repeatedly as the short man continued coming at us.

I replaced my gun with my spear while Imogen gripped the mace she had stolen from a dead Inquisitor. The two of us faced off against the representative of this new Inquisition. He swung again with a jerky motion, but this time the sword slammed into the wall, material flaming and crumbling away and leaving a scorched trail in its wake.

I adopted an attack stance and lunged forward with my spear. He batted it away, which gave Imogen time to swing her mace. One of the spikes seared into the flesh of his arm, filling the hall with an acrid, putrid stench. He groaned and swung the long sword back at her, forcing a quick jump back.

He did not move with the deadly velocity I was accustomed to from Inquisitors. Instead, the movements were more lethargic. Or perhaps just more calculated.

The Inquisitor shifted again, the blade cutting the air in front of me. Quickly, I thrust with the spear, the tip searing into his shoulder. He moaned at me angrily, fixing me with vacant eyes and lifting the longsword much more quickly this time.

I had only a moment to pull back my spear to protect myself from the incoming blow.

Even as I did, I heard the whistle of a whip crack and felt my hand erupt in stinging pain before I even realized I had been hit. The pain caused me to loosen my grip just enough that when the longsword crashed into the tip of my spear, the pole was knocked from one of my hands and slammed against my chest.

I staggered back, but Imogen struck out once more, and the mace hit the side of his face. The attack that would have felled any normal man seemed only to daze him for a moment before he lifted his weapon again. Imogen fell back, the mace still stuck in the side of the Inquisitor’s head.

I heard the crack of the whip again and felt a shooting pain in my cheek.

Reaching up, the warm wetness on my fingers and the smell of iron in my nose told me that the skin had been split.

I jumped back and saw the Acolyte swirling the whip, readying for another swipe. Clynt fired once, the sound of his revolver causing people to shout from within the adjacent room. They were not ready for this, not prepared for the war that was now upon them. And they were emblematic of the universe as a whole.

The Old War was over, and despite all of the evidence to the contrary, no people, none of the species throughout the entire universe, seemed to understand that a new war was upon them. My first thought was that they would have to believe it now, but if they still denied it after what had befallen Parm, it was hard to know if people would accept the truth even if it slapped them across the face.

Clynt’s shot crashed into the Acolyte’s shoulder, but it didn't stop her from cutting the air with another crack. This one slapped right at the Vekrass who leaped aside.

As he did, the Inquisitor came for me. Another slow swing cut my direction. But when the attack went wide, I moved in close, using his frame to block much of my body from the whip. Though, due to his height, my head was still completely exposed.

But as I neared, I pulled the energy weapon from my side and then pressed it into the gap in his armor at his armpit. Squeezing the trigger, I let forth a flurry of shots that split the man apart from shoulder to neck.

It smelled like when we had been at our poorest and my adoptive father, Lutch, had found some old, chopped meat at the back of the fridge. After scraping the external bacteria culture he had been growing, he threw the slab of meat in a hot pan. The putrid stench that filled the room burned into my nostrils and, apparently, my memory.

The Inquisitor smoldered and slumped, and the longsword clattered to the ground.

Before I even had time to think, the sound of the whip struck my ear again, and then I felt a pain in my neck.

But I didn’t even have time to reach up and grab it prior to another series of shots ringing out behind me. Clynt had gotten his bearing and let forth a flurry of shots. His normally precise aim was wild, but enough bullets found their targets to drop the Acolyte where she stood.

I helped Imogen to her feet. “We need to get these people out of here,” I ordered, and the moment she was on her feet, she turned back to the room and began hollering at everybody to follow us.

Clynt was more worried about reloading his weapons than helping, but that was to be expected. The thief danced to the beat of his own drum, and frankly, I needed him more in the fight ahead than I did trying to rescue civilians.

The politicians and their aides rushed from the room, doing as instructed and keeping their heads low as I hurried up to Vince. “I'm taking these people back to the Buzzard,” I told him, and he stared at me for a long moment before nodding his head vigorously.

His face was completely white and covered in a thick sheen of sweat. Alek came thundering back and moved in beside me, and the two of us made a shield that all of the people could feel safe behind.

Clynt and Imogen brought up the rear, the former Acolyte hanging her mace on her belt after retrieving it and choosing, instead, to carry her rifle—which she had to use as another serf rounded the corner holding a soldering iron as a weapon. As expected, the thief had the longsword slung across his back. It looked to be nearly as tall as him, but I wasn’t surprised that he didn’t want to miss an opportunity to snag another weapon like that.

As we moved through the building, the people on our backs were chattering and crying, confused as to what exactly was happening and why. All throughout the buildings, I heard the sound of wailing and knew that most of the people here weren’t lucky enough to have a crew of freedom fighters who just happened to be there available to protect them.

Many would have their Gubernatorial Guardsmen, but I wasn’t sure how well they would hold up against an army of Inquisitors.

We would help as many of them as we could along the way, but I also needed to get these people to safety. As long as they were here, they were in grave danger.

This was immediately evidenced by the fact that another Inquisitor was waiting for us as we rounded another turn. He stood in our way, a glowing blade in each hand. He swirled them in front of himself, leaving the streaks of light in the air in the weapon’s wake.

I didn’t even have time to lift my gun.

“Allow me,” Alek said and rushed forward, closing the distance between them in an instant.

The Inquisitor sliced at the Kyrog with the short swords, but they just sparked off his armor before the massive man rammed into the small human. A moment later, the Inquisitor was being lifted in the air and then thrown across the hall to crash into two serfs who came rushing to help.

Alek waved us forward, but we all stopped when an explosion rang out from somewhere nearby, the building shaking and the lights flickering. More gasps and whimpers squeaked out from behind us.

We kept pressing forward, Alek and I leading everybody in the direction of the spot where I had left the Buzzard. More than anything, I hoped that it was still there. Normally, I would ask Ned, but he wasn't with me.

My AI companion had been upset with the last mission we had undertaken and refused to be a part of it. Or, more accurately, his programming precluded him from participating in it since I was technically fighting against the very government he was created to protect.

It was striking that when we had met, I couldn't imagine partnering with the illegal technology, and now I felt at a loss without him. I had become accustomed to his being my eyes and ears and being able to control my ship when I couldn't. I knew that if I made it out of this, mending fences with him would be my first order of business.

Screaming preceded footsteps, and we stopped as the sound carried toward us from down a connecting hallway. The voices sounded scared, but we waited to see, and a moment later, another politician with some aides came running around the corner. She turned and saw a Kyrog with heavy armor and a man with an energy weapon pointed right at her, and she shrieked.

“We’re here to help!” I shouted.

“This way, Dianne,” Alek said from beside me, and the woman blinked, obviously recognizing the man who had been serving as Vince's bodyguard.

We headed forward, and the woman fell in, pressing herself up beside the governor as her people reconnected with the other aides.

Paintings of great moments in Consortium history and statues of former leaders watched us as we traversed the faux wood paneled halls. With every step, we could hear more mayhem from throughout the building, and I heard Dianne whispering behind me.

“They’re killing people, Vince,” she said, her voice tremulous and terrified.

What I knew, and she didn't, was that as long as we were in this situation, the Governor would not be answering her. He had gone silent after I rescued him from the High Cloister, and it seemed to be happening again. He was a proud man and a strong leader, but he wasn't immune to crippling terror when his life was in peril. I wondered if he had been that way before, or if his time in Inquisition custody had been the thing that did it.

Soon, on a sign plaque on one wall, I saw an indicator for E Lot where I had left the Buzzard.

“Let’s move!” I said, getting everyone to hurry even faster after me.

But I felt a hand against my chest as Alek stopped me in my tracks and Vince bumped into my back. A moment later, one of the doors came bursting off its hinges, flew across the hallway, and crashed through a window. Smoke billowed into the space, and I imagined Ned making a joke about how the music was swelling right now as a villain was about to enter the frame.

I stole a glance back to see if Imogen was thinking the same thing that I was, but she was focused on helping a young man who seemed to be having a problem with his shoe. I couldn't identify what was wrong, but I wasn't surprised to see it.

Some folks, in the heat of a stressful situation, would find a benign nothing to pour all their focus on rather than stressing about the world around them. A hangnail or a shooting pain in your hip was much easier to put your attention on than the fact that the artificial intelligence hunting independent branch of the government was here trying to murder you.

Through the smoke, a shadow emerged, and the form of an Inquisitor followed. But it was not John Gregory. Instead, one, and then another, and another of the heavily armed, equally heavily armored Inquisitors stepped into the hallway. With each new one to emerge, the people behind me whimpered in terror.

Then behind us, two more Acolytes appeared, but Clynt didn't give them even a moment before he began firing off shots. When he did, the world erupted in a flurry of activity. The Inquisitors rushed toward us as the remaining Acolyte and some serfs who had been following him charged our rear.

We were surrounded on both sides, a sandwich whose two pieces of bread were trying to keep the meat in the middle from being burned. I would not allow these innocent civilians to be harmed, so I began squeezing off shots, filling the hallway with purple beams until Alek leapt forward and I had to stop to avoid shooting him in the back.

He charged toward the Inquisitors, but one of them lifted a pulse cannon, then aimed the heavy weapon at the oncoming Kyrog and fired. The blast of energy shattered windows and peeled the wall before striking my friend in the chest and sending him hurtling back into the ground at my feet.

The force of the impact shook the ground, and I could feel the building's reinforced flooring bend in a desire to give out. But it held long enough for me to aim the energy weapon in my hand at the Inquisitor who had just fired. I streaked the hallway with purple beams, and both Inquisitor and weapon fell to the ground.

But the others didn't waste any time mourning their fallen friend and instead began rushing at me with their weapons raised.

I would have given anything to have Lara at my side at that moment. Her martial skills were like nothing I had ever seen, and I knew how helpful they would be now.

As the first Inquisitor neared, she went to step over Alek, but he hadn't been knocked unconscious, so he raised his fist quickly and sent it straight into her gut. Like a pinball being fired, she was hurtled up and slammed against the ceiling, before crashing down on another one of the Inquisitors.

I sent more purple beams slicing through the hallway, watching as the heat indicator on the side of the weapon continued to rise. More Inquisitors fell, but others continued to come, and Alek rolled over, then pushed himself back up and onto his feet just as one reached him.

The former medic grabbed the robed man by the head and sent him crashing into the wall with such force that his body went clear through to the other side. Alek bellowed, but the Inquisitors didn't seem to notice. They just kept coming.

More of my shots dropped more of their people. If we could even call whatever these Inquisitors were, “people.”

My weapon began to flash, but I kept firing. Then an alarm bell rang out from the side, and I kept going, but when I pulled the trigger one more time, nothing happened. I jammed the thing back in its holster, feeling the heat radiating off it on my hip as I pulled my spear back out and pointed it at the nearest Inquisitor. They didn't seem bothered, swiping at it with the sword in their hand.

Sparks flew, but as our weapons were joined, Alek struck out with a heavy fist, and the Inquisitor crumbled like a beer can under a booted foot.

When the next one attacked, stepping over their fallen friends, I struck out with the spear, and the tip seared through the skin of his neck. When he opened his mouth, no words came out. But there was no time to revel as another two Inquisitors stepped out from around his side. Both of them had spears of their own, and they looked like twins.

As the two tips came at me, I pulled back while Alek grabbed one of them.

The massive Kyrog lifted, the Inquisitor had to choose if she wanted to let go of her weapon or go along for the ride. I would have chosen to try and retrieve my spear later, but she made a different choice and gripped it tighter. Then she was being lifted into the air to slam against the fluorescent lights.

The bulbs shattered and burst as they were hit, showering the other twin in glass and sparks. I thrust with my weapon, and the tip met that of the other twin’s. I had never fought against another spear before, and the two of us attacked and countered for a quick moment. She raised and then slammed her forward foot down, waving the spear back and forth between Alek and me, keeping us both at bay.

When the Kyrog reached out to try and do to her what he had done to her twin, he was met with a swirling strike that scalded the thick flesh of his hand.

He grunted, pulling back for a moment.

Behind me, more shots were ringing out, but I didn’t have time to look and see what was happening. The twin swung, the heat of the eternal flame warming my face when I moved out of the way. I speared out with my own weapon, but the twin batted it away.

She was better than the others had been. Her eyes were focused, and she moved more quickly than I had seen. Alek once again attempted a move forward but was met with the searing tip of her weapon. He pulled back in time, but she was keeping the two of us at bay.

Pressing the attack, forcing us back. As she did, the people behind us screamed in terror, and I felt hands against my back as if to say there was no retreating. So, I moved my spear from right to left in front of me, slicing it back and forth in the narrow hallway.

The twin watched my action, calculating her next move, and on the back swing, she closed in. With her left hand, she grabbed the shaft of the spear and then darted forward, shifting her body close to mine to thrust at my chest.

The move would have worked perfectly if not for one thing: Alek.

When she attacked, so did he. As she was thrusting what she expected to be the kill shot toward me, he struck. A massive fist crashed through the air quickly and connected with her face, throwing her back just as the glowing tip nicked my chest plate.

When she staggered to her feet a moment later, she was met with a spear tip that stopped her dead. Or was it undead? I had my inkling as to what had happened, but there was a lot more we needed to find out. Though at the moment, all I could think about was getting these people off of Emortium.

The hall was still full of Inquisitors and serfs in front of us, but Alek seemed to have lost his patience with this. He lowered his head and charged forward. More of their weapons punctured the flesh between his armor as he ran, but it was only for a moment before he knocked them over, crushed them under foot, or slammed them sidelong against the wall.

He was so powerful, and it was striking to watch as he made short work of the entire force standing against us. Though he had undoubtedly taken more damage than he would have if we'd progressed slowly and methodically, after a moment, he was standing at the end of the hall, panting and waiting to see if anybody wanted to go another round.

I saw spots of blood here and there on him and could tell my face was bleeding more now as my heart continued to thunder, but we seemed to be in the clear. At our rear, Imogen and Clynt had dealt with the assault and were ready to keep going.

The civilians all followed me as I began moving through the hallway now full of fallen Inquisitors, glass, and scorch marks. As expected, when I glanced over my shoulder, I saw that Clynt was pilfering as many of the weapons as he could. It would come in handy as weapons we could give our people or sell. Either way, we could get good use out of them.

Moving around one of the corners, I saw two Gubernatorial Guardsmen standing at the far end by the door to the landing pad with their weapons raised. Alek waved to them, and they shouted some indecipherable greeting.

“Take them to the Buzzard. I'll cover the escape,” I said, before moving to the other corner of the T junction and waiting. The lights at the far end had gone out and smoke was billowing from the darkness. I swallowed hard, waiting for another onslaught.

Alek hurried forward, shaking the ground as he ran with the civilians at his back. Clynt kept moving with them, but Imogen fell in beside me, holding her rifle in the direction of the ominous darkness.

“You gonna leave me with Clynt every opportunity you get as some kind of exposure therapy?” she asked, only looking up at me for a second while keeping her eyes trained down the hallway.

I chuckled, squinting into the smoke. “You know, that’s really not a bad idea.”

“The others might fall for your aww-shucks grease-monkey act,” she said. “But I know full well that you are smarter than you let on.”

“I’m really not,” I protested. “I’m exactly as smart as I let on.”

I meant what I said. Imogen had grown up around politicians and celebrities and seemed to expect that most people were playing a part most of the time. But I always tried to be exactly what I was and couldn’t fake it even if I tried.

She glanced back at me a long moment before turning her attention to the smoke. “Whatever you say.”

I was about to answer, when I heard footsteps in the smoke. She noticed too, then shifted into a better firing position and got ready for another attack. I quickly glanced down to see that the energy weapon’s cooling systems were working, and I could probably get off another few shots if I needed to. But until then, I would rely on the spear.

More footsteps followed the first, and I got ready, wishing that Alek had hung back. Imogen was no slouch in a fight, but I had missed having the behemoth beside me.

A figure appeared through the smoke, wisps trailing their frame as they came rushing toward us. But they stopped the moment they saw our weapons and immediately began pleading.

“Don’t hurt us,” the young man in an oversized suit that gave him the appearance of a kid in his father’s jacket shouted, gesturing toward his badge. “We are just assistants and aides.”

More terrified young people approached and stopped, but Imogen and I dropped our weapons, immediately gesturing for them to join us.

“We’re getting people out of here,” I shouted back, waving them forward. “Come on, get moving.”

Perhaps because we didn't match the Inquisitorial look or simply because they were scared and didn't have any choice, they trusted us immediately and came running, glancing over their shoulders until they were on the other side of us.

“Are there more behind you?” I asked a young Vekrass in a suit specifically tailored to his proportions.

“No,” he answered quickly. “Everyone else is…”

He couldn't finish, but he didn't have to. “Go,” I told him. “That way.”

Once everyone had passed, Imogen and I followed, moving forward but keeping the top half of our bodies facing back, ready for anything.

Mercifully, no more Inquisitors appeared, and a moment later, we were rushing out onto the open space where I had left the Buzzard. A few more Gubernatorial Guardsmen were out there, but their eyes were flashing between the door we were rushing through and the sky above.

As I stepped out into the warm afternoon air, I craned my neck to look up between the buildings and saw the massive ship in low orbit. Small craft were coming and going while Inquisitorial Phoenix-class ships darted between the buildings, shooting down shuttles and strafing the ground.

Fires were lapping out from windows, and the sounds of explosions echoed from all around. I had never seen anything quite like this, never been on a planet during what felt like an invasion.

Part of me wanted to help in the counterattack, to take the Buzzard and finish what we started when I thought we had destroyed the High Cloister. But I would leave that to the Consortium battleships, and instead I would do what I could for these people who I had sworn to protect.

I rushed out in front of the group, waving for everyone to follow me up the ramp. Almost everyone hurried on without a second thought, but one man with floppy blonde hair and an expensive suit stopped for just a moment, examining the rusty scrapping ship as though it was a bag of dog excrement.

“You want me to call you a limo?” I asked, and that was all it took for him to remember his circumstances and continue up the ramp. Once everyone was loaded in, I called to Alek, who was talking with some of the Guardsmen.

“They coming?” I asked.

He looked back and forth between us and them, and I saw one of the men shake his head. Alek patted him on the shoulder before turning and rushing over to join the others on the ship.

On his way up, the Kyrog stopped for a moment. “You taking them back to the station?”

I stared at him in surprise for a moment. “No,” I said unequivocally. “We can't bring government employees that we don't know back there. What about the embassy on Parm? Was that destroyed by Codename: Extinction?”

He shook his head now. “We could keep the people safe there, the governor has the place locked down after what happened with the Ghost of Korfuu.”

“Great,” I said. “We'll drop you guys there and then get back to work.”

Alek nodded. “I think that it's also time I call some old friends from my days working with Resh,” he said, referring to when he was a bartender and mob doctor for the cartel boss on Bussel. “We need to get Vince more protection, and they need to be the kind of people who are unquestioningly loyal.”

“Loyal to what they're being paid above everything else?” I clarified.

“Yes,” he answered. “We need a few more bodies who I know will keep Vince safe. The universe is getting more dangerous than ever, and we need to protect our strongest advocate.”

“You’ll get no argument from me,” I said and turned to head into the ship.

It didn't feel like we had that many people in tow as we moved through the building. Now, they seemed to be everywhere on the ship: in the scrap storage area, in the common space, on the bunks, and lining up for the bathroom. They were all scared and reacting to what was happening in many different ways.

Some, like Vince, had fallen completely silent, while others, like Dianne, were talking incessantly and spilling their guts, and yet others were just whispering to one another or muttering words of prayer.

Eyes turned to watch as the two of us made our way to the cockpit where Clynt and Imogen were waiting.

“Think it's a safe assumption to guess that it ain't gonna be a smooth ride up and outta here,” Clynt noted. “Them Inquisitors got the skies covered like quills on a porcupine's ass.”

I pointed to him and Imogen. “Get down to the guns now,” I ordered. “And let's be ready to shoot our way out like…” But I trailed off.

“Couldn't come up with some Clynt-like analogy in time?” Imogen asked with a laugh as I fired up the engine.

The two of them stood and began making their way out, but Clynt looked over his shoulder at me. “Don't presume to think you can talk like me. Ain't nobody can.”

I smiled and gave him a quick nod, and the two disappeared back through the door, then one of them closed it as far as they could, but not all the way. It was heavy and rusted and slightly misaligned, but Alek reached out and manhandled it completely closed. Given all the people in the ship, it was probably for the best to prevent them from being able to access us.

I spoke into the little microphone that accessed the PA system throughout the ship. “I'm getting us out of here, but everybody should strap in or grab onto something. We're going to experience some... turbulence... on our way out of town.”

Watching the little comm screen displaying feeds from the security cameras throughout the ship, I could see everybody fearfully do as they were instructed.

Firing up the Buzzard, I also activated the Tidal Drive.

“I really need to get a new one of these,” I groused, pointing to the Tidal indicator light as it warmed up.

“You’ve been saying that as long as I’ve been flying with you,” Alek said.

The ship began to lift, and I tilted us up toward the massive vessel shadowing the city. “Yeah, well, this time I mean it,” I said.

He chuckled. “I’ll believe it when I see it.”

Flying up between the buildings, I kept an eye out and on the scanner to be sure we weren’t being pursued.

In the distance, a prefect ship streaked overhead, micromissiles following in its wake. It banked and dodged, but the ship designed to fly around the city was no match for the Inquisition starfighters, and part of the rear erupted in flame just before the pilot lost control and slammed it into the side of one of the towering apartment buildings.

Looking at the rear-facing camera, I could see the parliament building smoking in several places and people running in every direction along the outskirts. A phoenix screamed by, sending a barrage of missiles into the building as we hurdled away.

“I'll say this,” Alek said. “It's never a dull moment by your side.”

I snorted. “Governor Delfina doesn't have you fighting for your life every second of every day?”

He let out a slow, rumbling laugh. “No, my days with him are far less eventful. Though, I’ll admit that I've become interested in universal politics in a way that I never anticipated I would. Serving on the front lines of the never-ending Clan Wars on my home planet, I never cared one bit about the people pulling the strings. But now that I'm in the middle of it, it's pretty fascinating. And, to my chagrin, I've actually discovered that a lot of the parliamentarians are actually trying to do right by the people they represent.”

“Ned would love to hear you say that,” I said as I banked to avoid a clothesline strung across the gap between two massive skyscrapers.

“Don't get me wrong,” he continued. “A lot of them are selfish scumbags who do everything for their own nefarious purposes, but, admittedly, lots of them are good people who are just trying to do what they think is best. And now...”

All of his eyes dropped to the screen displaying images from the ground below.

“This isn’t the Inquisition, is it?” he asked.

Staring at the High Cloister, I opened my mouth to answer, but before I could, alarm bells rang in the cockpit, and I braced for impact. A phoenix came flying out from between two buildings, opening fire on me before I even had time to react. Several of them struck our shields, but I pulled up and pointed the nose of the Buzzard away from the fire.

But it didn't stop them from continuing to send missiles after us, and many of them sheared off the sides of buildings, spraying glass and chunks of wall out and down to the streets far, far below.

The proximity to the buildings kept Imogen and Clynt from returning fire.

I needed to get us out of here as quickly as I could to avoid collateral damage.

Tilting up, I accelerated the Buzzard away from the surface, sending us skyrocketing up and trying not to look down at the comm screen showing all of the terrified civilians around the ship hanging on for dear life.

The phoenix followed, continuing to lay into us. The shields had low integrity after the battle at the Alcatraz prison ship, so I knew we were in trouble if we couldn't get out of here quickly.

As soon as we cleared the tops of the buildings, I shifted a little bit, changing our trajectory and hoping that the phoenix would follow suit. It did, and as soon as the buildings weren't behind it, Imogen and Clynt lit them up, sending micromissiles at our pursuer.

In the distance, I watched as a Consortium Ratite-class ship washed out and it immediately opened fire on the High Cloister.

Smaller ships streamed out of both and engaged in combat while we tried to shake the one following us. They opened fire with another burst, and I barrel-rolled to avoid it, watching as the civilians were lifted and dropped.

I couldn't imagine what this was like for them. None of them had asked for it, and now they were involved on the front line of a battle of a war for control of the universe. Actually, come to think of it, I could picture exactly that since I had been a scrapper just going about his business before discovering Ned and getting thrust into the middle of all this.

Slowly but surely, the twin fire from the two micromissile batteries were dropping their shields but we needed to do more damage much quicker, so I engaged the fore thrusters, killing the rear for a moment and spinning us in a complete 180.

Again, the citizens were thrown around, but they seemed to have all found spots to keep themselves steady, so I focused on the task ahead. In this case, the thing ahead of me was a phoenix-class Inquisitor ship, and I opened fire.

Apparently, the pilot hadn't been expecting this move and was taken unawares. The first of my missiles cracked against their shields but then the next several erupted against their cockpit, ending the pursuit in an instant.

At some time during the fight, the Tidal Drive had finished warming up, and I took one last glance at the High Cloister, wondering what the Consortium was going to do about it. But that wasn’t my problem at the moment. My concern was getting these people to safety.

I activated the Tidal Drive, seeing another battleship wash out as we disappeared into our gyre tube.
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Several months later.

“Got another one heading your way,” I communicated.

“Unless you start by saying who you are speaking to, it’s impossible for them to know which one of them has someone heading their way,” Ned said, never missing an opportunity to correct me if he could.

The two of us had buried the hatchet after I returned from dropping the politicians and civilians I had rescued on Parm. He still always loved to bust my chops and was always more than happy to rub what he considered my malfeasance in my face, but now that we were hunting down criminals who had broken universal law, he was happy to be back at my side. Though I knew that he wished we were doing more in the fight against Twain. Our leads had run cold, and every path seemed to be a dead end.

I grumbled as I ran. “Imogen, you've got another one heading your way,” I said, watching the escapee running across the catwalk parallel to where I was rushing along the rooftops of the small outpost town under the purple sky.

“Unless I get to him first,” the AI said in my earpiece, then I watched as the former prisoner from the Alcatraz took one more step, and the remote operated drop panel designed to dispose of garbage opened. The convict fell through and gripped on to part of the catwalk in front of him, before falling into the dumpster below.

“Good one, Ned,” I said. “And see, I used your name just in case anybody was confused.”

I saw that another one of the prisoners was heading up the alleyway where we had hoped to funnel them.

Clynt saw them too, and a moment later, a net swung down from one of the fire escapes and then magnetized, encasing the escapee like a fly caught in a web.

The thief jumped out from where he was hiding and ferreted the netted man away into a side room where we were holding them as we rounded the others up.

“Hank, one on your six,” Ned informed me.

I planted a foot and wheeled around to see one of the escapees aiming a handgun right at me from where he was behind a chimney.

I heard the sound of the gun going off before I could even react, and a piece of the low wall beside the roof exploded out next to me.

The Conecian looked more like someone who was in prison for tax evasion than anything to do with firing a weapon, and his aim only bolstered that belief. But I wasn't going to stand around and test that theory, so I jumped behind an air conditioning unit, the sound of the thing clanking beside me as I landed.

I pulled out my stomper, which I had finally taken the time to repair and even upgrade. The thing that was actually taking the longest to get used to was the fact that it actually fired straight. I had spent my whole life correcting for the way it shot, and it now made it difficult to aim properly.

I kept that in mind as I peeked around the corner with the weapon in hand. As I did, another shot rang out, and this time the shot whizzed by over my head before burying itself in a building behind me.

He took a few more shots from where he was standing out in the open with two shaking hands gripping the weapon. Every shot seemed to go wider than the last, and I almost felt bad for him. The fact that he didn't even have the wherewithal to take cover and was just going to keep shooting at me until he ran out of ammunition in this magazine made it a bit more difficult to take him down.

But only a bit.

He was, after all, shooting at me.

So, I lined up my shot and pulled the trigger.

The shriek that came out of him was nothing like anything I had ever heard, and he dropped his gun, then immediately fell to the ground as he clutched where the bullet had entered his thigh.

I had planned to tackle and cuff him, but part of that wasn't even necessary, so instead I jogged over to kick his gun away. I bound his feet and hands, allowing him to keep them in front of himself so he could clutch his wound.

“Here,” I said, trying to administer some Hospi-gel to the wound. He was crying and wailing and not allowing me to do it, so I just left the little tube beside him within reach. “This is for you,” I informed him, hoping he was able to hear and understand me. “Use it on the entry but especially the exit wound when you manage to calm down enough. The sooner you do it, the better. You don’t want to bleed out.”

I wasn't even sure how much he was hearing me, and I heard another one of our traps in the alley activate, so I ran over to see another of the prisoners dangling by a length of cable wrapped around one foot. She was trying to bend and pull her foot free, but undoubtedly the blood rushing to her head was making that increasingly difficult.

Clynt popped back out of the building with a stun gun and fired one of the darts into the woman, who stopped struggling immediately. The Vekrass began to lower her, and my earpiece crackled to life again.

“Could use a little help here in the adjacent alley,” Imogen said. “And this is Imogen Hush, by the way. In case anyone was wondering.”

I chuckled, then ran over to the fire escape and began to clatter down it.

“You’re all making fun, but clear and concise radio communication is as important as it is wise and can help to keep you all safe while on mission,” Ned said.

I half-smiled as I jumped down the last few rungs onto the street. “While that was clear, I'm not sure how concise it was.”

“It's not as important for me because I don't have a physical form and can, therefore, not be overheard,” he explained.

“If y'all two could keep the jawin’ to a minimum, I'd be much obliged,” Clynt said. “We got enough whithertos and whyfores to fill a book, but what we need is some good ol’ fashioned silence.”

Ned snorted, and I rushed across the street, seeing a little boy staring at me through the blinds from one of the low apartment buildings. “It could be argued,” the AI said, “that you used a lot of words to basically just say ‘shut up.’ You know?”

“I was exemplifyin’ the very point I were making,” Clynt barked back.

I came around the corner to see Imogen engaged in a fistfight with another woman. They seemed pretty evenly matched, and I had my gun at the ready but didn't raise it just yet. The last thing I wanted to do was accidentally clip one of my own people, so I watched as the escapee threw a jab and Imogen feinted out of the way.

She threw a punch, which the other woman blocked, but then Imogen quickly raised a leg and swung out hard, kicking her just below the ribs. The prisoner let out a string of curses that would have made even the most hardened spacefarer blush. Then she swung hard with both fists at once in a strange move.

But it worked, and Imogen only blocked one of the blows, taking the other one on the side.

“That wasn’t nice!” the former Acolyte shouted, and I knew what was coming next. As though some switch had been flipped, Imogen sprang forward, knocking both of them to the ground. She then began to throw a flurry of punches.

The prisoner gave as good as she got for just a moment before she began to block the blows and eventually relented and asked Imogen to stop. Which she did.

Imogen got to her feet, and the moment she did, the woman stood to run. She turned and began rushing toward me, and I didn’t even have time to raise my stomper. Imogen unholstered her own stun weapon and sent a dart into the woman’s back in a flash.

She took one more step before stumbling and falling forward. I reached out and grabbed her, helping the inmate to the ground.

“Cleanup in aisle six,” Ned chortled in my ear, easily amused by his own antics.

Hearing footsteps behind me, I turned to see another escapee rushing my way.

Imogen fired another dart. The thing whistled right by my head to strike the attacker and send them crashing to the ground too. Or, rather, into my arms like the last one. After setting this second person down, I stared at Imogen.

“Can you stop shooting in my general vicinity?” I asked with irritation.

She shrugged. “Did I hit you?”

“No, but that's beside the point.”

She raised an eyebrow at me. “I would say that's precisely the point. If you were laying on the ground in a stupor at this moment, I could see you making a case, but as it stands, I would argue some praise is in order.”

“Some praise?” I demanded.

“Yes,” she answered. “What I did was pretty badass, and now two more criminals will be brought into custody. Which, I might add, I get no credit for as I'm not a bounty hunter. So, you're welcome.”

I shook my head, deciding it best to turn the page. “Are there any more?”

“Yes,” Ned answered. “You got all but one of the targets. Naturally, the one remaining target is the most valuable.”

I huffed. “Any idea where they might be?”

“Behind you,” Imogen said, and I turned to see a giant brick of a woman. She was thick and muscled and lumbering toward me with an industrial wrench in her hands. Imogen immediately began to reload her stun gun, and I raised my stomper.

“Stop right there!” I ordered.

But she kept walking right at me. “Listen, lady, there’s really no reason to get shot now. And I promise you, I will shoot you.”

She didn’t say anything, so Imogen added, “He really will.”

Since the woman was still coming at me and still brandishing the weapon, I lowered the stomper and then fired, sending a bullet through the same spot on her as I had on the Conecian on the roof.

But the effect was exactly the opposite.

Rather than dropping to the ground wailing, she continued to lumber forward, and my next shot was right into her shoulder. Once again, it didn't deter her. I knew that I could just kill her, but I wanted the bounty money for bringing her in alive. Since I had been doing a lot of work for the Conclave, I had also been earning a lot of money, and it was helping the increasingly large rebel force I had found myself de facto in charge of.

In my ear, Ned made an ominous sound like, “Ah, ah, ah, ah, tcha, tcha, tcha, tcha.”

And now she was close enough to swing the giant wrench. I jumped out of the way of it with ease and blasted another hole in her thigh.

This time, she reacted, looking down for just a moment then back up at me with rage in her eyes.

The huge wrench whistled through the air in front of her again as she continued the attack. Under pressure, Imogen seemed to be fumbling with the reload, but my patience was wearing thin, and I put two more in her thigh.

For as intimidating as this show had been, her body wouldn't allow her to keep moving, as riddled as bullets as she was, and the one leg buckled.

As soon as it did, I saw a blur and turned to see a little furry cowboy come swinging in with his best Tarzan impression. Clynt’s feet slammed against the side of the woman's head, knocking her the rest of the way to the ground.

Imogen slid the last dart in and quickly put it in her neck, sending it right by me again.

“You’re just doing it on purpose, now,” I said, turning back to her, and she returned a look of pure false innocence.

Clynt dropped down to the ground and scampered over.

“Y’all see that all them traps worked to perfection,” he boasted. “Pretty soon we're not even gonna have to show our pretty faces to round up the criminals.”

“What’s the fun in that?” I asked.

“Suppose you’ve got a point there,” he allowed.

I pressed the earpiece. “Ned, open the line to the Conclave Collection Team.” And a moment later, “We have several new friends for you over here.”

“Copy,” one answered, and I knew they would do the job of collecting and confirming all the bounties. For a nominal fee, the CCT would handle prisoner transport and delivery. Given the cost of fuel and the value of my time, I had become increasingly reliant on them.

“Also, we are going to need the medic at my location as well as one of the rooftops,” I said. “One of them was through and through, but I'm guessing the target passed out before he was able to use the gel.”

“Copy,” another voice answered.

Ned piped up just after. “Zenobia on the line for you.”

“Zen, I’ve got another pile of bounties for you,” I said, not trying to hide my pride.

The aged Falconer who supervised my bounty hunting groaned. “I'm happy, but if you call me Zen one more time, my boot’s gonna reach right through the comm and split your cheeks.”

“Which cheeks do you think she's referring to?” Ned asked, but I knew she couldn't hear the comment, so I didn't react to it other than letting a slight smile cross my face.

“Ohh, please, you know you love these little terms of endearment,” I said.

Somehow, I felt as though I could hear her grimace. “You want another job straight away?” she asked, obviously deciding to simply move on from my previous comment.

“Not unless you got one for me on Parm,” I said. “Got some business I need to attend to out there.”

“Nope,” she said. “Got nothing for you out there. Maybe if you were a higher rank like Kilara…”

I knew where this was going. “I haven’t spoken to her for a while and don’t know when she will be back,” I answered before being asked.

“I know she’s taking some personal time but⁠—”

I didn’t let her finish. “She’ll be back when she’s back,” I said, voice serious. Though, the reality was, I wanted Lara back too. I knew she had to sort herself out after discovering that she had a brother… who tried to kill her… but I also just wanted her back by my side. I missed her in every sense of the word and was ready for her return.

But I would respect her wishes.

“Fine,” Zenobia said, but it sounded like a complaint. “Why don’t you come by and see me after you're done on Parm. It's been too long since we've spoken in person, and I tire of this kind of communication.”

Her voice sounded exhausted. Every time I saw Zenobia, she looked older. The once proud and tough bounty hunter was now an old Falconer who seemed as though she might announce her retirement at any moment. That is, if retirement even exists for bounty hunters.

I turned at the sound of footsteps to see several people in their polished-brass Conclave armor, one of whom knelt to begin patching up the wrench wielder’s leg.

Knowing that they were here, I felt fine to leave all the targets, and the three of us hustled back to the Buzzard, which, like the stomper, I had finally taken the time to improve. It still had rough patches and pieces held together by old found objects, but under the hood, I had made some improvements.

I had finally replaced the Tidal Drive and could now get out of situations much quicker than before. I had boosted the shields and was in the process of adding an energy cannon. Though, I hadn't finished the wiring yet, so for the moment, it just sat there looking intimidating. But often that would do the trick too.

We hurried over to the ship and boarded, then the three of us made our way into the cockpit.

Ned fired up the engine and lifted us off before we had even all strapped in.

“What’s the rush?” Imogen asked.

Ned didn’t hesitate to answer. “I didn’t want to say before because you had enough to worry about, but Governor Delfina sounded pretty… well, pretty something… when he called.”

A long exhalation escaped my lips as we pulled away from the planet’s surface. “Oh, what now…?”
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Alek had been true to his word. Approaching Governor Delfina's compound now made you feel like it was going to be a one-way trip. In addition to the gubernatorial guard, there were many rough looking men and women of every species wearing dark suits and even darker expressions. Honestly, all of them looked more like they had escaped the Alcatraz than the people I had just picked up.

They spoke into their cuffs and listened to their comms as we stepped up into the shadow of the tall wall. Not that we were paying much attention to it. Rather, we were focused on the swarm of impoverished folks of the planet who, after the attack, were in even more dire straits than they had been before.

That had been a surprise.

I had thought things would look different here after the devastation of a huge part of the planet, but they didn't. Sure, there were refugees and survivors, forlorn people looking for their loved ones and those who knew they had lost them for good, but in some ways, it seemed exactly the same. The bustle, the noise, all of it went on as though nothing had happened.

“Halt,” one of the thugs said from beside a thick gate and we stopped.

As soon as we did, the crowd closed in around us, asking for handouts or anything that we could spare.

“Mightin’ it be time for the governor to do something about all this?” Clynt asked, glancing around and swatting back a person who was reaching toward his beltline.

“Yes,” Imogen and I said simultaneously.

The thug looked up at me and waved me in, the door beginning to open at his back.

We stepped in and were greeted by a sea of guards in the compound.

“This is starting to look like an army,” Clynt observed.

Imogen balked. “As opposed to Suniuo Relay Station?”

“Well, to be fair, we are building an army,” I noted as we walked along the well-manicured grounds and up to the estate where there were more people standing beside the front door. This time, they swung it open as we approached, and we stepped in, then made our way in the direction one of them signaled for us to go.

We stepped into a sitting room to find Alek and Vince speaking in hushed tones. They looked up at us seriously and gestured for us to sit. They did the same, Alek snagging a bite of what looked like a vegetable quiche and the governor lighting a cigar.

“What’s going on?” I asked. “Was there another attack?”

“Yes,” Vince answered. “And no.”

I puzzled at him. “What does that mean?”

“There was an attack,” Vince explained. “But it wasn't on me.”

“They were here for me,” Alek said. “And I only just got away with my life.”

He pulled at the collar of the sweatsuit he seemed to be wearing under his armor to reveal a bandage wrapped around his neck.

“Are you okay?” Imogen asked, genuinely concerned.

He smiled at her. “I'm happy to be alive. Though, I'm not sure I even should be.”

“The person sent after Alek was as deadly as the Ghost sent after me,” Vince explained. “And...”

“They got away,” Alek finished for him.

I leaned forward in my chair. “What can you tell me about them? How did it happen?”

“It was after hours. My shift had ended, and I was heading back to the apartment that the Governor provided for me,” Alek explained. “It was a hard night, and I stopped for a cold drink on the way.”

“Did you feel like you were being followed?” I asked.

He tapped a finger on his knee. “That's the thing: I didn't. I have a pretty keen sense for when trouble’s coming, but this time, I had nothing. Just out of the blue, I heard the slightest rushing of air before feeling a throwing ax hit my neck. Don't know if I was the killer's first Kyrog, but if I had been any other species, we wouldn't be having this conversation. And even as it is, he almost got me.”

“But you were able to fight him off?” inquired Imogen.

“Just barely,” he said, popping another piece of food in his mouth and gulping it down. “Surviving the ax was one thing, but the man's dog came for me next, snapping and biting at me and distracting me so that the assassin could finish the job.”

Clynt, who often seemed to be thinking about other things during conversations like this, was paying close attention and leaned forward to ask, “How'd you get away?”

“Doing something I didn't like but knew would work,” he explained. “The moment I saw the man come out of the shadows, I grabbed a hold of his dog and threw it at him. Figured even a jerk like that probably loves his pet and doesn't want to see it injured. So, the two went flying, and I went running. Took some shots to the back for good measure, but those just plunked off the armor.”

“Oh, Alek,” Imogen said with a sympathetic tone. “I’m so happy you are okay.”

“Me too,” he said. “But now I want to know who is after me.”

“You don’t think it’s someone actually trying to get to Vince?” I asked.

The Governor shook his head. “When people come for me, they come for me. And most of the people that would send someone respect an unspoken rule preventing acts of violence against underlings.”

Alek cocked an eyebrow at him, but Vince waved him away. “You know what I mean.”

“I wish I didn’t,” he said. “You know I was a doctor back on my home planet.”

“And now you’re out here in the wide world,” Vince answered, “and what you used to be don’t mean plop.”

We all stared at him for a moment. “Are you feeling alright, Uncle Vince?” Imogen asked.

“No!” he barked. “I’m not. I’m getting real sick of people coming after me and the people around me. I’m sick of shouting about an enemy no one believes in, and I’m sick of being on my heels. I’m ready to turn the tables here. But I can’t do that until this assassin is dealt with.”

The man was upset, and had every right to be.

“People are still dubious about the existence of Twain?” Imogen asked.

Vince sucked on his cigar for so long that I couldn’t believe there was still space in his mouth. Then he shot a spear of smoke out into the room. “Yes,” he said unequivocally. “Because the attack came from the Inquisition, or fake Inquisition, or whatever the hell it was, people still don't believe it and half of the elections that are being held because of the so-called Red Day are contingent upon politicians' position on this very issue. When all is said and done, people don't want to believe the truth because it's too scary. They'd rather just bury their heads in the sand.”

“Interestingly,” Ned interjected in my ear, “the ostrich, which is famous for hiding its head in the sand when it's scared, has never been scientifically shown to do so. And what's more, people don't even know the actual origin of the belief. Some think that a person stumbled upon an ostrich trying to get seeds out of some other animal’s burrow and, doing what people do, assumed it was about them and that the animal was scared, but there's no actual proof.”

“Fascinating,” Imogen said, and I realized that these “fun facts” that Ned had always shared with me were now being said to the rest of the class as well.

Of course, Vince assumed she was talking to him and answered, “It isn't fascinating, it's infuriating. We've had two major attacks, and people still don't even believe that our enemy is out there. Plus, we know for a fact he's introducing sleeper agents into the world, and I'm starting to wonder how many of the people running to replace those killed on Red Day are actually Twain’s nanobot zombies.”

This was something we had all thought a lot about. It made sense that the reason Twain had used the Inquisition to attack the politicians was to get his own people into positions of power. And, what's worse, was that I knew now that it was, in fact, Twain behind the Red Day.

“Well,” I said, staring at the ground for a minute as I tried to figure out a way to tell Vince what I had recently learned. “Edwin, my AI research specialist, has determined that it was Twain who took over the High Cloister.”

Vince clapped his hands together excitedly. “That's great news,” he exclaimed. “We can get that story out in front of people soon, and maybe they'll start actually listening.”

“It’s a bit more complicated than that,” I said.

He stared at me for a long moment and then waved his hand in front of himself in an out-with-it sort of gesture. “But…”

“But it’s… possible… that it's a little bit our fault,” I said.

He closed his eyes, smoke seeping out of his nostrils. “How little of a bit?”

I had only just recently met with Edwin about this, so Clynt, Imogen, and Alek were all hearing it for the first time too, and they stared at me in wide-eyed silence.

“When we infiltrated the High Cloister to rescue you, we needed a way to take over the system and, theoretically, activate the self-destruct sequence,” I began. “To do so, we installed a virus into a military AI named Bard… and this virus came from a space station called Home where Twain offlined Ned.”

I watched as some of them began to piece together what I was about to say. “Edwin believed that repurposing this virus would be the easiest way to infect the High Cloister.”

“But they were all of them, deceived,” Ned said in a whisper.

As usual when Ned was obviously quoting something I had never heard of, I ignored him and continued. “What we didn't take into account was that, essentially, Twain had left traces of himself in the program and was able to use it as a backdoor into the ship's programming. He undoubtedly overtook Bard and then Tidaled the High Cloister somewhere that his people were waiting to… perform surgery... on anyone who hadn't managed to make it to a lifepod.”

No one said anything. Everybody seemed to be processing what I had just explained.

Unsurprisingly, it was Clynt who cut in first. “Don't sound like that was a ‘little bit’ at all, but the whole kit’n caboodle. And Edwin says he has proof that this is how it all shook out?”

“No,” I said. “He was very clear to say that there is no ‘proof’ as such. He was able to extrapolate it from the fact that when he reexamined the program he had uploaded to Bard, he”—here I tried to explain it as best I could, given the fact that when Edwin explained it in technical terms, I hardly understood it—“discovered that Twain basically had hidden programming that even Edwin didn't find at first blush.”

“And this is where we shot ourselves in the foot,” Vince said. “We've made artificial intelligence so illegal that we can't even study our enemy. Meanwhile, he's probably been learning our tricks and updating his programming for the last two hundred years. He's been preparing while we're just pulling our pants around our ankles and waiting for a good spanking.”

“Charming imagery aside,” Imogen said in disgust before turning to me, “we can't dwell too much on the fact that Twain used us as a delivery system for his own nefarious purposes. At least now we know, or think we know, that he was behind the attack. And even if we can't go public with that, it will bolster our case in the future.”

“And it's a reminder of just how savvy an enemy we're up against,” Clynt said.

I looked at Alek. “And he's just one of our savvy enemies at the moment. We also have the pressing issue of who attacked you. Can you tell us what he looked like?”

The Kyrog’s gaze shifted to the Vekrass. “A little like him,” Alek said. “A lot of leather and muted tones.”

“But he were human?” Clynt asked.

Alek nodded. “Yes, he were.”

I chuckled. “Anything else worth noting?”

“Yes,” Alek said, his voice unusually serious. “I want to know why. I don't just want to track down whoever it is, but I want to find out why somebody is paying to have me killed.”

“Do you think it could be a brother you didn’t know you had?” I asked with a little shit-eating grin before realizing that I probably hadn't told them the whole story about Lara.

“Can you think of anyone who’d want to see you hurt?” Clynt asked, choosing to just ignore my comment.

Alek nodded. “In my years at the bar on Bussel, I worked for a bad man for a long time. There's no shortage of people who might blame me for things that befell them.”

“You really think that some degenerate scrapper with a grudge can afford to hire somebody of this caliber?” I asked.

Vince tapped his cigar against a glass tray on his desk. “The person is mad enough, they'll spend everything they've got to get revenge. Only problem is, they think it'll bring some relief, but it almost never does.”

“Spoken like a man with some experience,” Imogen noted.

“I've done a lot of things,” Vince said vaguely. “And let's just leave it at that.”

Imogen spoke in a voice heavy with memory. “We’ve all done a lot of things.”

Alek stood and crossed the room to the door. “I think we should get started looking for this person now.”

“You’re coming with?” I asked, excited to have him back in the fold.

Vince nodded. “Much as I hate to part with him, I’ve got enough muscle now and know that you guys have a lot of irons in the fire.”

“We do,” I agreed.

He pointed right at me. “Speaking of, any word on the HH Watson?”

I shook my head. We had tracked down some of the records from the company who had originally owned the ship and followed the leads as far as they took us. “Unless you have anything else we don't know, there's not much more we can do at the time, but given the fact that the ship was never decommissioned and does seem to have just disappeared into the night, it certainly seems likely that Twain is using it. Would definitely explain how he was able to convert so many Inquisitors and serfs so quickly.”

“Ya'll ever find the registration signaler from the High Cloister?” Clynt asked.

Vince, who at this point seemed as though he was having a million thoughts at once, glanced at the Vekrass for a moment and then back down at his cigar. “I believe that the salvage team was able to recover it after the actual destruction of the ship over Emortium, but it remains classified.”

“Classified?” I asked. “As a Triumvir, you’re one of the three most senior officials in the government. How is it classified from you?”

“Because the Hand of Truth has claimed that it’s Inquisition property and that we don't have the right to it,” he explained. “We have many Consortium constitution scholars on the case right now.”

“You are in contact with the Inquisitor?” Imogen asked. Well, it sounded much more like a demand. “You should have him executed immediately.”

Vince scowled. “Would that I could,” he said. “The Hand communicates through subordinates, and, well, he's obviously an enemy of the state. The rules regarding the breadth of Inquisitorial power are still in question.”

“I'm guessing you have scholars looking at that as well?” Imogen asked, not trying to veil her disgust. Having grown up around politics, she had seen behind the curtain of how things worked in the Consortium, so her view was understandably jaded.

One of Vince's eyebrows raised ever so slightly. “Things take time, and everything that's going on is completely unprecedented. I'm pissed as hell too, but we have to let the process work if we are to have any chance of actually opening people's eyes.”

I couldn't help but laugh at that. “It's hard to believe that the revelation of Codename: Extinction and the Red Day aren't enough,” I said, and I meant it.

“You know I agree, but I also have to put myself in the shoes of my constituents,” Vince said, rubbing his temples between his left thumb and forefinger. “They're being fed rhetoric from every side, and all of it probably sounds as much like truth as it does like bull plop. Sure, I'm telling them the truth, but my political opponents are telling them a lie that sounds a hell of a lot less outlandish. So, what are they left to believe?”

Unfortunately, he had a point.

“Then,” he continued, “the Inquisition, a shadowy branch of the government that people know almost nothing about, shows up and kills half of Parliament under the guise of cleaning house. These folks in the far reaches of the universe have been told that the Inquisition are as infallible as they are powerful, so of course they're gonna be left with more questions than answers after something like Red Day.”

“To say nothing of the fact that, once again, the truth sounds even more insane than any fiction they're being fed by whoever is stepping up to get their vote now,” Imogen assessed.

Vince tapped his finger to his nose. “Precisely,” he said. “If I go in front of them and say that the same ancient enemy who was operating Codename: Extinction is also kidnapping people from around the universe and brainwashing them with illegal technology, I'll be laughed out of the room.”

“People would rather believe a palatable lie than a difficult truth,” I said, tapping one finger against my knee. “So, as always, we are in a position to try and prove an enemy to people who we also need to protect against this enemy…”

“Sorry,” Vince said.

I cocked my head at him. “Sorry for what?”

“I was one of those people you had to spend time convincing,” he said, and I could tell he was being sincere.

I waved the comment away. “Just like you're grudgingly understanding your constituents now, so did I grudgingly understand why you needed more proof at the time. I think I was pretty much the only idiot who believed exactly what I was being told just because I was told it once.”

“Nah, you busted my balls quite a bit in the beginning,” Ned assessed. “But I guess you did come on this wild ride pretty quick.”

“And, obviously, if you hear anything about the HH Watson, let me know,” I said. “I think if we can bring people more proof, we might be able to bring them around.”

“Wouldn't hold my breath if I was you,” Clynt said.

“Anyway,” I said, standing and looking at Alek, “let’s go find out who's trying to kill you.”
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“What happened after we dropped you on Parm?” I asked Alek as the two of us sat in the cockpit of the Buzzard, watching the swirling gyre tube froth around us.

Alek scratched his chin. “I told you about it when we talked later that week.”

I shot him a flat look. “Sure, but you were talking in the presence of Vince, and now I'm curious about the reality of it.”

He laughed. “I suppose I did give what some might call a ‘political’ answer at the time.”

“When we landed and you left, I escorted the Governor back to the compound, and as I'm sure you can guess, he didn't talk for quite some time,” Alek explained. “But in his silence, I told him that I was going to get him protection, the likes of which he had never seen. All I got was a quick nod, but that was all I needed. I called every sociopathic lowlife I knew.”

“And that made him feel better?” Ned asked.

Alek gave a little smile. “It sure did,” he said. “Because I explained to him that if he paid them well enough, they would die for him. These are people with no spouses or kids or anything that tethers them to the world. They are the kind of people you want to have watching your back.”

I thought about that for a moment. “How did you get them to give up the other back they were watching to come work for you?”

“Pretty sure you know the answer to that,” Ned said, and of course I did. Though he said it before I could. “Money.”

“You got it,” Alek said. “And Vince paid them well enough that he’ll never have to worry about them being scooped up by someone else.”

“And knowing that he had the protection got him talking again?” I asked.

Alek tilted a flat palm back and forth. “It did, but I know seeing John Gregory again had a pretty deep impact on him.”

“On Imogen, too,” I said. “Though, you know, she doesn't fall silent. She gets mad.”

“I have to think that’s part of why Twain is using him,” Ned noted. “The psychological warfare aspect of it can't be understated. Gregory harassed us throughout the universe and tortured two of our closest people. Twain knows that seeing his face again, even if we logically know that it isn't the actual man, will be pretty difficult to deal with.”

“You know,” I said thoughtfully, “I might be the first one to say this, but I think Twain is kind of a jerk.”

Ned and Alek laughed. “Yes, a very astute observation,” the AI said.

“You really might be a genius,” Alek added and then went back to what he had been talking about. “Once we had the protection in place, he calmed down, but the man was running on fumes. Though, I’ll admit, having now met many politicians, I've come to realize that a lot of them are. They're pulled in a lot of different directions and put in impossible situations. And that's not even counting the part where a bunch of Inquisitors came to murder them.”

“I worry about the same with Imogen,” I said. “That girl's been through a whole heck of a lot, and I continue to ask a lot of her. She's tough and can always keep up, but I know that all the stuff she's seen and done has to be poisoning in the back of her mind.”

“At the time of the War, the Consortium offered free counseling to anybody who requested it,” Ned informed us. “But, in a shock to no one, that program has apparently fallen completely apart in the last couple hundred years.”

“And you wonder why the Peacers want to change the system,” I said with only a hint of mockery.

Ned scoffed. “It's not that I don't understand it,” he asserted. “It's that I’m constitutionally incapable of sympathizing with it or supporting it. Like it or not, I was programmed by the government, and I'm going to support it to the bitter end.”

“And that's probably for the best,” Alek said. “The Peacers can have a desire to completely tear down the government and start over all they want, but it's not realistic. Honestly, it's a waste of their time. What they should be doing is trying to encourage change within the existing system. I didn't know it before, but now that I've been around the governor recently, I understand it.”

I had known Alek a long time and never really heard him speak this passionately except in a few rare moments. “Vince isn't just sitting around complaining, he's acting. You asked what happened after the Red Day? Well, I'll tell you. The governor got a list of everyone who had been killed and sent condolences to their families. Every Parliamentarian, aide, and even the custodians and maintainers. He reached out to every one of their families because he felt that it was the duty of the Triumvir. Then, he rolled his sleeves up and got to work.”

“What did that look like?” Ned asked, sounding sincerely interested and moved by what he was hearing.

“He got people who understood the threat Twain poses to run in every single open seat,” Alek explained. “He spent time helping out along the edge of the devastation site on Parm and speaking to the people who had been affected by Extinction. All this, plus trying to find out more information for you so that you can continue the investigation.”

“Amazing,” Ned said, his voice elated to the point of awestruck. “It’s so wonderful to know how dedicated some people still are.”

I couldn't help but think about the man I had first met and how different he was from what Alek was describing. But it seems that what he had been through on the High Cloister had given him new purpose and now he was trying to do everything that he could to do right by this universe. Though, I couldn't help but think that getting his own people elected to all the vacant seats would serve his purpose and cleaning up at the devastation site was also a photo op. But admittedly, I was pretty jaded too.

“All of this is to say,” the Kyrog continued, “I was happy to be a part of what he was doing and make him feel safe when very little in the universe did, but now I'm happy to be back.”

“It's good to have you back,” I said. “And I understand what you mean. Like with Imogen, we give her a home and some people who actually have her back after she spent a life having to look over her shoulder.”

“Oh, I'm sure,” Alek said, shaking his head. “After the governor came and pulled you and her out of her father's house, that man did everything he could to try to sabotage Vince. He was relentless, but the Hush family power is not what it used to be. I sincerely believe that part of his anger with Imogen is due to the fact that she never wanted to pick up the political mantle, and her parents are determined to punish her for it.”

“That sounds pretty spot on,” I agreed. “But it's hard to know the motivation of people like that.”

“I don't know that it is,” Alek shrugged. “Like when I would work with mobsters. Just think of the most selfish, self-serving interpretation, and that's how they view everything. Imogen's family seemed to fit that mold to a T.”

I nodded slowly, thinking about what he was saying. “Maybe it is just that simple.”

Around us, the tube began to wash away in the blackness of space filling the window.

“We can head to Bussel and check in with some of those people that you might have pissed off right after this,” I said, gesturing out the window. “I promised Zenobia I would check in with her, and I feel like I should.”

“Hank is finally becoming an actual bounty hunter,” Ned informed Alek.

“I don't know about all that,” I said modestly. “But our cause could certainly use the money, and this is the best way I know how to make it. Or, more accurately, it's the best way I know how to make a lot of it. Still think I was a better scrapper.”

“Whatever the reason,” Alek said. “I’m happy you are finally giving it your all.”

“I’m trying,” I said.

But Alek added quickly, “I hope the new skills will come in handy in tracking down the man who’s trying to kill me, also.”

“I have to think it will,” I said, trying to sound optimistic even though I wasn’t sure. While I had gotten better at tracking people down, I was still irked by the fact that we had lost all traces of Twain after the destruction of the High Cloister in the skies above Emortium.

Ned guided the ship down to land on the planet's surface amidst all the towering marble and massive statues.

“I'll just wait here,” Alek said, but he had a clever little look on his face, and after staring at him for a moment, he added, “And I might have gotten a starter deck for Imogen so that I can teach her Warhero.”

“I bet Clynt would play with you,” I said, but Alek gave me a knowing look.

“I'm not even sure my deck is safe around him, and something tells me he would have any number of cards up his sleeve,” Alek said.

I headed out of the cockpit, nodding as I did so in acknowledgement of his comment. Because, of course, he was right. Clynt would undoubtedly cheat, and I sometimes wondered about my valuables before realizing that I didn’t really have any. The things that meant anything to me were because of sentiment far more than monetary value.

Passing their quarters, I gave a quick wave of acknowledgement to the other two as I headed through the ship and down the ramp. A moment later, I was walking the streets of the Conclave.

Unusually, it was overcast and so thick and foggy that the air was wet, like walking through a rain cloud that had decided to sit on the city. Even though it was morning here, the braziers were lit, and they steamed and smoked against the waterlogged air.

I was covered in a heavy dew by the time I reached Zenobia's office and knocked.

She left me standing on the doorstep to her office for a long while before eventually letting me in.

“Thanks for making me wait,” I said sarcastically. “Every second I'm out there, Mane Malik could find me and force me into some inane conversation where he backdoor brags and simultaneously disparages me.”

The old woman laughed. “That is his MO,” she acknowledged. “And let me make it up to you with some coffee.”

She gestured for me to sit and shuffled over to a little sconce that looked like it had once been used to hold a statue of a family God but now contained a coffee pot.

“I don't know if you saw,” she said, her back turned to me as she poured a cup, “but you've already been paid for the prisoners you returned.”

I always wondered how much more Zenobia knew than she let on, but I still didn't mention the fact that it was also the Peacer interference that I was a part of that had allowed the prisoners to escape in the first place.

“Always happy for a payday,” I said, and she chuckled again.

“Everyone's happy for a payday,” she said, turning around and then bringing me the warm coffee. Rather than going back around, she simply sat in the chair beside me, cupping her mug, and letting it warm her hands on this chilly morning.

I stared at her and then asked, “Was there something you wanted to talk about?”

She stared at me in confusion for a moment. “Other than your next bounty, I don't know what else there is to discuss.”

I held up a hand defensively. “Hey, you were the one who called this meeting.”

“I find it beneficial to make time to discuss things in person with all my hunters,” she said.

“Actually,” I said, a thought occurring to me. “I'm curious about something.”

“What’s that?”

“Are there any bounty hunters who will take assassination work?” I asked.

She raised an eyebrow. “Are you looking to have someone killed?”

I took a slow sip of my coffee. “Maybe…”

But before she could answer me, I let a smile split my face.

“No, I just know that there are the back-of-the-page bounty hunters who will take work that isn't strictly within Conclave regulations and wondered if that would extend as far as killing.”

“I'm certain that there are some who would take that kind of work, but I'm equally sure that if I knew of such a person, I would report them to the Council of Six,” she said in such a deadly somber tone that I knew she was completely serious.

“The reason I ask,” I said, “is because one of my friends was recently attacked, and it just made me wonder.”

“What did they look like?” she asked, her eyes flaring with excitement.

“You wish you could go after them yourself?” I asked.

She smiled from ear to ear. “Oh, how I would love to. But I'm happy with my current lot in life: living vicariously through the hunters in my employ.”

“I don't have much of a description for you other than that he had a dog and wore mostly rough leather.”

Her expression changed immediately.

“Do you know who that is?” I pressed.

She seemed to be considering her answer, and I waited impatiently.

“Even if I were to know something about the person you're describing, I couldn't tell you,” she said. “You need to rank up.”

“I'm trying,” I said, irritated that I was once again being stymied by my rank, “but it's taking a long time.”

She tapped a nail against her coffee mug. “Maybe if you spent less time doing this, that, and the other, you could dedicate yourself to bounty hunting and actually rank up quickly.”

“You and I both know I'm putting in the work,” I said.

Zenobia took a sip of her coffee and seemed to calm down. “Sure, but that doesn't change the fact that I can't tell you. But I could tell somebody with even a rank just one higher.”

“I told you she's dealing with stuff,” I said.

“I know Lara is going through a moment right now, but perhaps it's time Kilara Vex reentered the world,” she said. “When was the last time you spoke to her?”

“It's been quite a long time,” I admitted.

She set her mug down on the desk. “Maybe it’s time you change that.”
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Sitting alone in the cockpit of the Buzzard, I activated the comm and opened the line. I honestly didn't expect Lara to answer, so when she did, I almost didn't know what to say.

The little screen on the console filled with the face of my oldest friend, and I smiled. “Hey,” was all I managed to muster.

“Hi, Hank,” she said, but her voice was distant. “It's really great to hear from you.”

“You too,” I said. “Or I guess I mean it's really nice to talk to you.”

She smiled and brushed her hair behind her ear. “Well, nice as it is to talk, I'm sure that you're calling for a reason?”

“I am,” I admitted. “Alek was attacked, and I think I have a lead on the person who did it, but Zenobia won't tell someone of my rank.”

“Alek was attacked?” she asked. “Is he okay?”

“Still recovering, but I think his pride was wounded most of all,” I answered. “I'd really like to give the person who tried to hurt him a piece of my mind though.”

She didn't say anything for so long that I wondered if the feed was frozen, but finally, she said, “Come meet me and I’ll help you.”

I started to say that sounded great, but the feed went dead and was replaced a moment later with some coordinates that she sent over to me.

“It's a hospital,” Ned informed me.

My brows knit together. “A hospital? Is she okay? Is she investigating Twain?”

“I believe those questions are rhetorical, but I’ll say that I assume she is not in any physical distress based on my assessment of the conversation that just took place, and while it is certainly possible that she is on an investigation, the planet has not reported any missing people, and it is not in our search window. Obviously, this does not preclude an inquiry but simply makes it less likely.”

“In other words,” I said, “we’ll find out when we get there.”

“Yes,” he answered. “Am I correct in assuming that you are anxious about seeing her after some time?”

I had to think about it. “I wasn’t…” I said. “I am now.”

He laughed. “The two of you have an interesting bond.”

“You can say that again,” I said, leaning back in my chair. “And just when things were getting more interesting, she left.”

“I would say that you still have your whole lives ahead of you, but given everything, it’s hard to know just how much longer you have,” Ned said.

I considered his words. “That’s a grim prospect,” I said. “And I’ve lasted this long, haven’t I?”

“By the skin of your teeth,” he chuckled, and I knew what came next. “Interestingly, that phrase comes from the Bible, when Job said it was the only part of his body to avoid a skin disease, referring to his gums.”

“Okay,” I said, not really listening and just thinking about what it would be like to see Lara again. I was excited, but there was some trepidation, and I just didn’t know what to expect.

“Hank, I have to say,” Ned muttered, “you should really pay more attention to my notes. You could learn something.”

I stared out at the gyre tube but didn’t answer. He fell silent as well, and soon enough, we were washing out near a small planet I had never heard of. He set the landing coordinates, and the Buzzard made its descent.

As we were landing, the ship shook, and we passed through thick clouds on our way down to the surface. Even as we did, the ship steamed, and when we entered the air above the city, snow surrounded us, the white streaking outside the ship.

Our thrusters caused many more plumes of steam when we landed in the thick snowbank.

When I opened the cockpit door, the smell of something delicious being cooked hit my nose immediately, and I smiled. I had missed seeing Alek in the little ship kitchen and was happy to lay eyes on him pouring wine into the pan in his hand as he narrated to Imogen what he was doing. From the look on her face, I couldn't tell if she was actually interested or just shining him on, but either way, I liked to see it.

“I should be back soon,” I informed them, and both gave a cursory nod before returning to what they were doing.

Before I had even stepped off the ship, the biting cold hit my flesh, and with the first breath as my foot left the ramp, it was as if ice was forming in my lungs. The jacket I wore over my armor wasn't particularly heavy, and I pulled it close around my collar. The space around the ship was wet, the vapors still rising into the blurry air.

As soon as I stepped out of the ring formed by the heat of my thrusters, snow crunched under my foot, and my ears felt as though they were going to freeze and fall off my body.

The buildings surrounding the little landing pad were spherical, looking like balls stacked on top of one another with windows along the side facing the street and communications arrays jutting out here and there.

At the far end of the single main street, there was one building much larger than the others with a neon red cross at its front. I made my way forward, moving my legs quickly just to keep the blood flowing in an attempt to stay warm. To one side, there was a little café packed with people sipping on steaming drinks in large bowls and surrounded on all sides by little furry snakes that they were petting and snuggling with.

A machine hovered by, melting the snow on the street as the operator drank from a small flask. While I was watching it, one of the fur-covered snakes slithered out from a crack in the sidewalk before disappearing into a hole at the base of one of the buildings.

It wasn’t long before I had reached the hospital entrance. Shaking the snow from my jacket, I stepped up to the reception desk where a Vekrass nurse sat in scrubs with pictures of donuts all over them.

He looked up at me. “What can I help you with?”

I glanced around the room, seeing a few people waiting to be seen but not my friend. “I’m looking for Lara Shen.”

He nodded. “Shen… Shen… oh, sure, here, Room 37.”

I expected him to ask me to produce some form of ID, but instead, he just pressed the button beside his computer, and the door behind him opened, slowly swinging inward toward the white hallway stretching into the distance.

As I stepped around and began walking down the quiet passage, only intercepted here and there by employees hurrying from one place to another, I couldn’t help but be struck by the smell. It seemed as though every hospital in the universe had the same odor: what seemed like that of illness mixed with chemicals under a mask of cleaning solutions. Which made sense, of course.

Above the doors were digital signs with names beside the number designation. Though it felt intrusive, I glanced into a room now and again, trying to guess why the person was here. Though, for the most part, it was hard to tell when every room just seemed to have a person watching television from bed.

Soon enough, I reached room 37, where I saw the name SHEN, V on the digital plaque.

The moment of realization hit me as the door swung open and a nurse stopped to stare at me, obviously surprised by the vision of a tall bounty hunter in full regalia standing before her.

“Just here to visit a friend,” I said, but she didn’t seem to be able to answer at first.

Then her brain kicked in and she nodded. “You got here just in time,” she whispered and then walked away.

Pushing open the door, I saw Lara standing over a bed, body hunched with shoulders rising and dropping in quick succession. My boot squeaked on the vinyl floor, and she looked up at me with wet eyes.

In the bed was an older woman, hair in transition from black to white and skin appearing almost green in the low, flickering light of a Clashball game on the television no one was watching.

“Hank,” Lara sniffled, reaching out to grab my hand. I hadn’t seen her like this for a long time: purely, deeply sad. “This is my mother, Vanessa.”

The old woman didn’t look at me or move. If I didn’t see the machinery around the room telling me otherwise, I might have assumed she was already deceased.

“Mom, this is my friend, Hank Spears,” Lara said, squeezing her hand with her left. She looked back up at me. “I’m happy you are getting to meet her.”

“Such as she is,” Ned said in an oddly macabre comment. “Sorry,” he added. “I don’t think I’m good with this kind of thing.”

Once again, I wondered why his programmers would make him have a hard time with illness, but I knew I would never find out the answer other than the presumed “to make him more human.”

“I'm happy to meet you,” I said to the woman, feeling like any cognition she had was long gone but knowing that it was important to Lara who had one hand holding each of us.

Lara sniffled, her voice quavering as she said, “You really hit the jackpot with timing.”

“I can see that,” I said, giving her hand a squeeze. “And even though I know you're joking, I'm happy I could be here for you now.”

Her hand clamped closed so hard that it felt like it might break my knuckles.

“I'm just happy I had this opportunity,” she said. “I almost went my whole life without knowing she was alive, and instead, I got the opportunity to get to know her a little bit before the end.”

“And has it helped?” I asked, sincerely curious.

She lifted our joined hands to wipe a tear from her face. “Yes and no. There was something easy about not knowing. About being alone. I had come to accept it, you know? Well, I know you know.”

And I did.

Given the choice, I think I would prefer to never find a blood relative than to meet one just to immediately lose them. But I didn't say that. I simply stayed silent and gave her the space to let it all out.

“But even though I had become fine without, there was something remarkable about finding out that I had family,” she said. “Even if my brother wants me dead and... this...”

The machine beeping in the corner began to flash, and after a moment, the nurse returned to the room. She pulled out a clipboard and began to scribble notes as the inevitable happened. Vanessa Shen exited my universe as quickly as she had entered it, and her daughter wept by her side.

We were ushered from the room, and Lara pressed herself against my body, crying into my ice-cold chest plate. I held her close and whispered how sorry I was until she finally looked up at me, her face as red as her eyes and her cheeks streaked with makeup-stained tears.

“Thank you, Hank,” she said. “I know you need something and just happened to be here, but I've never been happier to see your face in my entire life.”

“Well, it's a pretty good face,” I croaked, offering her a little half smile.

She gurgled a laugh and wiped the tears from her face. “I actually had some good time with her,” she said. “She was already well on her way by the time I got here, but her cognitive functions were still intact. Or, at least what was left after the life she had lived.”

“What Daniel said about her was true?” I asked.

She nodded. “Vanessa Shen lived a life of regrets, and she made that abundantly clear. But I could tell she was happy to see me and that it brought her some peace to know that I was okay.”

“That's something, anyway,” I said. “And did it bring you some peace?”

She didn't answer for a long moment, staring at the wall as what I had to assume were a torrent of thoughts whipped through her mind. “I think so,” she said finally. “If nothing else, getting the context for everything that happened the way it did was illuminating. But, if I'm honest, it's hard to really know. I haven't had all that much time to process.”

“You mean the thirty seconds since it all happened wasn't enough time for you to process a life's worth of emotions and draw meaningful conclusions?” I asked.

A smile turned her lip for a moment. “Yeah, I might need another half a minute.”

“You take as much time as you need for all this,” I said.

She looked right into my eyes. “Is the Buzzard here? Ned and the others?”

“Yeah,” I said. “Even got Alek on board cooking up some… well, I don’t know what, but it smelled delicious.”

She nodded slowly. “I mean, I could use a game of Warhero and something that smells delicious.”

I don't think that I could absolutely describe what I felt hearing those words, but elation was close to it. Even if she had to run off again, knowing that Lara would be by my side once more filled me with joy. To say nothing of the fact that I could always use her expertise in a fight.

She pushed off my chest and hurried back into the room where her mother had been before they wheeled away the bed. She returned with a bag slung over her shoulder and her feet in combat boots that looked incongruous given that she was dressed head to toe in hospital gift shop sweatshirt and sweatpants.

Stepping through the doors at the front, Lara stopped and stared upward.

“You sure?” I asked. “Do you have to stay and make any arrangements?”

“They've all been made,” she said. “She specifically requested no kind of celebration of life and said that she didn't have anybody to celebrate her, anyway. So, I made my peace with that and said my goodbyes one last time to her this morning.”

“Okay,” I said since I couldn't think of anything else.

Happening upon this scene was a bit overwhelming, and I was trying to do my best for my old friend, but for the most part, it seemed that the best thing I could do was just be there for her in whatever way I could.

And now, that meant bringing her back to the Buzzard.

The two of us made our way out in silence, Lara’s eyes distant and lost in a sea of thoughts.

Stepping through the doors at the front, Lara stopped and stared up to watch the snowflakes drift slowly down. She inhaled deeply, then exhaled, the warmth of her breath puffed out of her mouth.

Then, she reached down and grabbed the stomper from my beltline.
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A gunshot echoed through the street, but the sound didn't seem to travel as far in the cold thick air as Lara shot the stomper.

The man, dressed in all black, who was jumping out from between two buildings, clutched his chest, fell backward, and landed heavily in the snow.

I pulled out my energy weapon, and the two of us ducked behind an ambulance parked in the roundabout in front of the hospital.

Another of the dark shrouded figures hopped out of one of the hospital windows, throwing shurikens at us as he did. He slammed into the side of the ambulance, causing him to drop to the ground and we returned fire. In avoiding the shots from the stomper, he jumped right into the path of one of my energy bolts.

“The Blood Dragons are still pissed at me,” she said as though I hadn’t figured that out.

The tire exploded, causing the entire vehicle beside us to buckle, and I turned to look at where the shot had come from. But Lara was all over it, raising my weapon in hands that had been holding her dying mother's only a moment before, and firing off two shots. I didn't even see where the assailant was, but a moment later, a black shape fell out from behind one of the circular building layers, slid in the snow, and then flopped onto the next building.

I heard the faintest sound from behind and above me and looked up just in time to see another one of the Dragons sailing through the air from the roof of the ambulance to land in front of us.

He leaped up, striking out a kick at Lara that slammed the gun in her hands against the side of the ambulance, and as I pointed mine, he lashed out with a punch so hard that it nearly knocked the energy weapon free.

He followed up with another quick attack, punching Lara in the chest and sending her collapsing into the snow.

Seeing that, my body reacted with more speed and viciousness than I could ever remember possessing in my life. Though the man was obviously well trained and as quick as a ninja, I grabbed one of his wrists when he tried to jab me and pulled him closer. As I did, I brought the energy weapon up to meet his chin, and it crunched against the bone.

He staggered back, and I sent one of the purple bolts straight through his chest.

The attacker fell back and crashed into a pile of snow that had been pushed out of the way of the hospital entrance where a bunch of people were standing on the other side of the door, watching the action unfold.

“We gotta go,” Lara announced, and the two of us were running a moment later, moving quickly through the snow and trying not to fall.

We had been attacked and had every right to defend ourselves, in addition to the fact that we were both licensed bounty hunters, but that didn't mean that we wanted to take the time to sort all of this out with local authorities who would almost certainly detain us for questioning.

So, we continued running, my lungs burning in the freezing air until we reached the Buzzard.

When we did, we hurried up the ramp and were greeted by Imogen, Clynt, and Alek all sitting around and eating. The Kyrog was having some kind of bar, while the other two were eating the dish he had prepared.

They all glanced up, and Alek smiled broadly to see Lara.

“Well, look what the cat dragged in,” Clynt said.

Lara glared at him, face flat. “My mother just died.”

He laughed as though it was a joke until he saw our faces and then he pulled off his hat to hold against his chest. “Now, I’m downright sorry about that.”

“I’m just messing with you,” she said with a laugh, and Clynt stared at her before letting out a guffaw.

“But, really, she did,” Lara said, and the Vekrass didn’t seem to know how to respond to that one.

Alek had crossed the space by then and wrapped her up in a hug, lifting her off the ground.

“It’s so good to see you,” he said. “And I’m sorry about your mother—strange as that joke was.”

When Lara was back on her feet, she hugged Imogen for a brief moment. “I thought it was funny,” the redhead said. “I like anything that messes with Clynt.”

“Sorry for the emotional roller coaster there,” Lara said to the thief, who shrugged in response.

“Don’t make no never mind to me,” he said, and I expected it was mostly true. The man had a system of ethics all his own, and it was anyone’s guess as to what he was thinking at any given moment.

“And you,” she said, pointing back at Alek. “Who was dumb enough to come after you?”

“That's what I’m hoping you can tell me,” he said.

We filled her in on everything we had learned, and she listened intently, asking a question here or adding a comment there. When we got to the description of him, her eyes flared.

“I’ve seen him around the Conclave,” she said, her voice carrying a note of righteous indignation. “But that means he's a bounty hunter.”

“You had mentioned that there were some that take off-the-book jobs,” I reminded her.

She looked up at me with disgust written across her face. “Taking unauthorized bounties is one thing, but committing murder for hire flies in the face of everything that the Conclave represents.”

“How you figure that bein’ a gunslinger for money is different from a bounty hunter what can bring someone in dead or alive?” Clynt asked, and I had to admit that he had a point.

Lara stared at him in utter astonishment. “Taking a dangerous criminal off the streets is in absolutely no way the same as an innocent civilian having a hit put on them.”

“Just having an official bounty on them don't make someone a ‘dangerous criminal,’” Clynt said. “A person who's gunned down ain’t necessarily a saint just ’cause the person who killed them weren’t hired through the Conclave.”

“I feel like we're getting away from the point,” I said, trying to cool the tension before things got properly heated. While I was happy to have my whole crew back, a full ship also meant a ship full of personalities who might not all agree with one another.

“Let them talk,” Imogen said. “This is pretty interesting.”

Clynt looked at her. “And what do you think, little lady?”

“I think it's more interesting to let you two duke it out,” she said, voice carrying a hint of amusement. “My parents forced me to join the debate team, and even though I didn't like having to do it myself, I always enjoyed watching both sides.”

“Happy as I am to provide Imogen with her reality TV,” Alek said, handing Lara a plate of food that he had just prepared for her, “I would rather find out what you know about this hitman bounty hunter.”

The way she was looking at the thief, I could tell that Lara wanted to continue the philosophical discussion but decided against it in light of the fact that she wanted to protect Alek.

“I really don't know much,” she admitted. “But the whole reason I’m here is so that we can ask somebody who might.”

Now it was Ned’s turn. “Reaching out to Zenobia now.”

“Would you rather take this in the cockpit?” I asked.

She looked down at the plate in front of her and then shook her head. She sat down, pulling at a piece of the duck as she did, and waited for the call to go through.

“Kilara?” Zenobia’s jubilant voice filled the common space.

“Yeah, it's me,” Lara said. “Your little plan worked… but only because of timing.”

“Little plan?” Zenobia asked as though she was being accused of some great crime. “All I did was bring the bounty hunter, who is supposed to be learning under your tutelage, to ask you for assistance.”

“She’s also got a bridge to sell you,” Ned said, and I assumed that even though we could hear it within the ship, he had muted himself to Zenobia.

“Anyway,” Lara said. “You know why I am calling. What can you tell me about the hunter that Hank was asking about.”

“For a start, he uses the tracker designation rather than bounty hunter,” she said.

I hadn’t heard that term. “What’s the difference?” I asked.

“Trappers don’t consider themselves part of the Conclave in the traditional sense,” Zenobia explained. “They work within the bounds of the organization only so that they are not breaking universal law, but they care nothing for rank or for consecrated weapons or any of our rites and rituals.”

“I was under the impression that trackers were just a small and unimportant minority,” Lara said.

Zenobia let out a deep, throaty laugh. “That’s precisely what they want you to believe. As long as people don’t consider them a problem, they can continue to toe the line between right and wrong. Some say that they only operate ‘within’ the Conclave to keep an eye on what’s going on, and others suggest that there is a trapper sympathizer on the Council of Six.”

“These trappers will take assassination jobs?” I inquired.

“Yes,” Zenobia answered unequivocally. “It is said that they will take any job for a price.”

Lara set her plate down and grunted. “Then they should be pried out of the Conclave like a bad tooth. They should not be allowed to operate if they are flagrantly disregarding our traditions.”

Zenobia coughed. “Well, my dear, if you ever sit on the Council, you can make that happen. But until such a time, you will just have to accept their existence.”

“As long as there are rules, there will be people who bend them right to their limit,” Imogen noted.

“So, who is this trapper?” Lara pressed.

“Moong Farrax,” Zenobia said. “And before you ask, I already did some investigating of my own.”

Lara smirked. “Of course you did.”

“I looked up who Farrax’s Falconer is and only got a single name, Roan, and when I went to the address registered in her file, it was nothing more than a mailbox. Doing a little more research, I discovered that she has a whole corral of trappers working for her but that none of them are easy to find or have listed addresses—either personal or business.”

“So, other than his name, you don’t have much for us?” Lara asked, her tone impatient.

Zenobia made a little sound of annoyance. “Perhaps if you let me finish, you would hear everything I have to say before jumping to conclusions.”

“Right,” Lara said, waving a hand in front of her to suggest that Zenobia could keep talking despite the fact that the old woman couldn’t see her.

“I went to chat with some fellow old-timers and asked around about Moong Farrax,” she said, but her voice grew grim. “And the things that they had to say about him were nothing pretty. Your friend should feel blessed to have walked away from an encounter with this trapper alive.”

Looking at the bandage on Alek’s neck, I asked, “How dangerous is he?”

“Apparently, he is as deadly as any person in this universe,” she answered seriously. “He's a pure killer and will eliminate anyone who stands in his way. One of my contacts even repeated a rumor that the man once set an entire outpost village on fire just to kill one target. Now, it could just be an old hunter's tale, but it seems that anyone who has heard the name Moong Farrax knows to keep away from him.”

“How can we find him if neither he nor his Falconer have any address or any way to be traced?” I asked.

Lara steepled her fingers. “We set a trap for the trapper.”
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“Ready when you are,” Alek said, standing at the comm booth beside the derelict fuel depot and diner.

I glanced around, not seeing anybody, which meant they were all in their positions and well hidden. “Make the call,” I said.

Alek activated the comm, which, of course, I had needed to repair when we first arrived here because it hadn't worked for a long time. At one point, while I was working on it, Imogen had come over and noted that she couldn't remember the last time she had seen me smile as broadly as I was while I was just tooling around inside a broken machine.

She had been right, but it had also served as a reminder that I needed to pick up the pace, and it wasn't much longer before I had fixed the booth that Alek was now using to call Vince on a traceable line and using his personal ID code.

The two men spoke for just long enough to make it seem like a legitimate business call and then Alek killed the line.

Once he had, it was just a matter of time.

And, in keeping with his reputation, it wasn't long before a ship appeared descending toward the planet’s surface.

There wasn't much around except a crumbling starship lot that abutted the fuel depot with a little store and restaurant beyond. None of them had been in operation for what I had to think was at least twenty years, based on the style of pumps and amount of weathering that the building had taken. My life as a scrapper had made me pretty good at telling the ages of things even from just a cursory glance.

Alek had positioned himself in the restaurant so hopefully we could lure Moong Farrax into the middle of us. Lara and I were opposite one another behind heaps of rubble on either side of the road leading from the lot to the pumps, and she had activated her stealth suit to give us one more advantage. Imogen was hidden behind a series of pumps that I had checked to be sure were long empty, and Clynt was theoretically on the roof of the restaurant. Though, knowing him, he was almost certainly anywhere but there. Perhaps hiding in any of the piles of rubble or half destroyed little buildings all around.

The trapper’s ship was a flat semicircle with large thrusters along the straight edge at the rear and two micromissile ports at the front. It was modest and unremarkable and exactly what you wanted if you were trying not to be noticed. He could park that in nearly any lot in the universe, and people's eyes would scan right past it. Seeing it made me believe that he might just live up to what people said about him. Of course, I was extrapolating a lot from only the ship, but still...

Once he had set down, the planet's dusk caused the world around us to glow and cast long shadows over the surface. Then a ladder lowered from the bottom of the ship. But he didn't step down. Instead, a German shepherd hopped through the hole and onto the ground, then immediately padded off in Lara’s direction while sniffing the ground.

“Hold your position unless you think you're about to be exposed,” I whispered into the comm, already worrying that this was not going the way we had planned.

“Copy,” Lara said but relayed nothing else.

I watched the ship as jets of fire belched from several ports along the bottom of the wings, scorching the ground in the inverted pillars of flames. As it was happening, I saw a blur move behind the inferno.

“He’s on the move,” I said, staring in the direction of the rubble and refuse beside the Starship where I believed the figure had disappeared. “I think.”

Instantly, I knew that this was not going to be what we had anticipated. In spite of the fact that we had been warned this trapper was good, we had believed that we could walk him right into a trap.

In the distance, I heard a dog barking. “I'm spotted,” Lara said in my earpiece, and when I wheeled to look around in her direction, I heard a crack from somewhere in the distance and felt a shooting pain in my ribs as the bullet slammed against my armor, throwing me to the ground.

I heard another gunshot in the near distance by where the dog was barking and got up to my feet, weapon at the ready. “He’s in the lot and on the move,” I said, looking down the barrel of my gun to try and spot him.

“He ain’t no match for me,” Clynt communicated, and out of the corner of my eye, I saw just a flash of a small brown form darting between ruins.

A moment later, I heard a worrying sound from Farrax’s ship, and I glanced over just in time to see another micromissile battery rising out of a hatch in the top. The area where I had seen Clynt then erupted in a hail of micromissile fire shot remotely from some kind of targeting system on the trapper’s person. Unless he, too, had an illegal AI helping him out.

Chunks of the buildings all around the thief collapsed, and pieces were sent flying. I began moving, hoping to get to Lara and make sure she was all right after that second gunshot, but a moment later I was the target, and the world around me began to explode with shots from the ship.

Mixed with the detonations of incendiaries, I heard the thundering steps of a Kyrog as Alek came charging in the direction of the fray. But from somewhere off to my left, I saw the fast blur of what I took to be a grenade flying through the air in his direction.

The fire from the ship ceased a moment as the systems cooled, but just as they did, the pulse grenade detonated. Alek had seen it in time and stopped a few meters from where the thing landed but hadn’t been able to avoid the blast that threw him backward. He landed with a crashing thud, and Imogen was quick to rush to his side.

Clynt and I converged on Lara’s position where I could see some floating blood. The dog had obviously bitten her arm, and she was now bleeding out onto the surface of the stealth suit. But the dog and its owner were nowhere to be seen, and I was careful to move only between rubble and ruins, but every time I exposed myself for even a second, I was worried I was about to get shot through the neck.

Another crack pierced through the space from somewhere in the distance, and Clynt's hat went flying from his head.

“Bastard’s got a death wish!” the Vekrass snarled as he slammed against the half crumbled wall where I was huddling beside Lara.

“How you holding up?” I asked.

I couldn't see her entirely, but I could tell the shimmering form was wobbling. “I think that dog's teeth were coated with something or something,” she answered woozily. “I took my all-purpose anti-toxin but…”

She collapsed against the wall, and I helped to set her down on the ground, then checked to be sure that she was still breathing.

“This asshole does have a death wish,” I agreed.

Another shot, and in the distance, I heard Imogen scream.

But I didn’t have time to check on them. The best thing we could do for our friends was to deal with this maniac. Clynt obviously had the same idea because he sprang out from behind the wall and began moving in the direction of where the shots were coming from. I ran around the other side, hurrying in the same direction and trying to keep low and out of the way of wherever he was sniping from.

But instead, his ship opened fire on me once again, the pile of garbage I was walking behind blasting into the air, pieces of old posters and building materials filling the sky above my head before raining down onto my back.

I heard the sound of a dog barking and then revolver shots, and the barking stopped.

When the ship took another break to cool, I heard a bellow from the pumps, and Alek came rushing around. He didn’t stop where I was but charged right past me toward where Moong Farrax seemed to have taken up position.

Not wanting him to be on the attack alone and hoping that dividing the targets would do us some good, I pumped my feet and went rushing around as well. When I did, off to my left-hand side, I saw the dog bound quickly under a gap in a wall holding one of the revolvers in its teeth.

Having seen the way Clynt fought, his speed and ferocity, I couldn't believe that the animal had disarmed him, but I really couldn't believe how just a man and his dog were so easily getting the best of us.

My eyes scanned for wherever this trapper was, hoping to see the slightest movement or a difference in color so that I could know exactly where I was going but instead, I saw a silver and brown spinning blur rushed toward me. Before I even had time to react, the ax head sunk right into my chest, immediately stopping my forward momentum as I was thrown back and stumbled to catch my footing.

Alek stopped only for a moment to see that I hadn't been killed and then grabbed a chunk of rock up off the ground and hurled it toward the low corner of the building where it seemed like the weapon might have been thrown from.

Rock and dust filled the air, but another single shot could be heard in the commotion as well.

I got to my feet and ran in the direction of the now much closer gunfire, squeezing off a few bolts from my energy weapon to hopefully keep him from throwing another ax that would almost certainly be the death of me.

Alek was closing in on the piece of building too, and I saw Clynt scampering forward on the other side as well, looking as angry as I had ever seen him in my life. The thief was obviously not used to anyone getting the best of him and certainly not ruining his hat and stealing his gun in back-to-back moments.

But he was stopped when shots from his own revolver were fired at him from a gap in the wall, and he had to spring to the side to avoid the gunfire. Alek, meanwhile, reached the chunk of rubble, crashed a shoulder into it, and sent bricks tumbling down on where Farrax should have been, sending up a plume of dust.

A flash of yellow in the cloud and what sounded like a shotgun blast preceded Alek hurtling back.

I aimed my energy weapon into the dust, firing off several more shots that disappeared into the haze.

Just then, the Buzzard, which we had stashed just far enough away on the planet's surface to be outside of short-range scanner detection, came buzzing toward us.

Moong’s rooftop cannon opened fire, but Ned was able to avoid getting shot with ease, returning fire briefly and causing a few superficial injuries to her hull. The flames from the bottom of the wings blasted out again.

“I think he’s retreating,” I said before realizing that it was probably what he wanted us to think so as to draw us out into the open.

Not that it mattered.

Alek was staring up, his chest plate smoldering, and Clynt was pointing his remaining revolver at the ship, clearly trying to shoot some sensitive spot. Or maybe he was just shooting out of some catharsis.

Whatever it was, it didn’t matter as the ship lifted off the ground, sending a streak of missiles at the Buzzard before blasting off and spraying us with heat and detritus.

“Follow him!” I ordered Ned, and the two ships rocketed off into space.

But I also knew that since his cube was on my person rather than on the ship, he would only be able to chase Farrax into the high atmosphere before having to abandon the chase.

Alek turned, panting, his face twisted with rage.

“He shot Imogen.”
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I stared at the former Inquisitorial Acolyte through the medbay window aboard Suniuo Relay Station. She was breathing shallowly but in stable condition.

During the fight, she had been shot in the stomach, and while the bullet had missed most major organs, it had been lodged in her, and we had been lucky to get her back to the station as quickly as we had.

When we had set the trap for Farrax, we believed we could outsmart him, and it had cost us dearly. Luckily, not only had the doctor been a skilled medical technician, but he had the assistance of the onboard AI controlling an automated assistant created by Edwin, our in-house scientist.

We hadn't been so lucky with my old friend Michelle, who had been shot on the Alcatraz and treated as best she could but had died as a result of her injuries. It had been a hard pill to swallow, seeing somebody from my past reemerge and then to immediately lose them, but loss had become so entrenched in everything we did.

And I knew that the longer we fought, the more we would suffer. But, looking at the crew sitting in the waiting room behind me, I was happy that at least we were all back together, and that soon enough, Imogen would be back with us.

“Edwin requested you stop by while you are on the station,” Libby, the station’s AI, informed me.

“Requested?” I asked.

“Duh, no,” she answered. “That’s just how I’m saying it. He was much more of a dick about it. But you know me, I love him for it.”

Lara stood slowly. Much like all the others, she was nursing wounds of her own. “We’ll keep an eye on her for now. You get back to work.”

Alek nodded his agreement, and Clynt simply continued to stalk the room in irritation. He hadn't been the same since the dog had taken his revolver, and I figured that every bone in his body wanted to take revenge on Moong Farrax. But that would have to wait.

No sooner had I stepped out of the waiting room than a man came over to talk to me. Though he had been pretending to flip through some papers while leaning against the wall beside a vending machine, it was obvious that he was waiting to intercept me.

“Oh, Hank,” Foerschler said.

The Peacer Captain had moved on to the station since I had rescued him from the Alcatraz and had been bringing in many more people and supplies, which was evidenced by the fact that what had been little more than a derelict facility out in the far reaches of space when I found it, now had some shops, a few places to get food, and a thriving garden. I had heard that there were people cleaning up the swimming pool and a small onboard water park for use, and that there was even a small school for the children who were starting to populate the station.

“You need to approve these requests and missions,” the man said in a serious tone. He was accustomed to getting what he wanted, and as the leader of his own Peacer Sect, he was unaccustomed to having to ask for things.

I looked down at the clipboard and gestured for him to hand it over. Quickly scanning everything, I saw the normal list of needs, so I looked up at him and said, “Approved.”

He handed over a pen, and I signed.

“You know,” he began, and I groaned internally. “If you were to hand over these kinds of responsibilities to me, I could simply handle them when you are away.”

“Did General Livingstone say all the requests should go through you?” I said, hating to do it but knowing that it was important. Amory “Ammo” Livingstone had warned me that some of the Sect leaders were going to try and question my authority or even usurp my position, and that I would have to keep them in line.

It wasn't really in my nature to be outright rude to people, but Foerschler had been trying to undermine me since moving to the station. I knew that he appreciated the place to work in relative safety and a secure home for his people but also resented having to go through me for things. So, from time to time, I had to remind him that I was in charge, and it was because of me that he was safe.

“No,” he answered, justifiably annoyed by my answer. “But she also didn’t preclude you from delegating.”

“She didn’t,” I agreed. “But for the time being, I will do as she suggested and oversee everything operating out of this station. Will you be joining any of the operations mentioned here?”

His eyes twitched for a moment. “No,” he answered. “Since my capture, I've decided to take a more hands-off... administrative... role.”

I couldn't help but smile at that. “I have to admit, I do see the appeal of that.”

The man looked me up and down and then reached out, placed one hand on my chest, and pulled out the ax that was still buried in my armor. He stared down at it as he said, “I can understand why.”

He spun the ax on a finger and then handed it over to me, and I stared at the sharpened blade for a moment before my own reflection looked back at me on the polished metal surface.

“Foerschler,” I said, glancing up at him. “You've been doing good work here, and the station is really coming together. I know it's a pain in your ass to have to go through me, but I appreciate everything you're doing, and the universe is going to be a safer place because of it.”

The comments seemed to take him by surprise. “Thank you,” he said. “And I understand why you're running things the way that you are, but I hate to be stagnant. While you're out on missions, it's frustrating not to be able to keep things moving and to lose any steam.”

This was a clever tact, I had to admit. But it still wasn't going to work. “If you're looking for more ways to fill your day, I can have Libby provide you a list of needs around the station. Just off the top of my head, there are still several floors that need cleaning out, cabins and bunks to be set up for habitation, and I know that the garden is always in need of volunteers.”

He looked like he wanted to punch me but simply nodded and then turned to stomp away. I wasted no time getting on the move, knowing that I needed to see Edwin, who was not particularly known for his patience.

“You put on your big boy panties today,” Libby chortled once Foerschler was through a door and out of earshot.

I rolled my eyes. “Just trying to keep this whole operation afloat,” I said. “We've got a whole hell of a lot of moving parts, and I don't have time for petty squabbles.”

“Well, I love this journey for you,” she said with a giggle. “Bossman Hank Spears, licking ass and taking names.”

Sometimes, I ignored her comments but this time, I had to say, “You know that's not the expression.”

“Just want to be sure you’re paying attention,” she answered, thoroughly amused by herself. As always. “But for reals, it’s nice to see that you are taking control. For a while it seemed like you thought you were gonna take down Twain with just a couple of buddies, so it's good to see that you've realized you might need, like, a proper fighting force.”

Walking through the station, I looked around to see it full of life. Everywhere and in every room on the main level, people were going about their business and getting things done. It looked the way this station was designed to, and it was heartening to see. If we were to somehow get a lead on hunting down Twain, I could mobilize a small squad in an instant.

“It’s not that I didn’t realize,” I corrected her. “It was that I was a single guy on the run from both the government and the Inquisition, so, you know, it's not exactly easy to find a whole bunch of people to fight for you.”

“And pirates,” she said.

“What?”

“You were on the run from the government and the Inquisition and pirates,” she noted, and she wasn't wrong.

“Right,” I said with a laugh. “And pirates.”

“And I feel like gangsters, too,” she said.

I shook my head. “You’ve made your point.”

“Can I put in a request for dragons?” she said, the words coming out like laugh. “Ooh, or an army of aliens? Or orcs!?”

“I’ll get right on that,” I said, smiling as I walked past a room where a few parents were watching toddlers in a sandbox that hadn't been there the last time I had been here.

Libby snorted. “I just mean it might be time to mix things up.”

“Things feel sufficiently mixed up as it is,” I said.

“Boo, that’s boring,” she said.

I was nearing the back side of Edwin’s lab, so I almost didn't answer, but I flippantly added, “I'll try to get you some more interesting enemies in the future.”

That seemed to tickle her, and she laughed. “Yeah, you do that.”

The door to Edwin’s lab opened for me, and I saw that he had more help than just the young man I had set him up with. Now, he seemed to have four young people who were all going from different stations and doing... well, I assumed it was some kind of experimentation…

“Hank,” Edwin said when he saw me in the reflection of something I didn't recognize. Lutch had taught me how to appraise most things even if I didn't know what they were, and looking at this piece of machinery, I knew one thing: it was expensive. “What did you bring me?”

“Bring you?” I asked. “Nothing.”

“Then why are you here?” he said, not looking up at me and simply talking to me from over his shoulder.

I let out a calming breath. “Because you requested my presence. Do you have an update for me?”

“My update is that it could be highly beneficial to me if you could bring another program containing a virus created by Twain,” he stated in such a way that made it sound like that was all he wanted to tell me.

But even though it sometimes felt like pulling teeth to extract information from him, I knew that I needed to understand more. “Edwin, what benefit would having such a virus be to you?”

“Do you recall me telling you that I believe Twain's programming used the virus to Trojan Horse into the High Cloister?” he asked.

“Of course,” I said. “I had to explain that to people recently and hated it.”

For the first time, he looked up at me. “Why would you hate it? It was nothing more than a statement of hypothesis supported by evidence.”

“Because I didn't like the part where we handed control of the High Cloister to our enemy,” I told him.

He blinked several times quickly. “The Inquisition is our enemy as well.”

“Our bigger enemy, then,” I said.

“There are no degrees of enemy, it's an absolute,” he said. “And having one control over it rather than the other resulted in its destruction. This benefits us because the universe free of the Inquisition is one in which we can operate safely.”

I stared at him for a moment. “But now there are two Inquisitions. One controlled by Twain and another that is the remnant of the original. And both of them want to kill us. To say nothing of the loss of life that happened when Twain took control of the ship and its inhabitants.”

“You didn’t kill the politicians,” he said as though it was obvious.

“No, but they were causally linked,” I said, trying my best to speak his language and quickly realizing that I had failed.

“The only thing you should be blaming yourself for is not giving me enough time to run more experiments on the virus,” Edwin said.

I rubbed my face slowly. “Anyway,” I said, making it abundantly clear that I was done with the subject at hand. “What is it that having another copy of the virus will do for you?”

He turned back to his lab station. “Put in plebeian terms that you would understand, I believe I might be able to reverse engineer it as a way to track Twain.”
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Though he wasn’t an armorer or anything like that, Edwin had offered to repair my chest plate, so I had left it before going back to check on Imogen one more time. Since she was sleeping, I showered and returned to my bunk, then sat down with a Bussel Brew and stared at the wall. The universal news was on in the room, but I couldn’t hear it and just had it droning on for background noise.

I flipped it off when there was a knock at the door.

Standing, I felt like I would smash the bottle over his head if it was Foerschler asking about some nonsense just to bother me, but when I opened the door, it was Lara standing in front of me.

“Hey,” she said. “Can I come in?”

“Sure,” I answered, opening the door and allowing her passage. When she pulled her arm out from the side of the frame, the six pack she was holding was revealed. But then she saw that I had one already going.

“Beat me to it,” she said.

I glanced down and then chugged the rest of what I had left. “There, now your offering is perfectly appropriate.”

She laughed, then set the pack down and slid out one of the bottles, the cap of which she popped open against the lip of the desk. She pretended to hand it over to me, but as soon as I reached out, she pulled it away and then put it to her lips.

I smiled. When we were kids, she loved to do things like that, and there was something about her doing it now that made me happy.

“I’m glad you’re back,” I said. “It wasn’t the same without you.”

“Oh, I have to believe that it was pretty similar in my absence,” she said after taking another swig. “But I just wasn't there to bail your ass out.”

I laughed, thinking of the several situations I had been in over the last several months where I had desperately wished she was with me. “I'm not even going to pretend that it isn't true. You saw how things were going for me before you joined up, and I can't say that it was any better this time.”

“Clynt and Imogen had to carry a lot of extra weight, I imagine,” she said.

“You have no idea,” I said. “They are a bit like oil and water but somehow work well together. I keep finding myself sending them on little side quests just to hear about how it goes.”

“Libby must love that,” Lara said, snagging another beer before sitting on the little couch in the small room.

She was right. “Oh yes, she treats it like her own personal reality show.”

“I bet,” she said and then fell silent, staring into the drink in her hand. “Hank, I really was happy you were there at the end.”

“Me too,” I said. “I mean I was happy I could be there for you…” When she didn’t say anything else, I continued. “Was that how you spent a majority of the time? Caring for your mother?”

She took a swig and looked up at me, her eyes wet. “Only part of it. After finding her, I went and traced my family history, learning when my people left Earth and just generally exploring the past.”

“Your past…” I added.

“Only sort of,” she said. “As I spent the time digging through these archives and learning about the Shens, it was more like reading a history book than it was like delving into my own past. These people might have been my blood relatives, but they didn't feel like mine. You, Mister Fidler, Syn Kel Kal, and Zenobia are my people. In a way, I think I had to examine my family to realize that they aren't my family.”

“I think Imogen feels something similar,” I noted.

She nodded vigorously. “Exactly. Family is much more than your relatives. It's the people you love and who care for you and who are there for you. Before I left, you offered to come with me. You wanted to be there for me no matter what. To me, that means a whole lot more than some stranger who shares my DNA.”

“But that stranger meant something to you too,” I said, thinking about the moment in the hospital.

“Of course,” she stated. “Meeting my kin was also fascinating and exciting and complicated. But more than anything, it was illuminating. I’m not sure I would recommend it.”

I took one more swig. “Well, maybe I’m lucky then that I have no people and no secret notes from Fidler about my past.”

“I honestly think it probably is easier that way,” she said.

“That’s just because the moment you learned you had a brother, he tried to kill you,” I said with a laugh.

She shook her head. “That was a hell of a thing, huh?”

“That’s one way of putting it,” I agreed. “I have to say that it's… possible… that you feel this way about your blood family because of that.”

She shrugged. “Everything factors in.”

“Right,” I said. “And honestly, if you need a little time after what just happened with your mom⁠—”

“No.” The statement was definitive. “I want to get back to it. Sitting around in a puddle of my feelings isn’t my style. At all. So, what’s been going on? Seems like you haven’t defeated Twain yet.”

At that, I had to laugh. “No, not quite yet.”

“How are things going on that front?” she asked.

I didn’t even have to think about that one. “Seems like things have slowed on both sides,” I answered. “Or, at least I hope that’s the case. Either way, we have come to a bit of a standstill. With no new attacks since Red Day and all our leads fizzling out, we have ground to a halt. Which I suppose works for the moment since we have this situation with Alek.”

She didn’t say anything but just looked at me, so I added, “We have some irons in the fire though. There is a ship out there somewhere that Vince believes might be where Twain is converting people, and Edwin just informed me that he thinks he could use another copy of the virus Ned was infected with to somehow track down Twain.”

“So, you have a bunch of nebulous, theoretical leads but nothing solid?” she said, making fun just a bit.

“If only we had a universe-wide famous bounty hunter helping us out,” I said.

She took a moment before asking, “Has Zen been pissed?”

I tilted my head to the side. “Yes and no. You know, she puts on a show of being mad, but I think she is mostly just worried for you.”

“For me or about me?” she asked with an eyebrow raised.

“That kind of answer is above my pay grade,” I answered with a smile. “I don’t know much about your relationship, but I know she cares about you.”

Lara smiled at that. “I know she does, too,” she said and didn’t say more, but I could tell she wanted to. I kept quiet until she did. “Zen was kinda like the mother I didn’t have. Or didn’t know I had until recently. She knew what kind of man Syn was, so she would lend an ear or give me a shoulder to cry on when I needed it. She was also one of the only people who could bust his balls, and I loved her for that.”

“I bet,” I chuckled.

“And when he was being too hard on me, she would make one little quip to put him in his place,” she continued. “Don’t get me wrong, she was hard in her own way too, but she was also my protector. I’m sure my running off left her at a loss.”

“It did,” I affirmed.

She smoothed out a crease in her pant leg. “That’s sweet.”

“You are loved,” I told her.

She nodded but didn’t look up. “I know.”

“And not just by Zenobia,” I said.

“I know,” she said, her voice little more than a whisper, and she looked up at me. Our eyes locked, and there was nothing more to be said at the moment.

In the morning, I awoke to the sound of the coffee machine in my room being activated, the internal robotics setting everything up as Lara stood beside it in one of my old Scrapper Twenty-Seven branded shirts that Lutch had made up in an attempt at marketing but that sat in a box that was eventually used to prop open a door.

I couldn't help but admire her legs sticking out of the bottom of the shirt, but when she caught my look, she furrowed her brow.

“How long have you had this shirt?” she asked, tugging at the frayed bottom.

I scratched behind my ear. “It's been a minute.”

“I think it's been many, many minutes,” she said.

I hoped I could distract her by changing the subject. “Well, it looks good on you.”

“Yeah, yeah,” she said dismissively. “Guys just have a thing for girls in their shirts.”

I couldn’t deny that one, and a moment later, she was holding a cup of coffee out for me.

I took a sip. “I should add better coffee to the requisition forms,” I said.

She sniffed the steam before drinking a bit, gargling it, and making a slurping sound with it in her mouth. “Ah, yes, I was greeted by the subtle aroma of freshly ground beans, the fertile earth of Coffius V, and the taste featured a symphony of flavors dancing on my palate. Hints of bergamot and ochre intertwined with a note of olallieberry, creating a dense yet harmonious profile.”

“Is that supposed to be some kind of coffee specialist thing or something?” I asked with a laugh.

She chuckled. “I thought I did such a good job with it!”

“You did,” I allowed. “Is that how you are able to infiltrate your bounty targets’ facilities? By fooling them with characters like that?”

“Nah,” she said. “You know I prefer to sneak my way in. Unless, of course, they have a dog...”

She held up her bandaged arm.

“Yeah,” I sighed. “That entire situation got ugly quick. We should go check on Imogen soon.”

“I still can't believe I wasn't able to get the tracker on his ship,” Lara said, admonishing herself so strongly in her tone that I knew she was really beating herself up over it. “It's one thing to let a situation devolve that quickly, but it's totally another to fail at your primary goal. Even if we weren't going to be able to take him, at least we could have followed him back to where he's going.”

“We got out of there alive, that’s what’s important,” I reminded her. “And we got Imogen to help in time.”

“Getting a tracker on his ship wouldn't have precluded either of those things, and, Hank, you know me well enough to know that analyzing what went wrong and what I could have done better is part of what makes me as efficient a bounty hunter as I am.”

“Sitting around and lamenting what you could have done differently doesn't make you a better bounty hunter,” I said. “Learning from it does.”

“Well, it's a difference in philosophy,” she said. “I don't think that sitting around and celebrating the fact that I wasn't killed is worth my thoughts either. I'm not-killed all the time, so you'll have to forgive me if I don't wanna do a song and dance after being bested by some asshole and his dog.”

Lara could turn on a dime, and I had known that for as long as I had known her, and I also understood that pushing right now wasn't the right tack. If she needed to process what happened by coming down on herself for a perceived failure, there was nothing I could do to stop her.

The two of us slurped our coffee in silence until she finally said. “And, what's worse, is we don't really have any leads on him. I thought that maybe we could track him through his Falconer, but Libby already told me she couldn't find anything.”

“I might have something,” I said quietly, trying not to make it sound like I was bragging.

“Something on Roan?” she asked in astonishment.

I shook my head. “No, not on the Falconer, but on the trapper himself.”

“What’s that?” she asked, moving in to sit beside me on the bed.

“His ship,” I said.

The slightest hint of a smile crossed her face. “What about it?”

“Ned did a little damage to it when he passed with the Buzzard,” I said. “And that ship is an Auk-Class Semi C 1820.”

Even as I spoke, I could hear Lutch saying the words. He loved to talk about ship classes, capabilities, and histories. I never became as fascinated with it as he was, learning just as much as I needed to in order to perform the job but never feeling the passion that he did when he spoke about the subject. But my lack of interest didn't preclude him from waxing on and on whenever he got the opportunity.

“That class of starship was popular about one hundred years ago with folks living on the fringes of space,” I explained. “The hardy, frontier type people who needed a ship to match their rough and rugged, often dangerous lifestyle. That particular model, the one Farrax flies, was discontinued after only a very few years. So, unless he's going to repair it himself with parts that he already has…”

“He’ll need to get it fixed or find new parts,” Lara filled in excitedly.

I nodded. “Precisely.”
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After checking on Imogen, who was still sleeping and stable, I gathered Alek and Clynt, and we headed back to the Buzzard. But the vibe in the cockpit was strained.

Everyone had been injured in the fight against Farrax, and no one was happy about it. Which, naturally, made sense but didn’t make for a fun and festive environment. Instead, everyone was moody and just seemed drained.

“You really think this scrapper is going to know anything?” Alek asked. It wasn't patronizing or condescending but more of a cautious question.

“It's a rare ship, and if there's anyone who'll have a clue, it’s Sump,” I said.

Ned scoffed. “Sump?”

“Like a pit for water?” Clynt added.

I shrugged. “I am sure there is a good reason for the name,” I told them. “Not that I think he would be particularly interested in having that discussion with us.”

“Maybe it's because all of the scrap in the universe runs through him?” Ned questioned.

“Or because he's the receptacle for all the best junk?” Lara suggested.

“Maybe it’s just ’cause he’s always full of shit,” Clynt added.

I raised my hands. “Okay, okay,” I said. “That’s enough. What's important is that Sump will be able to get us back on the track of this trapper who’s trying to kill our friend.”

“And hurt our other friend,” Alek said.

We all turned to look at him. His face was sullen, all his eyes downcast.

“That’s not your fault,” I told him.

He didn’t answer at first, seemingly letting the thoughts run through his mind. “Sure, I might not have shot her, but Imogen was in that position because of me, and now so are you guys. I just don't want anyone else to get hurt because someone out there wants me dead.”

“Oh, pshaw,” Lara said with a dismissive wave of her hand. “Somebody wants all of us dead.” Looks of amusement crossed our faces as she continued.

“My brother's trying to kill me, the Inquisition wants to pull Ned apart wire by wire, Twain wants to decapitate Hank, and”— she looked at Clynt—“I have to think there is no shortage of people who wouldn’t mind seeing you strung up.”

“I expect it's more people than what all wants the rest of what you did put together,” he said, that familiar hint of pride coating his words.

Lara snorted. “But they'd have to catch you first, right?” she asked, her tone poking fun at his braggadocious comment. But he didn't pick up on it.

“And they never will,” he said.

“We did,” I reminded him.

He rolled his head to look at me with narrowed eyes. “Mane Malik caught me. Y’all were just ridin’ shotgun.”

“Whatever you have to tell yourself,” I said as we washed out into the space around the scrap processing facility.

The massive space station was covered in ports and cranes, magnets and docking bays. Hauler ships and scrapper vessels were coming and going, being on- or off-loaded, and flying in every direction.

“I'm going to ‘Ned’ for a second,” I said, and the others puzzled at me.

“My name is not a verb,” the AI protested.

So, I put on my most informative voice and began speaking. “While many scrappers work on all sites, selling off what they collect or keeping valuable parts to feed their repair business, others work large jobs for the Guild and have teams of people who just sell everything through processing centers like these.”

“Oh,” Lara said as though she was making a grand discovery. “I understand what ‘Nedding’ means.”

“It feels like you're mocking me but providing pertinent, relevant, or interesting information that increases preparedness and potential mission success,” Ned said.

“These facilities are scattered throughout the universe and tend to be run by ranking Guild officials,” I continued, not letting the others distract me from continuing to Ned. “Sump is one of those. He and my father were friends, and he always tried to convince Lutch to stop working in the outskirts of space, and instead take a cushier job at a place like this where he could just sit back and dispatch teams while raking in money.”

“Why didn’t he take the offer?” Lara asked.

Alek smirked. “He wasn’t the type.”

“Precisely,” I said, thinking back to one of the times that Sump had made the offer to Lutch.

We had been stopping by the processing center for one particular part that we couldn't find anywhere on Bussel or even the surrounding system, and hearing that we were there, Sump intercepted us as we were making inquiries around the facility.

He once again pitched Lutch coming to work for him, and as I listened to the offer, my eyes must have grown as wide as saucers.

“Just think about it,” Sump had said before getting up from where he had treated us to lunch.

Lutch had chuckled when his friend walked away. “He really thinks I would consider that?”

“Why wouldn't you?” I asked in genuine astonishment. “He said you get more money for less work. Isn't that kinda the dream?”

The Kyrog looked down at me with an unmistakable mask of disappointment. “That's not my dream,” he stated. “I like to work. I like to get my hands dirty and feel accomplished after completing a task. I want to earn my money through labor and go to bed knowing that I did something with my day.”

“I mean, you could still repair ships or whatever,” I protested. “But also not have to do it. You could choose to do it because you find it satisfying.”

“There is nothing satisfying about sitting in an office, barking orders at people, and pretending like you're important when you're actually just a dung beetle pushing bullshit around a room,” he said, and I remembered feeling so confused.

For all the wisdom he imparted on me, in some ways, Lutch and I couldn't have been more different. Now, looking back, I knew that there was more to it than just his moral grandstanding about liking to get his hands dirty. Because of his need to gamble, Lutch had stayed on a planet like Bussel because he could give in to his addiction unabated. Naturally, at the time, I hadn't had any concept of that and just returned home disappointed that we would continue to labor for peanuts.

“He wasn’t the type,” I whispered, echoing Alek’s words.

The comm screen lit up, and a man in a crude helmet appeared. “Unregistered vehicles are not allowed here. Please turn around now, or we will be forced to take swift and”—he glanced down, seeming to check a script—“swift and decisive action.”

“No need for swift or… decisive action,” I said quickly. “Just tell Sump that Bussel Scrapper Twenty-Seven is here, and he’ll let me land.”

To my surprise, that elicited a laugh. “You think that I have direct access to the head of this facility? What, like some low-level security flunky can just call up a member of the Scrapper’s Guild Administration just because some old friend announces his return?”

“I really thought that would work,” Alek said under his breath.

“Okay, well, can you tell your manager or something?” I asked. “Have them run it up the chain.”

“I suppose,” the kid said, adjusting his helmet and then turning to look over his shoulder. “Hey, Peralta, this guy says he knows Sump and so he can fly an unregistered ship in…”

There was some answer from off-screen. “I don’t know,” the kid answered. “He’s some guy… yeah… so, you’ll check in with Holt and then let me know? Okay…”

He looked back into the camera and informed me that it would be a while before I got an answer. Then he reached out to presumably disable his camera but failed, and we watched as he ate a sandwich and we just floated in space outside the station.

After what felt like an excruciating amount of time, the other person returned and said something. The kid finally gave us clearance to land.

“That was annoying,” Lara assessed while Ned set the Buzzard down in a docking bay piled with crates and pieces of scrap. Everything was labeled, in its place, and ready to be picked up and taken to its final destination.

Even as we were stepping off the ship, a scrap checker came running in with a clipboard in her hand and a sheen of sweat across her brow.

“Which one of you is Twenty-Seven?” she asked, the words rushing out so quickly that it was difficult to understand.

“I am,” I said, raising my hand.

She looked in confusion between Alek and me, then down at her clipboard.

“My father used to have the license, but he's passed away, and as you can tell, I am not a Kyrog,” I explained, and she nodded vigorously.

“Sump will see you now,” she said. “Elevator on the other side. Take it all the way up.”

I didn't even have time to thank her before she rushed from the room and the rest of us followed, exiting the docking bay into a massive, wide-open room. Most base stations had corridors and pathways, but on the main floor of this one, it was all just open spaces and a vaulted roof so that scrap could be piled, appraised, sorted, and sent onto the next part of its journey.

It was loud, and there were packmules and treadbulls moving heaps in every direction. It stank of grease, sawdust, and rust, and to me, home.

“Sometimes I wouldn’t mind just spending a day back doing this kind of thing,” I said, stepping out onto the floor and in the direction of the elevator. A packmule hovered by, a stack of pallets rattling on the flatbed. “I’m happy with the life I have now, but there is something peaceful about the idea of just going back and spending a day doing manual labor.”

“You could always do more work on the Buzzard,” Ned reminded me in a very similar tone to the one I had used with Foerschler.

I ignored the comment, and then I glanced around me to realize that Clynt was nowhere to be seen. It wasn't a surprise, but I did wish that sometimes he would just stick with the group rather than running off to steal something.

“I know we could find a bunch of great pieces to upgrade the Buzzard here,” I said, letting my eyes scan over the room the way that they used to at a scrap site. I assessed how much things were worth and looked for anything that could improve the ship. Not that I was taking time to stop and do any modifications, but the scrapper in me could never help himself.

“Or we could get a lead on the person who tried to kill Alek and hospitalized Imogen,” Lara suggested, letting her voice sound more like that of Kilara Vex on a hunt.

I didn't say anything after that, and we crossed the room to the large elevator, a doorman taking one look at us, realizing we were the people he had undoubtedly been told were coming, and pressing the call button.

It only took a moment, and the elevator doors opened, then the three of us stepped in. Some quiet violin music was piped in through a little speaker. We enjoyed it as we rode up and up, before the doors were reopened and we stepped out into space.

Or it felt like we were stepping out into space, anyway.

Sump’s office was in an elevated position at the top of the station under a dome of low thermal expansion glass. So, rather than having the normal windows providing the view, the office was like just walking under the stars.

“Hank Spears,” I heard from across the room, and my eyes shifted down to the big man, who rose from his couch and strode across the carpeted floors toward us.

His brown hair was graying at the temples, but other than that, he didn't look any different from the last time I had seen him. He wore a fur jacket, the brown fluff hanging all around his chest and shoulders, over pristine coveralls that hadn't seen a scrap site or workshop for years. Along his wide gut hung a bandolier of chrome cylinders that I suspect might have been more for show than to serve any practical purpose.

He stepped right up to me, towering over my rather tall frame. The man was unnaturally tall, and Lutch had hypothesized that his people might have used genetic enhancements before the Old War and then just continued to birth massive children. But that was anyone's guess, and when he shook Alek's hand, the two were nearly eye to eye.

“And who is this ravishing young thing?” he asked, looking down at Lara. “You are far too beautiful to be traveling with a wretch like our Hank, here.”

He turned back to me, and before Lara could even speak, he whispered, “I was so sorry to hear about Lutch. And something tells me you're not here about the job offer I sent back then.”

“I am not,” I said. “And this is Kilara Vex.”

“An absolute delight,” he said, and I felt like he was going to reach out to try to kiss her hand. Not that she would have let him.

“Well, if you're not here for work, then what are you here for?” he asked. “Something tells me it isn't just to catch up with an old friend of your father.”

He turned and walked back to where he had been sitting upon our arrival, then gestured us to follow and sit on one of the many couches assembled in a circle at the center of the room. When I plopped down, I wondered what kind of fur it was lining the cushions.

“So, Hank, what does bring you to my humble office?” he asked once he had positioned himself with his feet up and a glass of brandy in his hands.

“Just a simple question really,” I told him. “Where would you get parts for an Auk-Class Semi C 1820?”

He glanced up and out the Dome, seeming to stare at a nearby planet for a moment. “An Auk-Class? You don't hear about them too often anymore.”

“That's why I figured you would know where to get supplies for one,” I said. “I'm guessing it's not here?”

“No,” he answered without hesitation. “But where you would get parts, that one I will have to think about.”

He took a sip, then set down the glass and stood back up, letting out a long groan of displeasure as he did so. He walked over to one of the walls and stepped up to an out of place marble bust that appeared to be in stark contrast to the rest of the room.

“Watch this,” he said, flipping up part of the statue and pressing a button hidden within. When he did, a panel of the floor dropped and then slid aside. A desk arose in its place with a computer sitting on top.

Sump squealed with delight. “So unnecessary, isn't it? I absolutely love it.”

I didn't know how to react, and clearly Lara and Alek didn't either because none of us spoke, and the huge scrapper got to work at his computer.

“There are hardly any parts anywhere,” he stated.

“Where are those ‘hardly any,’ and do you know who could install them?” I asked.

He looked up at me but didn’t say anything for a long moment. After clattering away for some time, he spoke without taking his eyes from the screen. “So, Hank, my boy, what have you been up to since the death of your father? Doesn’t look too much like scrapping to me.”

I couldn’t help but laugh as I considered how best to answer the question. “I retired from scrapping and began working with the Conclave.”

“What would Lutch think about that?” he asked, and it had the slightest hint of implicit judgment.

“He would be happy so long as I was happy,” I answered.

Now he glanced up at me. “You sure about that?”

“What’s his problem?” Ned asked, and I was wondering the same thing but didn’t want to change the tone of the meeting and lose a potential lead.

“You think I should have stayed in the scrapping field?” I asked, but this time Sump didn’t answer.

A moment later, I watched as Lara shifted her weight, her stance becoming one of a person ready to do combat at a moment's notice. The tone was shifting in the room, but I wasn't certain as to why. Sump continued to work on his computer, and I continued to stare at him, waiting for... something.

“Still no idea where those parts might be?” I asked, trying to stay casual.

Over his shoulder, through the glass dome, I saw two ships wash into space, approaching faster than most of the cargo vessels that had been coming and going.

Then Ned said the words I most didn't want to hear. “Inquisition phoenixes.”
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“What the hell?” I asked.

Sump grinned up at me, then two more floor panels slid aside and remote-operated gun turrets raised out of the slots. “I invited some friends…”

“Ugh,” Ned groaned. “Of course he Landoed us.”

“Why would you do this?” I asked, but Lara skipped ahead, pulling out her gun and leveling it at him.

Sump glared at me as though I was an idiot. “Why?” he said, and it sounded much more like a demand than a question. “I've heard about you and what you're doing. You're trying to let AI back into our lives. You're trying to hand us right back to those that took us to the brink of destruction. You may think everybody in this universe agrees with you, but there are still a lot of us who understand what a threat the artificial can be.”

“So you called the Inquisition?” I asked, still in utter shock.

He nodded slowly. “It's one thing that you betrayed your father's profession, but it's entirely another thing that you're trying to betray everything that's right and sane. The AI nearly wiped humanity off the face of the universe once before, and now, what, you want to curl up in bed beside it? You want to just bend over and take whatever it is they have to offer? You’re a maniac.”

The phoenixes disappeared under the dome, presumably coming in for a landing.

“Now, why don’t you lower your gun, pretty lady, and we can wait for the Inquisitors to sort this out,” he said to Lara.

“I’d really rather just shoot you,” she said.

He laughed. “I'm sure you would, but I got my people watching through those turrets, and you'd leave here with a lot more holes than the ones you've got now.”

She seemed to consider this for a long moment, genuinely weighing whether she wanted to shoot the man dead right now or take her chances with the Inquisition. Frankly, I understood why it was a difficult choice. Part of me wanted to just pull out my stomper and put a bullet between his eyes just for the satisfaction.

But it wasn't worth dying over, and I wondered how we would break out of an Inquisition ship. Or, hell, maybe Farrax would come for us and end up being our rescuer. I smiled at that prospect, and eventually, Lara lowered her weapon.

More time passed in silence as the man who I had thought was an old family friend just watched the three fish he had in his barrel. Eventually, the elevator door opened, and out marched three Inquisitors and three Acolytes, with a man at their front who looked different than any I had seen before.

Rather than the usual red armor over black robes, this man's chest plate and armor were equally dark as night. He had a hood pulled up over his head, and his helmet was that of a human skull, the bone white in stark contrast to everything else. Completing the ensemble was, naturally, a scythe in his hand that curved and stretched up into the air, the blade glowing bright red with its eternal flame.

“Hank Spears,” he said, the voice hissing out of the helmet in a deliberately slow threatening tone.

I stepped forward, hoping that maybe they would just take me and not my friends.

“I am Hank Spears,” I announced.

“Yes,” he answered as though he already knew. “We have wanted to speak with you for some time.”

At the words, a knot formed in the pit of my stomach, and I wanted nothing more than to be anywhere else in the universe. Dying was never going to be pleasant, but getting blasted out of the sky by one of Twain’s followers seemed preferable to Inquisition questioning and torture.

Part of me even considered just pulling out my gun and going down in a blaze of glory rather than giving them the opportunity to do whatever they had planned for me. But I didn't want my friends to get gunned down if it was at all possible, so instead, I did what I did best.

“Listen, I know we got off on the wrong foot… like a lot of times… but I really don’t think there is any need for…” I began, but Inquisitor Death, as I had now decided to call him, held up a hand.

With his other, he stretched out to give one of the acolytes his scythe. He then reached up and into his hood. I puzzled at him for a moment before I heard some clicks, and he pulled the mask from his face to reveal an older man with a dark complexion and bright, white eyes.

“I am Inquisitor Francis,” he said, leveling me with a serious look. “And I do have questions for you, but it is not the way you think.”

His tone was not hostile or aggressive but concerned, and as he handed his helmet to his Acolyte and then extended a hand of greeting to me, you could have blown me over with a feather.

Cautiously, I shook his hand, and he gestured for us to sit on the couches.

“What’s this?” Sump demanded angrily.

One of the Inquisitors stepped toward the huge man. “Keep that tongue from whacking again, or I'll cut it from your mouth.”

“Ah, there is the Inquisitorial attitude I know and love,” Ned whispered in my ear, speaking as quietly as I had ever heard. Things might not be outright hostile yet, but the AI was certainly not going to announce his presence in the company of Inquisitor Death.

The two of us sat while Lara and Alek simply gawked at the situation.

“We are part of what remains of the true Inquisition after the Red Day,” he stated. “And while I believe that you are undoubtedly a criminal in possession of illegal and immoral technology, I also know that the Hand of Truth… the true Hand… came to your aid when you called for help against an AI threat. Here, I sit before you now, in deference to that decision and with questions.”

“I’m not sure how many answers I can provide you,” I admitted. “And I'm not sure how honest I want to be with someone who would murder me and everybody I've ever met.”

“This is an understandable attitude,” Francis admitted. “But I come to you now, humbled, and in need of assistance.”

It was hard not to just stare at him as though he was insane. But I tried my best to accept the situation for what it was, and if nothing else, be grateful that he wanted to talk rather than pull my fingernails off or something equally horrifying.

So, rather than reminding him that he and his people had tried to kill me at every available opportunity, I asked, “What is it that you want to know?”

He steepled his fingers, seeming to consider which of the many, many questions he wanted to ask. “You have been at the forefront of our hunt for quite some time and seemed to know more about the goings on in this universe than any living person.”

“What's crazy about that is the fact that it's not entirely wrong,” I said with a grin. “I still just feel like a pretty simple scrapper, but I guess I have had my hand in… well… pretty much every cookie jar out there.”

“Remind me to teach you what that expression actually means,” Ned whispered in my ear.

“Due to this, since the destruction of our order and the bastardization of our brethren, we have been at a loss, and I have done my best to lead us, but I feel as though I am reaching out in the dark, groping at shadows,” he explained. “I wonder if you would tell me what has happened to the Inquisition?”

Ned warned, “Careful now.”

I wanted to play this to my advantage. I knew that we could never be friends or allies but if, at the very least, we could keep them from trying to kill me, that would be something, anyway.

“How much do you know of the Enemy AI?” I asked.

He tapped the tips of his fingers together. “For a long time, there have been indications that he is a restless enemy not fully defeated. On quest, we would often discover implicit trails that would point in a direction before being lost to the fog. But when you asked for assistance at what you called Extinction, the Hand of Truth believed there was credibility to your claim despite many reasons to feel otherwise.”

“Well,” I said, leaning in close to him, “I can tell you that Twain is back, and he means business. He's the one who took control of the High Cloister and is using illegal technology to take over people's minds. He's able to erase some of their will and replace it with his own, but he's still struggling with completely taking over. It's why your people are behaving the way they are.”

I could hear the rest of the Inquisitorial cadre begin to whisper among themselves.

“Silence!” Francis demanded. He didn't say another word for a long time, but then he swallowed hard and spoke. “And what of John Gregory? What is he?”

“He was killed, and I believe Twain is essentially marching his corpse around using, well, for lack of a better term, tiny robots,” I said.

Part of me was concerned that the man wouldn't take what I said seriously, but then I remembered that he had probably seen more outlandish use of technology than I could ever imagine. He had dedicated his life to the eradication of what they deemed wrong but that also meant miring themselves in it.

“What a ghastly end for such a righteous man,” Francis assessed. “I'm sure you don't agree but⁠—”

I held up a hand. “Nah, I can totally see the irony of it.”

He grimaced at my comment but didn't acknowledge it. “If what you say is to be believed, then the worst fate has befallen our order: to find the Inquisition under the stewardship of a rogue artificial intelligence is a travesty never before seen by this universe.”

“I mean, I think there have been some worse travesties,” I said, but when he looked up at me, I amended, “but this is pretty bad, too.”

“I must take swift and decisive action against this impostor Inquisition,” he announced, standing up. “Do you have any information that could lead me to the Enemy AI?”

“Not at the moment,” I said and then uttered words that I never thought I would. “But I would be willing to share information if you would do the same?”

He stood in silence for quite some time before finally answering. “The enemy of my enemy…”

“Exactly,” I said. “I’m not all that enthused about teaming up either, but we will both have better luck hunting down Twain together.”

“Correct,” he said and extended a hand again.

I stood. “And if we need to go back to playing Tom and Jerry after, we can.”

“Hey, you actually watched something from the list I made you?” Ned asked excitedly.

I hadn’t told him, but every now and again, I would be sure to have Libby send something from his list to my cabin so that I could watch it. If for no other reason than to understand the references he was making half the time.

“We will see what the future holds,” Inquisitor Francis said.

As I shook his hand, I said, “We will.”

Little did he know that I was thinking that the new version of the Consortium that arose out of the ashes of this second war with Twain would be one without the Inquisition.

“In the meantime,” he said, turning away from me, “I will find those pure Inquisitors who remain and bring them back into the fold.”

As Francis crossed the room, Sump stood. “That’s it?” he demanded.

“That’s it,” the Inquisitor said.

“But I think he’s working with an AI,” the scrapper said, his voice raising in irritation. “So that means you might as well be working with one!”

Francis pulled his helmet on and then slid the hood back over his head before turning to face the unnaturally large man. “Your size alone indicates that me and my ilk should be questioning you as well. Perhaps you should consider your next words carefully.”

Sump’s face scrunched in anger. “You’re supposed to be the good guys,” he said, leveling a finger at the Inquisitors. “You’re supposed to be the ones protecting us from the artificial.”

At that, he reached under his desk and then pulled out a large shotgun, which he pointed right at me. But before he could fire, one of the turrets whirred as it quickly shifted positions, sending a devastating hail of fire into the side of the scrapper.
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The Inquisitors had left without another word except for one of the Acolytes telling Lara the encrypted contact information to reach them with any information. I looked down at the small camera on top of the turret and gave a little salute to what I assumed had to be Clynt in whatever security office he had found and taken control of.

I stepped around to the computer and saw that, unsurprisingly, Sump had never looked up the pieces I was looking for and had instead just contacted the Inquisition. With a few quick keystrokes, I was able to find the only place that had any parts for an Auk-Class Semi C 1820.

“Found the location,” I said, but Alek was just staring at me.

“Are we not going to talk about what just happened here?” he asked.

I shrugged. “I don't know what there is to talk about.”

“You just made nice with an Inquisitor,” Lara stated.

“I did,” I said, looking at the two of them. “You think that it was the wrong call?”

Alek answered first. “No, but I'm surprised that it happened.”

“I'm not,” Lara said, and we both turned to look at her. “The moment that the Hand of Truth showed up at the battle of Extinction, I thought that we might be able to turn them. Especially once they were fractured.”

“You had more foresight than me,” I admitted. “I didn’t think that any logic would be able to pierce their zealotry.”

Lara rested a hand on her hip. “Well, it's hard to say for sure, but I think that for this one⁠—”

“Whose nickname I decided was Inquisitor Death,” I interjected quickly.

“Right, so, for Inquisitor Death, it's a sliding scale,” she said. “You might be evil, but you're a means to an end in fighting a much larger evil.”

Thinking back, I said, “John Gregory didn't operate like that. There was no gradation, just evil or not, and he would never have approved of working with one enemy to defeat another.”

“Lucky this new guy is in charge,” Alek observed.

“Of this group, anyway,” I noted.

Alek laughed.

“What?” I asked.

He shook his head. “We’ve got the real Inquisition, who are now hunting down the pretend Inquisition, who are actually controlled by Twain, who is trying to take down a Consortium government that won’t accept he is real. All while there is some psycho trapper hunting me down for reasons we don’t even know.”

Lara and I both laughed. “Sounds like another day at the office to me,” I said.

I used Sump’s computer to open a comm channel to Amory Livingstone. As usual, it took a long time to connect and even longer for the Peacer General to answer.

“How’s it hanging, Spears?” she said when she stepped into frame.

“Do you know anyone with a background in scrapping?” I asked.

She furrowed her brows at me. “What's this, some kind of riddle? I'm looking at one right now.”

I smirked. “Right, but we need somebody who we might be able to install as the head of a scrap processing facility. Turns out the guy who was running it just vacated his position, and before the Guild can send somebody to replace him, I thought maybe we could figure out a way to install our own person here. That way we could start funneling some much-needed supplies our own way in addition to bringing in a little extra capital on the side.”

“I like the way you think,” she said with a grin. “And I think I know just the person.”

“Perfect, send me their information, and I'll let the security here know that they're coming,” I said, not mentioning that I would be relaying that information through the deceased former head's computer.

A moment later, a name filled the screen, and I immediately copied and pasted it into the file where all of the people with the highest-level clearance were listed. Of course, I also deleted all of the other names on the off chance that one of Sump’s friends were to happen to show up while we were gone and before the new guy appeared.

I turned to go and noticed that Lara was just staring at me with her lip turned up.

“What?” I asked, walking toward the elevator.

We stepped in and rode it down for a long time. Then she said, “It's just... you’re really becoming a leader. Or, I guess, you've really become a leader. And it's amazing to see.”

“You’re not the overwhelmed little scrapper anymore,” Alek agreed. “Not only did you just make a new ally that might be able to help us in a huge way, but you also thought to turn this very facility to our benefit.”

“Even I hadn’t thought of that,” Lara admitted.

I shrugged. “It’s probably just because I want to scrap again and thought I might be able to if we owned this place.”

Lara shook her head. “You're joking and being modest, but seriously, the way you're thinking now is the only way we're going to succeed.”

“I’m not sure how much he was joking,” Alek said.

The doors opened in front of us, and the smell of scrapping filled my nose pleasantly. But before we had even stepped one foot out onto the floor, Clynt sprang out to stand before us.

“Once again, I saved the day,” he said.

We all exchanged glances.

“I think that between us and the Inquisition, we would have been able to fight our way out of that room,” Lara said.

That was not the answer he was looking for. “You might have, or I might be up there right now peeling your bits off the walls.”

I stepped in to stroke his ego. “As always, thanks for coming through for us in a pinch.”

“I told you once, I told you a thousand times, I don't have no idea how you survived until I moseyed along,” he said.

“He got shot more often,” Lara said while the four of us walked back across the room and toward the docking bays. A few eyes followed us, but for the most part, everyone was just continuing to go about their work.

It made me wonder if they had been watching as the Inquisitors walked through or if they also passed without too much fanfare. I expected it was probably the latter. Lutch had always tried to instill in me that the work came first and that everything else was a distraction. Since he was saying that to a teenager though, for whom everything is a distraction, I didn't internalize it all that much at the time and still allowed myself to let my attention drift to any shiny thing or pretty girl that passed by.

“Where we heading now?” Clynt asked.

“A planet called Cavan 40,” I said.

The thief glanced up at me. “Why do I know that name?”

“It’s a Vekrass planet,” I said.

He tapped a clawed finger to the side of his head. “That's right,” he said. “Supposin’ they got scraps out there?”

“They do,” I said but fell silent for a while after.

Once we were back in the cockpit of the Buzzard, I asked Clynt, “Have you had any dealings with the junk rats?”

He nodded. “I have, but it ain't been much, and I didn't like it. They sorta give the rest of my kind a bad name because they work outside the established rules.”

“It could be argued that you also work outside the established rules,” Ned stated, lifting the ship and taking us out into space.

“But ain't nobody know about me,” he said. “Junk rats choose to ignore the Scrappers Guild and the Consortium and do whatever they want. Makes all of us look bad.”

I scratched my chin, a gyre tube engulfing us. “I guess that means you can't help me deal with them when we arrive.”

He narrowed his eyes at me. “They're a lot more like you than like me. We might be the same species, but they’re scrappers just like you. Y'all speak more the same language than we do. And how do you even know this is a junk rat planet?”

“My father told me,” I said. “When I was little, he warned me against going to a few planets, and this was on the list. He said that if you landed your ship there, it'd be completely stripped for parts while you were off being given the run around about whatever piece you were there to ask about.”

“Sounds a little bit like an old wives tale,” Lara said. “I mean, if everybody who flew out there had their ship stripped, who's telling this story?”

“Specists,” Alek said. “People who feel the need to say something just because the folks they're dealing with aren't human.”

“You might have a point, but I wouldn't put the story out to pasture, neither,” he said. “The few junk rats that I've dealt with would steal the teeth right out their mama’s mouth for a buck.”

I considered what he was saying. “Two of you will guard the ship, and one will come with me. Any volunteers?”

Alek snorted. “Don’t think that I am the kind of person the junk rats would open up to.”

“Might be good intimidation though,” I suggested.

Clynt chuckled at that. “Just ’cause they’re big, don’t make ’em scary,” he asserted. “Ain’t no use in trying to make them afeared, won’t work. Just ask what you want to know and pay up when they ask.”

I stared at him for a long moment.

He shook his head. “I’m better use to you guarding the ship. Takes a thief to catch one and all that.”

“Guess that just leaves you and me,” I said, looking at Lara.

She clutched her hands to her heart. “You always take me to the most romantic places.”

“You’re making fun, but I would love for a woman to take me to a scrap site,” I said.

She rolled her eyes. “That’s because you don’t have a romantic bone in your body.”

Clynt snickered to himself. “Somethin’ tells me he’s got a romantic bone for you right⁠—”

“Nope,” Alek interrupted. “This is not that kind of ship.”

“I have to admit,” Ned said sheepishly, “I was thinking it too.”

“I mean, I did set it up really well,” Lara admitted.

Alek waved his massive hands. “Doesn’t matter. You all should have a sense of propriety.”

Lara just smirked and said, “Either way, Hank, I’ll join you in talking to the junk rats.”

“Maybe you should all start by not calling them ‘junk rats’ at every available opportunity,” Alek noted.

“The scrap dealers, then,” I corrected, and he folded his arms across his chest in satisfaction.

When we washed out, the ship’s shields fired to life and flared as they were hit.
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“What the hell is this?” I demanded, thinking we were being fired on.

But Ned answered just as I realized. “Debris,” he said, immediately scanning the debris field and calculating a route through it. The Buzzard began to swing back and forth, dropping and raising back up to avoid all the pieces of junk in space.

Thinking about it, I said, “I'll bet you anything that they want junk so badly they'll even just allow ships to wash out, dump their garbage, and then Tidal away.”

“That tracks,” Clynt agreed.

As we flew through the mess of parts and pieces, machinery and metal, I did the thing I couldn't seem to help doing whenever we were in a situation like this, and began scanning for valuables. There was a piece of a thruster that would have fetched a fair price back on Bussel and a reinforced hull that could have been repurposed on any number of smaller craft for a tidy profit.

But it wasn't long before we were out of the mass and descending toward the yellow planet. As we dropped toward the surface, it seemed as though it had been a desert rock biome before the Vekrass had arrived and now it was completely covered as far as the eye could see in heaps of scrap.

I had seen loads in my life and junkyards on a scale that most people would have thought unimaginable, but this was something else entirely. There were piles everywhere. The surface was nothing but debris in every direction and blanketing everything. And even though I was here on a mission, I got excited just seeing it.

Nearing the surface, I could see winding paths crisscrossing the junk and small figures darting all around. There were landing pads set throughout, and most were full of starships being loaded with this or that. As we grew closer to the ground, I didn’t see any ships being stripped of parts, but that didn’t mean it wasn’t happening.

We all stood after Ned landed the Buzzard in a large open space beside a particularly tall mound of scrap. I squinted, cupping my hand over my eyes as Lara and I disembarked. The other two got into position guarding the ship and I looked around, seeing only one clear path.

The nearby star was positioned just overhead, so there were hardly any shadows, and it was hot. But if nothing else, at least it was a dry heat. I would always take that over the heat combined with humidity.

We stepped forward and followed the one path leading out, occasionally hearing chittering or movement somewhere nearby but never seeing anything. As we neared the tallest heap, I realized that it wasn't simply stacked scrap but a building constructed of stacked scrap. There were windows, a large front door, and even a little sign with some words scrawled so crudely that I had less than no idea what it said.

A Vekrass in coveralls, wiping grease from his paws, stepped out and looked up at us, his face telling me everything I needed to know.

“What you want, humans?” he said, the last word coming out as though he was spitting on the ground.

I ignored the tone and put on a smile. “Just here about some parts,” I said.

“You flew in on a vulture-class, that right?” he asked. “Don’t have any parts for that.”

I tried not to let the attitude get to me. “Listen, you might not like me or my species, but you and I both know that right there is a shield calibrator unit from a Vulture-Class WHFB 93, so let's skip the bullshit.”

“You know your ships,” he said, but not in a complimentary way, more as an observation.

“I’m a scrapper,” I stated.

He looked me over, throwing the rag on his shoulder. “Don’t look like any scrapper I’ve ever seen.”

I gave a casual shrug. “I wear a lot of hats.”

“And this hat wants what?” he asked, though it carried the unmistakable tone of a demand.

“I want to know who you might have sold parts to an Auk-Class Semi C 1820 to,” I said.

Other than getting to know Clynt, I had very little experience reading the reactions of Vekrass, but the way his eyes narrowed and the corner of his jowls tightened, I knew I had struck a nerve.

“We don't have those kinds of parts, and nobody's tried to buy them recently,” he said, putting on a show of sounding stern but coming across as coached and intimidated.

Lara's patience evaporated in an instant, and in its place was the glowing blue blade as she took two steps toward him.

“You might be the worst liar in the universe,” she stated plainly, “so why don't you tell us what we need to know so that we can be on our way.”

Lara wasn't a particularly passive person anyway, but when she was Kilara Vex, there was no stopping her. That is, unless every open window and gap in the scrap produces the barrel of a crude rifle. In an instant, she went from threatening to surrounded.

I raised my hands defensively. “It doesn't need to be like this,” I said in the most affable tone I could muster while completely and utterly outgunned.

Lara put her weapon away.

“Perhaps you should be on your way,” the junk rat suggested.

Lara activated her stealth suit and disappeared, springing away and causing the rifle barrels to point in every direction.

I kept my hands up but smirked.

“Where’d she go?” the man before me demanded, voice once again tremulous with fear.

I gave a genuine shrug. “Maybe to deal with your gunmen, maybe to line up a shot on you, it's hard to say,” I explained casually. “Either way, this fight just got a lot fairer.”

“I don't want any trouble,” the junk rat uttered.

“Now, that's the first thing that you've said that I believe,” I said.

He looked around and spoke loudly to the invisible bounty hunter he knew to be somewhere. “If you don’t come out, I’ll have your friend shot,” he called.

I laughed theatrically. “You think she cares? Nah, that's just one fewer person she has to split the bounty with.”

“Hey, you said ‘fewer,’” Ned said and I could hear the smile. “You're learning.”

“So, why don't you just tell me what I want to know, and I'll be on my way,” I said.

The Vekrass looked askance, his eyes darting about until he whispered, “He’ll kill us.”

I leaned in close, and as I did, one of the barrels was yanked into the window it was protruding from.

“No, I mean—” he began, but before the rest of the words could leave his mouth, his head snapped back, and I felt like I heard the gunshot at the same moment.

I was about to call out that he was here, but the bullet hitting my back threw me to the ground atop the body of the junk rat, and I cursed myself for being so foolish. We had thought that we had him trapped and he bested us, only for us to think we were tracking him down and then walk right into an ambush.

“I let the others know,” Ned informed me while I rolled to the side and took cover behind a tool cart, then looked back to see if I could identify where the shot had come from.

While I was trying to assess the situation, a shot rang out from one of the rooms, and a pair of needle-nose pliers went flying off the cart beside me as it was struck by a bullet.

“We’re not with him!” I shouted in response, but I was sure it would make no difference. At this point, the Vekrass of this planet would defend themselves against anyone and everyone who wasn’t one of their own. And frankly, I couldn't blame them.

But that also meant that we were beset on all sides by enemies, and I had no idea where Farrax was.

That was, until Alek appeared, thundering up the street in what seemed to be an obvious display of using himself as bait. After what happened to Imogen, he was clearly willing to put himself in danger if it meant drawing the trapper out.

The second he came charging into the street, another shot rang out, and Alek’s hand went to his neck a moment later.

“Alek!” I heard Lara cry from one of the windows in the scrap building across the dusty little street.

My eyes kept moving, shifting to try and find Moong, but another shot cracked from somewhere across the way, ricocheted off the cart, and slammed into the wall behind it, light streaking in as the dust danced.

I sucked in a breath and turned with my weapon at the ready, pointing it straight into a window where I thought I saw movement. But when I did, something blurred the darkness, and I heard Lara scream before a vague, wavy shape appeared in the window and a moment later caused a plume of dust upon hitting the ground.

Uncharacteristically, Lara had given away her position when she cried out, and the trapper had taken advantage. Alek was still in the street, looking dazed, and I wondered if he had been shot in the preexisting injury.

I heard the trapper’s dog begin to bark and figured it had found Clynt, wherever he was, trying to sneak up on Farrax.

The dust was kicked up again as Lara stood, the dirt sticking to her stealth suit making her slightly visible.

And a target.

Without thinking, I ran out from cover, rushed toward her, and scooped her up just as more gunshots cracked through the street.

I all but threw her into a doorway, knowing I had been hit more times in the back. My armor was doing a lot of work these days, and I was grateful that I had bought it. Even if it had been because Mane Malik goaded me into doing so.

I could hear Lara panting, and she gasped something about thank you.

Alek fell to his knees outside just as two junk rats came charging into the little room where I was. Lara slashed through one as I shot the other, but when I turned back out the door, I saw Moong Farrax charging toward my friend with an ax in each hand.

I raised my weapon to fire but felt the teeth of an animal sink into my wrist.

Lara sprang forward to open a door to another room as I used my free hand to try and pry the animal’s teeth from my flesh. My thumb and forefinger slid around in the saliva and blood as the dog wriggled and shook.

But as I dealt with that, the trapper lifted the weapons as he approached the defenseless Kyrog.

Lara closed the space between us, wedged both her hands in to grab both sides of the dog’s mouth, and pulled it free with my help.

Once it was off, she threw it sidelong into the room and slammed the door just as the trapper reached Alek, and I turned in horror, raising my shaking and bloody arm to try and point it at Farrax. But my shot went wide, and the mild recoil of the stomper was nearly enough to jar it from my hand.

The trapper leaped forward, the blades glinting as they whistled toward my friend’s neck, poised to cut his head clean off.

But Alek looked up, a smile on his face.

A massive gray arm shot out and grabbed the trapper’s entire head, stopping his movement. Both ax blades were brought down, one clattering off the armor and the other sinking deep into his hide.

But it didn’t matter.

Alek had him.

“Who sent you?” the Kyrog demanded.

Farrax pulled the ax out and swung it again, but this time Alek was ready, grabbing the man’s arm and cracking it in half. The trapper was good. One of the best combatants I had ever been up against, but now Alek seemed to have him.

That didn’t stop me from walking forward and keeping my weapon pointed at his back. There was some old adage about a trapped animal that I couldn’t quite recall, but the point of it was, Moong Farrax was probably more dangerous now than ever.

“Who sent you?” Alek boomed again, spittle flying from his mouth and into the trapper’s face.

“You dumb animal,” Farrax growled back. “I don’t even know. I never find out so that this exact thing won’t happen!”

Alek reached down, grabbed one of the man’s legs, and began to pull. The trapper grunted, trying to act like it didn’t hurt. But when I heard something pop, he wriggled, and I saw a small blade pop out from the front of his fur-lined boot on the other side.

He kicked up, swinging the weapon at Alek as hard as he could.

The little blade disappeared in between two plates of armor, and a moment later, Alek let out a huge pant and dropped the trapper.

“Toxin!” Lara called, reaching toward her beltline for something she could use to counteract the poison.

Meanwhile, Farrax got to his feet and moved, one foot dragging as he tried to make a quick getaway.

Rather than tackling and holding him down, I raised my stomper and sent a bullet through the knee of his good leg.

He shouted a curse at me, and I took a step closer.

“The next one goes through something even more sensitive,” I threatened, making it very clear that I would be more than happy to pull the trigger a few more times.

He looked up at me, gnashing his teeth like a dog, his eyes red with fury.

“What? You’ve never had your ass kicked before?” I asked, smiling down at him as my gun arm dripped blood onto the street.

“Stay close,” Ned communicated. “He's hit a panic button, and I'm trying to trace where the signal goes.”

I took one step nearer to him but knew better than to get within his reach. Though he really only had one good arm left, I wasn’t foolish enough to believe that this man couldn't somehow turn the table on me. Over his shoulder, I saw Lara inject Alek, and a moment later, he gasped. It didn't bring him back to full consciousness, but at least it would keep him from dying.

“You know who sent you,” I asserted, though I wasn't entirely sure it was true. I needed to keep him alive long enough to let Ned trace the signal that might go dead if he did. “You can pretend like you let your Falconer do all the work, but I know you have to know something.”

“She isn’t my Falconer,” he said. “That term is for lily-livered weaklings like you.”

“Ugh,” I groaned. “True sociopaths are way less fun to deal with.”

He looked at me in confusion for a moment.

“There’s no repartee,” I groused. “No good back and forth. People like you are just either trying to kill their way out or say some nonsensical, self-centered shit. It's really unsatisfying.”

He stared up at me, clawing his way forward as he growled, “I’m not trying to satisfy you.”

“That’s what she said,” Ned whispered, and I couldn’t help but laugh.

Clynt came jogging out of the building to my right.

“Where you been?” I asked.

He grimaced at me. “Don’t know if you noticed but you ain’t being shot by a bunch of my species no more.”

Once he said it, I realized that, of course, he was right. I had presumed it was Lara taking them out, but she had appeared pretty quickly, and the Vekrass had still stopped shooting.

“And you,” he said, leveling a claw at the trapper on the ground. “You done put a hole in my best hat.”

“I don't care!” he shouted back, beginning to reach with his one good hand toward something in his vest.

A revolver shot blasted his hand before I even had time to react.

The trapper lay there, breathing into the dirt, utterly defeated.

“We’ll call it a draw,” Ned said, laughing to himself. “And I was able to track the signal. Despite their best efforts, I could follow their reroutes and break their rudimentary encryption.”

I smiled. “We know where his Falconer is,” I called to Lara, making sure that he knew he had been beaten. She nodded as Alek got to his feet. He staggered over, and I expected him to add some cutting remarks.

Instead, he lifted a leg and brought a heavy foot down on Moong Farrax.

“Alek!” Lara shouted. “That goes against Conclave policy. He should have been brought back to stand trial.”

The Kyrog looked over his shoulder. “He just did.”


13


[image: ]


“I grant you the right to perform a Consular questioning,” Zenobia said to Lara. “You can interview Roan and bring her in for further interrogation, but you cannot kill her. Do I make myself clear?”

“Yes,” Lara said, sounding like a scolded child. Zenobia had a singular ability to elicit this tone from my old friend, and it was always jarring to hear it.

“Don’t get out of line,” the Falconer warned, tone low and hard. “I am going to have enough trouble dealing with the fact that two hunters in my flock were party to the murder of another hunter.”

I couldn’t hold my tongue. “He was a hitman for hire.”

“No,” Zenobia snapped. “You believe he was a hitman for hire. The only thing he actually was is a registered bounty hunter with the Conclave. This entire debacle may have serious implications for your careers.”

“Unless we can get Roan to sing,” Lara said, her voice dripping with implication.

Zenobia looked at her seriously. “Questioning only,” she reiterated as though we hadn’t understood how seriously she took it.

“We know,” Lara said. “Gotta run.”

She killed the feed, though there was no reason to have done it other than she simply wanted to be done with the talk.

We had already traveled to where the signal had originated and washed out close (but not too close) to the little planet. The surface was peppered with scanner dishes pointing in every possible direction. Amidst the dishes was a single bunker with more antennas and equipment jutting from the top. I assumed that was where we would find Roan.

“These facilities predate the War,” Ned informed us.

I raised an eyebrow. “And?”

Ned wasted no time in filling me in. “And in the early days of interstellar exploration, humanity set up these stations throughout the universe to scan for life signs and conduct research. Many, if not most, were abandoned or repurposed into military structures, but I suppose those that remained were left up for the taking.”

“Up for the taking?” I asked in surprise.

Lara laughed. “Yeah, I expected you to say something more like, ‘I can’t believe these dastardly bastards would move into our facilities for their own nefarious purposes.’”

“This outpost was constructed by a private corporation to whom I owe no loyalty,” he stated flatly. “Though I’ll admit to liking the term ‘dastardly bastards’ and will have to try to work it into conversation more often.”

“You do that,” Lara said with a hint of pride.

“I hate to cut in,” I said, “but what’s the play here? How can we access this facility?”

“I was hoping to parachute,” Alek said.

I couldn’t help but let out a laugh at that one. “I like that plan.”

Even Ned laughed. “I’d like to see Kyrogi paratroopers,” he said. Then, after a pause, he continued. “But I’m not entirely sure what the best approach is. I don’t have blueprints of privately owned buildings, so I don’t know any secret access points or hidden ways in.”

I turned to Clynt. “Ever break into a building like this?”

“Can’t say as I have,” he answered. “Sure if I got a closer look, I could figure somthin’ similar, but I won’t say I know what’s what ’less I get an eye on.”

“Front door, then?” I asked. “Just go up and say hello.”

“There’s no way that a trapper Falconer would let us in,” Lara stated the obvious. “She runs an army of assassins and stays here precisely because she doesn’t want company.”

“She could be lonely,” I suggested. “And will be happy for some new friends.”

“What’s the Conclave policy on Consular questioning?” Ned asked.

Lara looked ashamed. “I don’t remember.”

“What?” I asked theatrically.

“I thought you were the one who always knows everything about bounty hunting,” Alek said.

Lara’s lips tightened. “Syn Kel Kal would quiz me on all aspects of Conclave code, and I still remember so much but…”

Clynt snickered. “Ya’ll forgot?”

“It happens sometimes,” I tried to soothe.

“Wait until you’re my age,” Alek said. “You’ll hardly remember anything.”

“How old are you?” Lara asked, looking him over.

He seemed to consider that for a moment. “Actually, when you’re my age, you’ll be dead.”

“Charming,” Lara said.

Ned spoke next, doing what he did best. “I just reviewed all of the Conclave rules and bylaws, and they state that a Consular questioning decree must be delivered directly to the subject, and this rule cannot be subverted or even brought into question. Unfortunately, Hank’s whole knocking-on-the-front-door plan seems to be our only option.”

“Sometimes, the direct approach is the best approach,” I said, remembering when I first got taken in by Lutch.

I had been learning the ropes, and while I was enjoying what he was teaching me, I also felt overwhelmed and was doubting that I would even be able to learn it all. He had given me a rudimentary assignment to replace a small part on a Starship he was doing for a friend. It was one of my first chances to impress him, and I didn't want to mess it up.

As it seems to happen with those kinds of circumstances, though, my nerves got the better of me, and I dropped the part. I heard something crack or pop or make some kind of unnerving sound that you definitely didn't want to hear when you were making a repair, and when I lifted it back up, it was rattling.

I was ashamed and humiliated and didn't want to tell the man who had just decided to take me in that I broke a piece on my first ever assignment for him, but I also knew better than to put a faulty part into a Starship. I was embarrassed but not enough to risk someone else's life over it, of course.

It hadn't been long since I had been running little jobs with Lara, so that night I decided to sneak out and see if I couldn't find a replacement piece somewhere using the five-finger discount.

As I went to leave, the door opened, and Lutch came stumbling in early from his night at the casino. Seeing me in my all black, he instantly knew that something was up. My mind raced, and my heart pounded as I tried to think of what to say, but eventually, I just fessed up. Not to the sneaking out bit but to where I had broken the part.

He stared at me for a long moment, and I expected him to start shouting at me, to yell or throw something. It was the first time I was going to see him truly upset with me. But instead, he just made his way over toward one of the walls where there were racks and racks of scrap. He rummaged around for a moment and then tossed me a replacement version of the same exact piece I had broken.

“We had a bunch in the shop,” he told me. “No need to have kept that from me. Stuff breaks, and we fix it. No worries.”

He looked me over in my faux cat burglar attire and said, “Just remember, the direct approach is the best approach.”

He turned his back on me and then made his way to his room while I sat and stared at the part in my hand, realizing that I had just been parented by the man who would become my father.

“Should probably be said that the direct approach can also getcha killed,” Clynt said. “Don't think I've ever once knocked on a door.”

“You would make a terrible vampire,” Ned said.

We all exchanged looks, but Lara came to his rescue. “I can field this one,” she said. “In the lore, vampires have to be invited into a person's home and would therefore need to knock on the door.”

“You can't see it, but I'm tapping my finger to my nose,” Ned said.

I gave my old friend a quizzical look.

“What?” she said. “There was a time where vampire smut was my only escape from the hardships of the world.”

“No judgment here,” I said, holding my hands up innocently. “Just always happy to learn more about you.”

She raised one eyebrow. “Wonder what we'd find under your mattress at the repair shop…”

I laughed. “Probably a good thing that the Inquisition destroyed it, then.”

Now it was Alek’s turn to chuckle. “And here I was thinking I saved all of your most valuable possessions in that box.”

The Buzzard shook as we dropped through a layer of clouds and toward the surface of the little planet. As we got closer, the dishes grew all around us like penetrating a thick forest. Many were missing panels, had plant life growing on their façade, or were broken entirely. A flock of nesting birds flew out from somewhere under one of the dishes as the Buzzard blasted past.

Ned set us down in a little clearing near the decaying building that, from the ground, didn't look like much more than a cement pillbox.

As we stepped off the ship, our legs were immediately grabbed and poked at by hundreds of little worms. What I had taken to be grass from the air was actually small creatures protruding fifteen or so centimeters from the ground. They wriggled and writhed, the ones directly under foot sucking down into their little holes, but the ones beside poking at our boots with what appeared to be suction cup faces.

“That tickles,” Alek said, his one bare foot being surrounded by the creatures.

“Imogen is lucky not to be here,” I said, thinking that the once spoiled little girl would hate a place like this before remembering the condition she was in. “I just mean because of the worms.”

“They are actually not worms,” Ned corrected. “Their physiology is more similar to that of eels.”

I was about to say that was interesting, but Lara cleared her throat and pointed in the direction of the bunker, then picked up her pace to move quickly through the alien eels. I followed but couldn't help but stare down at my feet, watching as the little creatures slurped into their holes and protruded out to tap at the side of my shoes.

“What are they doing, eating the bacteria?” I asked.

Ned didn't hesitate to answer. “Actually, they're mostly just exploring the world,” he explained. “They stick out of the ground like this in order to eat passing swarms of carpet ants. Now, those are the creatures you don’t want to run into here. They swarm over animals and burrow into the skin, consuming the blood and leaving their larvae in the body.”

“Why you gotta tell us somethin’ like that?” Clynt asked. “Ain’t nothing good what can come from having heard it.”

“I feel like they're on me right now,” Alek said.

Despite the fact that I knew they weren't, I couldn't help but feel the same way. “At least we've got these little guys to protect us,” I said, pointing down to the ground.

“How about we just go talk to Roan and get this over with?” Lara said. Or, more accurately, Kilara said.

We all walked in silence, staring down, then off into the thick jungle of dishes to our sides, hoping not to see a swarm of ants moving our way.

The structure was surrounded by a cement pad enclosed within a fence line, but what was left of the chain-link had gaps large enough to easily walk through. When we reached the bunker, the front was nothing more than a huge metal door with a little intercom system off to one side.

“I can't believe I'm doing this,” Lara groused, stepping up to the intercom and pressing the call button.

A raspy voice came through the speaker instantly. “Whoever approaches must answer me these questions three,” she said, and I felt as though I could hear the look of amusement on the face of the person on the other end.

“By the authority of the Conclave Council of Six—” Lara began, but she couldn't finish.

“To speak,” the voice interrupted, “you must first answer my questions.”

Since Lara looked as though she was going to punch the intercom system, I stepped forward.

“What are the questions?” I asked while Alek stepped up to listen as well, and, as expected, I once again noticed that Clynt was gone.

“What is the creature that has one voice but has four feet in the morning, two feet in the afternoon, and three feet at night?” the voice I presumed to be Roan asked.

Ned laughed in my ear. “I like her already. The first riddle of the sphinx.”

I didn’t say anything as I thought about the question.

“Want me to tell you or do you want to try and figure it out on your own?” he asked, and I let out a long, suggestive sigh.

“A person,” he began.

I parroted the rest as he explained. “They crawl as babies, stand upright for their lives, and walk with a cane in old age.”

“Very good,” the voice said.

“Can we just skip to the part where you let us in?” Lara demanded.

There was only a very brief pause before the next question came. “It has unseen roots, but it is taller than the trees and reaches high but doesn’t grow to touch the sky.”

“Yikes,” Ned said. “A couple of hundred years of playing telephone with that, and it’s almost unrecognizable.”

She began humming a little song like you might hear on a game show, and I patiently waited for Ned to tell me the answer rather than give his opinion on the riddles.

He chuckled to himself and then said, “I'll take ‘mountains’ for 500, Alex.”

Not sure if I needed to say the whole thing or just distill it down, I decided to say, “Mountains,” and hope for the best.

There was a longer pause this time. “No one has made it this far,” the voice said. “Guess my ants may go hungry.”

That got my heart racing. I glanced around and saw something I hadn’t noticed at first: slats carved into the ground. Within were small metal doors with caution striping painted on them. She might just be rattling her saber, but I didn’t want to find out the hard way.

“Ugh,” Ned groaned. “These corporations would often use the natural environments of the planets for their defenses. But they didn’t always keep quality records, and when we were trying to repurpose some for the war effort, we lost a lot of good people unnecessarily.”

“Question the third,” Roan announced, pulling my focus from one of the slats where there was a slight brown stain sitting just outside the metal which had been convincing me her threat was real.

My heart was pounding, but at least I had Ned feeding me the answers.

“The person who makes it does not want it. The person who buys it does not use it. The person who uses it does not see it,” she said.

“Shit,” Ned muttered to my horror. “I don't know this one.”

I wanted to scream at him to figure it out. To tell him that with so much human knowledge at his fingertips, solving a riddle shouldn't be any kind of problem, but I knew that I couldn't, and it was pointless anyway. If he said that he didn't know, it meant he didn't know, and that all of his analytical expertise wasn't getting him there.

Once again, I wanted to kick the programmers in the head for some of the choices they made when designing these AIs, but I was sure that creating them with gaps in knowledge or inability to perform certain functions was all done under the auspices of trying to make them as human-like as possible.

I tried to figure it out myself but couldn't imagine what in the world this was trying to describe. Lutch had never been one for riddles, and we didn't spend our time playing those kinds of word games, so I felt as though my brain just wasn't trained to think that way. Of course, if I couldn't come up with a solution here in a moment, my brain was going to be serving as an insect maternity ward, so I tried to come up with the answer.

Once again, she started humming the little tune, but this time, it was far more ominous.


14


[image: ]


“A coffin,” Lara said, folding her arms across her chest triumphantly. “Now open this door and let’s talk.”

“Oh, um,” the voice said. “I really didn’t think you would get that.”

I stared into the little camera mounted in the intercom. “Well, we did, and now we want in like you promised.”

There was no answer, and my eyes flashed down to the slats, waiting to see what decision she would make. Sure, she had said that she would let us in if we answered her riddles, but she also ran a network of assassins so there was a high probability that her word was worth less than nothing.

A moment later, the sound of banging and machinery coming to life came from within the building, and for a moment, I thought that the doors in front of us might be about to open. By then, terrifyingly, the slats began to raise.

None of us had to even consider what to do next, we all just turned and started to run. If we could make it past the fence line and out into the eels, maybe we could survive this, but as we cleared the cement pad, keeping an eye over our shoulder, nothing happened.

Alek smashed through the fence, clearing a path for us. Lara and I followed, stopping just on the other side where our feet were poked and prodded by the little creatures that could be our saviors. That is, if there were actually any ants.

“Ya’ll ain't got nothing to worry about,” Clynt communicated to us. “I'm already inside, and she ain't fed these critters in a long time. It stinks something fierce down here, and I’d venture to guess that the colony up and ate itself.”

I let out a sigh of relief. “That’s good to know. Thanks, Clynt.”

“Can you let us in?” Lara asked, beginning to walk back across the clearing toward the bunker.

“I’m working on it,” Clynt said, voice carrying a hint of annoyance.

I started to follow Lara but noticed that Alek wasn’t moving. I looked at him over my shoulder. “Don’t you want to find out who’s looking to have you killed?”

“Yes,” he said but still didn’t move. “But…”

“But you really don’t want to be eaten alive by a swarm of space ants?” I filled in.

He smiled slightly. “Yes, that.”

I laughed. Not at him but at the situation. “Fair enough. Just come on when the door is open. How about that?”

He nodded, and I kept walking, but it was difficult not to think about the threat. Clynt may have told us that the colony was dead, and the evidence seemed to support it, but it was still a horrifying prospect.

“I really thought you were going to be eaten,” Roan said through the comm. “But you might as well leave. I'm absolutely never going to open the door for you. You'll starve to death before I let you in here, and before you think you can blast the door open with your ship, just know that these facilities were built to withstand a lot more than that. I've got several lifetimes of supplies of food and everything that I could need so you might as well just pack up your shit and go.”

“By the authority of the Council of Six, open this door and allow us entry so that we may bring you in for questioning,” Lara stated. “Refusal to permit us entry is a violation of the code and could result in the revocation of your Falconer's permit.”

This time, the woman on the other end answered immediately. “Why don't you sit on a cactus?”

Lara's fists balled and her body became so taught that she looked like she might try to pull the bunker doors open with her bare hands.

“Your entire operation is an affront to the Conclave and shouldn't even be allowed to exist,” my old friend snarled. “You make a mockery of everything we do and all that we stand for.”

“I don't have to mock it,” Roan said with a laugh. “Just listen to the way you talk. You're like a parody of yourself.”

Lara was about to speak, but I turned to look at her. “Why engage?” I asked. “She’s obviously just stalling for time while she waits for one of her trappers.”

“Who are you guys?” Roan asked, obviously annoyed that I had figured out what she was doing. “And if you're the bounty hunter police, then how come you just killed one of my people?”

“Why don’t you open up and find out?” Lara said.

A snorting laugh emanated from the intercom. “I will literally never open that door for you.”

At that, the massive metal panels of the door began rumbling apart.

Roan screamed through the speaker. “What the f⁠—”

“Thank you,” Lara said, and I could hear her wicked grin as she walked into the darkness of the bunker where Clynt was waiting for us.

“Nice work,” she told the thief as he fell in beside her.

He chuckled with pride. “This weren't nothing.”

“If nothing else,” Lara said, “it proves that we need a strategy other than just simply knocking on the front door.”

“It worked, didn't it?” I said as I moved in next to them.

This floor of the bunker was almost entirely unadorned, cement walls with a metal floor and two all-terrain vehicles sitting facing the large door. The truck at the front was clean and well-kept while the second car, something that looked to me like a heavy weapon transport without the weapon, was rusting, and the paint was bubbled and peeling. Behind them was an old starship that had been built well enough to still be in good working order, though it was caked in a thick layer of grime.

When Lara and I clicked on our flashlights, we saw a service elevator at the back beside an open door leading down to some stairs. The claw prints and the dust made it clear that Clynt had come from there. Which made sense. Sneaking around is a lot harder to do when you activate the only elevator in a building.

“Do you know what floor she's on?” Lara asked.

Clynt cocked an eyebrow at her. “Now, how you gonna ask me something like that?”

“What floor is she on?” Lara corrected.

“That’s more like it,” Clynt said. “She's on floor five. Which is actually more akin to negative five since they descend in ascending order.”

“That's one of the most confusing sentences to make sense I've ever heard,” Lara said, and we stepped over to call the elevator. But as soon as Lara had pressed the button, she turned and made her way toward the stairs. I paused a moment, waiting for the door to open, and then pressed the button for five before following.

“The ruse only works if you send the elevator to her floor,” I said as though Lara needed any reminding.

We hurried down the stairs toward the fifth floor, pulling out our weapons and readying ourselves for whatever defenses she had waiting for us. When he reached the door, Alek moved into first position.

“You sure you want to do this?” I asked. “You’re still recovering from being drugged. And stabbed. And possibly shot.”

“I'm going in first,” he stated unequivocally, and he didn't even give us time to respond before throwing the door open and taking a few steps in.

But there were no booby traps or gunshots or anything, just a heavyset woman in pajamas holding a shotgun while standing in front of a desk with a single computer on it. There was a mattress on the floor with a half-eaten plate of food beside.

“Don’t you move,” she said.

Lara and I stepped into the room, pointing our own weapons at her.

“You’re well and truly outgunned, here,” I pointed out.

She laughed, her heavy makeup making her eyes seem much bigger than they were in the low light of the subterranean bunker. “You can’t shoot me,” she said. “I'm a Falconer, and if you're here at the behest of the Conclave, all you can do is bring me in. So, as I see it, mine is the only gun in this room.”

She had a point.

But Alek stepped forward. “I have no relationship to the Conclave and just killed the man you sent to kill me, so why don’t you put down that peashooter before I take it from you.”

She was playing tough, but I could see that the threat made her nervous. “What can I give you to leave?”

“We just want to know who put the bounty on Alek,” I said.

She shook her head no. “Can’t tell you. But I have money. Lots of money.”

I considered taking the offer and then still demanding that she tell us what we wanted to know, but I thought that since we were going to bring her in for questioning, it might be deemed embezzlement or some kind of situation like that. I didn't know the Conclave rules well enough to be sure, but I had to think taking her money before arresting her was probably frowned upon. And I supposed she could also use it as leverage against me in the future.

So, instead, I said, “Just tell us what we want to know, and maybe we can leave you in peace.”

The woman shook some messy blonde hair out of her face, knowing I was lying. “Nope,” she said. “I've worked with scumbags long enough to know that you're just going to get the information you want and still bring me in.”

“Only one way to find out,” I said. “And there's still a chance that I'm telling the truth.”

“Just tell us,” Alek seethed, breathing heavily so that she could hear he was getting impatient.

“No,” she said again. “I’m never going to give up a client, and certainly not one who would pull my arms off and beat me to death with them. It’s not happening.”

I sighed, rolling my head around and letting the bones crackle and pop.

“Is there any way we could skip this part?” I asked in pure exasperation. “We are going to find out what we need to one way or another and then be on our way.”

“With you in tow for questioning by the Council,” Lara added, and I glared at her for just a moment. Bringing up that we were going to take the woman in wasn’t going to do anything to help the situation, and I tried to think of ways to defuse the moment.

The computer screen behind Roan flashed red. “Intrusion detected!” a voice blared through a speaker.

“Oh, you got some little rat hacking my systems, eh?” she said, and I wondered if she had seen Clynt from some camera somewhere.

“Sorry,” Ned said. “I thought I could get the information, but she's a surprisingly good programmer.”

Before I had a chance to think, she wheeled to turn away from us and squeezed the trigger of her shotgun. The recoil seemed to almost pull the weapon from her hands, and I wondered if she had ever even shot it before.

But it did the job, blasting apart the computer in a hail of plastic and sparks.

Looking sore and tired after even one shot, Roan turned back to face us with the weapon once again leveled at Alek. “Whatcha gonna do now?”

“Given that I didn’t even know about the computer intrusion,” I said with a light laugh. “I would say that we are in the exact same situation as before. Except you have one fewer bullet, and I’m not entirely sure you could even shoot that thing again.

“I could put a hole in you,” she said, shifting the barrel to face me.

Alek snorted. “Give me a name.”

“I’m not giving you shit,” she said.

The Kyrog took two steps forward, and though she still had the weapon, it seemed far less consequential with Alek’s massive form looming over her.

Now when he spoke, the words came out slow, dripping with malice. “Give me a name.”

She raised the weapon to point right at his face.

“Why don’t you back the fu⁠—”

But he didn’t let her finish. With one quick move, he closed the distance between them and grabbed the shotgun just before it discharged. The pellets smashed a hole in the cement above them, sending debris clattering down on them.

But he pulled the weapon free and then threw it across the room to crash into a single poster of a shirtless man, who I vaguely recognized from the movies, that was hanging beside the mattress.

Alek stood over her, letting out ragged snorts that blew her hair about her face as it contorted in annoyance. “I should have known better than to get involved in this tribal shit.”

The Kyrog raised a fist.

“Alek!” Lara shouted, darting across the room to step between them.

She turned to look at the woman. “Falconer Roan, I hereby summon you for Consular questioning before the Council of Six of the Conclave.”

Roan made one of the saddest attempts at a punch that I had ever seen, and Lara used the opportunity to grab her wrist and then twist her arm. A moment later, Lara had her cuffed, and once she did, Roan did not speak again.

I was about to say that we still needed to press her more, but Alek seemed to know what I was thinking.

“I have enough to go on,” he said, and I raised an eyebrow quizzically.
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Alek didn’t want to waste any time either waiting for a Conclave team to arrive or to fly and deliver Roan, so Lara had taken the starship from the bunker, and I had headed back to the Buzzard with Alek and Clynt.

“What did you mean when you said you had enough to go on?” I asked, powering up the ship and lifting off the surface, happy that I had never found out what a swarm of carpet ants could do.

“It was another Kyrog,” he said.

I cocked my head. “How can you be sure? I know the comment about ‘tribal’ whatever was implicit, but I’m not sure it was enough to go on.”

He chuckled. “It wasn’t that,” he said. “The tribalism comment only bolstered what I already believed. It was something earlier.”

“The arm pulling,” Clynt filled it.

Alek nodded. “Exactly,” he affirmed.

“Why’s that?” I asked.

“Because it’s all but a slur,” Clynt explained. “Humans tend to lump all us ‘aliens’ together, and comments like that tell us everything we need to know.”

Alek pointed a finger of acknowledgement at the Vekrass. “Just that. I don’t know if a Kyrog has ever pulled a human’s arm off, but if they have, it wasn’t often enough for it to become a thing. This is one of those comments that seems to have stemmed from some early human seeing a Kyrog and being frightened.”

“I see,” I said, not sure what else I could add here.

“And now it’s used to make other humans scared of us,” he continued. “So the moment I heard her say it, I knew that it was another Kyrog.”

“Do you know who?” I asked.

He shook his head. “No, but this is where the second comment comes into it. If there is a Clan aspect to it, then whoever is behind this will need to get supplies, and they almost certainly couldn’t get what they needed through conventional methods.”

I knew what he was implying and immediately set the coordinates for the Intermediary. I hadn’t visited the young woman for a long time, not since striking up a deal, and it seemed like a good time to change that.

Alek leaned back in his chair as we lifted off the surface, and I saw Lara’s ship heading up in a different direction.

“I feel like we are getting close,” Ned announced.

The Kyrog snorted. “I feel like we have been chasing our tails.”

“Uncovering a Conclave Falconer who is hiring out assassins is more than just spinning,” I noted. “We just did some real good, in addition to getting closer to finding out who is trying to have you killed.”

Alek nodded slowly. “I suppose that’s true.”

“I know it has taken longer than you would have liked, but these kinds of things are a process,” I said. “You’ve been away from bounty hunting for a minute, but everything takes time.”

“Tell me how much you like waiting the next time someone is trying to hunt you down,” Alek said.

I laughed. “Someone is always trying to hunt me down!”

“But not as many as want to string me up,” Clynt added.

“Yes, yes,” Alek said with a dismissive wave at the thief. “We all know just how wanted you are.”

“Good,” Clynt said and then tilted his snout at the Kyrog. “You were a doctor back home?”

“I was,” Alek answered.

Clynt scratched at his chin. “Then you was a bartender for a mobster, an assistant bounty hunter and a political bodyguard? That about right?”

Alek gave him a flat look. “Yes, that’s about right.”

“Gotta say that it seems like you’ve been going backwards on that career tree,” Clynt said with a little smirk.

I didn't know how I expected Alek to respond, but it wasn't the way he did, which was to let out a huge bellowing laugh that shook the entire cabin. “You can say that again.”

“But I'm guessing you left your home world with good reason,” Clynt said.

Alek lifted his pegleg and gave it a tap. “What about you?” he asked.

Clynt didn’t answer at first, and I doubted that he would at all. But he eventually said, “I got caught stealing and was run off my planet. Ma had never really liked me anyway, never understood me or my… compulsions…”

“And you were young when you left?” Alek asked.

He nodded. “Knee high to a toadstool,” he said. “Didn’t know what to do with myself and figured I’d best get good at the only thing I knew how to do. And I did. And now I'm the best there ever was.”

“If you do say so yourself,” Ned said, with only a hint of mockery in his tone.

“Y'all may think I'm a braggart, but I know my worth,” he stated with absolute assurance. “I don't talk just to run my lips, I say what's true because it is. Ain't nobody what can hold a candle to me and them that have gotten close ended up behind bars or in a pine box.”

“That reminds me,” I said, pointing to the ship’s console in front of me. “Ned, why couldn’t you figure out coffin?”

“I don’t know,” he admitted, sounding ashamed. “I tried. I really put my processing power to work, but I couldn't do it.”

Clynt ran a long claw along the brim of his hat thoughtfully for a moment. “Them that programmed you made you like a person,” he began, “but did they take inspiration from any other species, or are you a human AI?”

“I don't have a definitive answer as to that,” Ned stated. “I have very limited knowledge about my own creation and the people behind it. That which I do have, was undoubtedly put there by those very people so it could be argued that is somewhat biased.”

“We're all ‘somewhat biased’ by them that made us,” Clynt noted. “Alek leaving his planet because he's less a leg, me being r-u-n-n-o-f-t and Hank being abandoned by his parents and raised by a Kyrog all made us the people we is.”

“You lost the thread there a little bit,” Ned said. “But I take your point.”

A little half smile crossed my face. “Ned's actually made a very similar point to me in the past,” I told the thief. “But far less eloquently.”

“See, I know you are giving me a hard time, but you know that's just not true,” Ned said. “I'm far more eloquent.”

Clynt grunted. “My words ain’t any less poetic ’cause of how I talk.”

“That’s an excellent point,” I said. “And even makes the point in and of itself.”

The thief tipped his hat to me, and we continued to make small talk until we reached the Intermediary’s place. She allowed us to dock, and soon we were standing before her where she sat amidst all the screens full of information. The tubes and wires attached to her shifted as she swiveled in her chair to face us.

“It’s been a while,” she said. “And I’m not even sure we should still be working together.”

My brows knit together. “Why’s that?”

“Our deal was predicated on you destroying the High Cloister,” she reminded me. “And then it showed up outside Emortium after you claimed to have dealt with it.”

“We thought we had,” I protested. “And in the end, it was destroyed because of my infiltration.”

She narrowed her eyes at me. “Something tells me this isn't a thread I want to pull, so I'm just going to let it drop, but if you're here for a favor, I'm not entirely certain now’s the best time for you to ask.”

“Well, I have good news, then,” I said with a wide smile. “I’m actually here to see if there is anything I can do for you or if there is anything you need.”

It was a lie, sure, but the look of surprise on her face was worth it.

“Oh,” she said, voice softening. She glanced around. “I tend to get everything I need brought in, and I have my brother doing it, but I’m sure he would welcome a break.”

I continued to beam at her. “We have more than enough bodies back at my base and could send some your way. Not only to bring in the necessary supplies but also to provide protection. Somebody in your line of work is liable to make enemies, and while I'm sure your computer skills keep you somewhat safe, if somebody showed up here with a gun, it might not end well for you.”

“How do I know that they are people I can trust?” she asked dubiously. “Maybe they're plants for you to find out all of my secrets.”

I laughed. “Well, given the fact that I had no idea it was something I was going to offer a moment earlier, it's safe to assume that I didn't have some grand plan to spy on you. Also, something tells me that anybody we send here wouldn't be just standing around looking over your shoulder.”

She pondered that for a moment. For as smart as she was, the Intermediary was also still very young. But my logic seemed to prevail, and she nodded. “Some more bodies around here wouldn't hurt, and you're right that more protection than the hired help I normally get is probably a good idea.”

“Great,” I said, clapping my hands together. “Then it’s settled. I’ll be sending some people out here to help with whatever you need and to keep your operation safe.”

“Thanks,” the Intermediary responded.

I started to turn. “And…”

“Here we go,” she muttered under her breath.

“While I’m here, I was curious if you had any Kyrog clients buying weapons in bulk or anything like that?” I asked.

“While you’re here?” she clarified, not buying it.

“Right.”

She rolled her eyes.

“This was what you really wanted to ask, yeah?”

“Yes,” I admitted.

“And the other offer was just because of what I said about the Cloister?”

I nodded.

“But now that you have offered something, you are hoping I’ll just say yes?”

“Correct.”

She let out a long sigh. “Okay,” she said. “But like I tell you every time you come here asking for my clients, I’m not going to have any more clients if you keep asking me to give you names.”

“Have any of the others blown back on you?” I asked.

She scrunched up her face. “Not yet. The operative word being ‘yet.’”

“This one is hiring a hitman to come after me, so it's probably somebody you don't want to work with,” Alek noted.

The Intermediary tilted her head at him. “Sounds more like somebody I don't want to piss off.”

I watched as he realized what he thought was a good argument actually made the exact opposite point from the one he was trying to express. He opened his mouth, but no words came out.

“I sometimes have a really hard time grappling with the fact that it's you guys who are out there saving the universe,” she said, snickering at her own comment. “But here we are.”

One of the screens behind her went blank and then a black and white picture of a Kyrog filled it with a name written underneath. We watched as she began to scroll through face after face, until eventually Alek stomped and pointed. When he did, he grunted in anger.

“Her,” he said, turning to look at me. “It has to be her.”

I wanted to ask how he knew but thought it best not to bring it up in front of the Intermediary. As much as she didn’t want me spying on her, I didn’t necessarily want her to have any information she could broker. And now that she had suggested it, having the people I sent here report back wasn’t a bad idea either.

We had a tentative agreement and similar causes, but I knew better than to throw my full trust behind her.

Alek stared at the image, snorting and scraping his foot against the floor. “Where is she?”
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We stepped out onto the craggy planet, and the entire place smelled like sulfur.

“Stinks here,” Clynt observed.

I nodded, trying not to let it affect me and failing. “At least it’s breathable. We’re lucky that many of the planets we visit are.”

“Is it luck or the fact that species what require oxygen tend to find planets where the air ain’t trying to choke ’em?” he asked.

“Fair point,” I said, but Alek wasn’t speaking. He was eyeing which way we could go.

From above, we had been able to spot the little camp and landed the Buzzard nearby in a small opening amidst the jagged formations piercing the pink sky everywhere. Alek seemed to decide that one direction was good enough, so he stomped forward, moving toward a little gap between two tall formations of purple rock.

We followed, and as we were squeezing our way through and trying to avoid the pieces of stone that Alek’s massive frame was knocking free, I had to ask, “You going to tell us anything about this Baraa?”

He grunted in response.

“Oh, should we play twenty questions?” I asked. “Is she someone you know from the homeworld?”

He didn’t answer.

“Someone from a rival Clan?”

He didn’t answer.

“Oh, I got it,” I exclaimed quietly. “It was a former patient of yours who you did battlefield surgery on, and it went terribly wrong, and now she's on a quest for revenge against the medic who could have saved her life but instead left her with...”

“A broken heart,” Clynt chimed in

“What? No.” I groaned. “That wasn't where I was going with this at all.”

“Maybe my silence should indicate to you two that I'm not interested in continuing this conversation,” Alek said, being uncharacteristically gruff.

I shielded my face as a chunk of rock jarred free by Alek’s shoulder armor came tumbling down on me. “Yes, we are fully aware that you're not in the mood to talk about it, but you're also leading us into a situation that we don't have any idea about, so I'm just trying to glean a little intel here.”

“Nothing will happen to you,” he said.

I wiped rock dust from my arms and shoulders. “See, you say that, but I’m not entirely convinced that you can be certain of it.”

“This fight is between me and Baraa,” he said, pushing himself through an opening at the end of the crag and into a small clearing on the side of a mountain face that looked down onto the little camp of large pup tents.

They were all set up in a circle around a central firepit made of stacked shale, and a couple of starships were parked just behind. As we began to clamber down, it was hard not to notice the fact that the camp was filled entirely with Kyrog.

Having recently just gone up against three of them, the idea of this situation turning sideways and us having to deal with dozens was intimidating to say the least. And, when all was said and done, I didn't want to test the theory of whether or not the species pulled people's arms off and beat them to death with them.

But Alek was determined, and there was no stopping him, so Clynt and I followed him down the sloped face until we reached the rough ground below. The sky seemed to be swirling ominously, and a hard wind blew through the little canyon, picking up dirt and coating everything in a haze.

When we reached the outskirts of the camp, some people noticed and began hurrying this way and that.

“Baraa!” he bellowed, the ground shaking beneath his feet.

One of the tents flew open and a Kyrog in even more ornate ceremonial armor came thundering out.

All the others watched, forming a circle as the two massive people clashed against one another with such force that I half expected a shock wave to pulse out from them. Clynt and I rushed up to stand beside some of the Kyrog who took no note of us, and I was interested that the Vekrass had decided to stay with me rather than sneaking off. Yet.

Baraa threw the first punch. Alek caught her fist in his hand and then brought up a strike of his own, which the woman blocked with a forearm. She headbutted him with her helmet, the long pink plumage of the attached feathers bending before erupting in fluff when it contacted his chest plate, throwing my friend back.

Alek recovered quickly, grabbing the side of her head with one hand and then clapping the other with his open palm. She staggered to the side, having her ears boxed clearly throwing her off-balance.

But when Alek pressed the attack, Baraa dropped a shoulder and avoided the hit, and instead struck him with a devastating charge that sent my friend crashing backward.

They both stared at one another for a long moment, panting and grunting. Then, as though it was choreographed, they both stormed back at one another at once. Each one brought their right fists back before sending them rocketing toward the other’s face.

Baraa and Alek each took a fist to the chin, stopping them in their tracks and sending them back the other way.

“I’ve never seen the chieftain get hit,” I heard one of the Kyrog say to another beside me before they turned to glance down at me. “Who is that?”

“Who is your chieftain?” I asked, thinking it better to keep my information close to the vest.

He looked down at me with the two eyes on the right side of his head. “If you don't know, why are they fighting?”

“You literally just asked me who he was and yet they're fighting,” I noted.

The Kyrog chuckled as the two continued to battle in front of us. “I'll grant you that,” he said in a perfectly affable tone. “I’m Cappi.” He turned to offer me a hand.

“Hank,” I said before realizing that it might have been wiser to use my bounty hunter name. “Though I have to say this is one of the more bizarre ways I've ever met anyone.”

Cappi grinned and snorted. “Guessing you're not a mercenary, then?”

“I’m not.”

He nodded. “I'd say this is how we start our meetings about half the time,” he explained. “Only difference is that your fella’s lasting a lot longer than anyone who's come before. Chief Baraa tends to lay an adversary out with one hit.”

The comment drew my attention back toward the brawl before us. The two really did seem to be evenly matched. Or, more accurately, mirror images of one another. They fought with nearly identical movements, and at this point, it still seemed to be anybody's fight.

“If you are mercenaries, who do you work for?” I asked out of the side of my mouth.

Cappi shrugged. “Anyone who will pay,” he answered. “We won’t take jobs that break universal law, so no outright fights against the Consortium prefects or anything. But outside of that, anyone in the universe is fair game.”

“But nothing illegal?” I asked, and I could tell how dubious I sounded.

The Kyrog beside me grunted in a clear show of annoyance. “Never,” he said unequivocally. “We'll do what needs to be done, but we're not out here trying to get arrested or anger our human allies.”

That gave me pause. While there was no doubt that people could do their moral grandstanding one day and illegal activities the next, his voice carried such a tone of self-righteousness that part of me doubted that the woman fighting Alek would hire a shady assassin. Especially when they could obviously do the job themselves.

“Who are you working for right now?” I asked, hoping to get a better sense of what, exactly, was happening here.

Cappi folded his arms across his chest. “Even if we were working for somebody at the moment, I wouldn't give you that information, stranger.”

“Fair enough,” I allowed.

“But we are not working for anyone at the moment,” he continued. “We are trying to track down someone who’s been killing our people.”

And there it was.

Hearing that, I turned to call out to Alek to stop the fight, but it was too late. When I shifted my gaze, I watched as Baraa threw an elbow that connected with Alek’s snout. She followed up with a flurry of quick jabs that brought my friend to his knees. With a huge roundhouse, the chieftain sent Alek crashing backward to the ground.

He lay there for a moment, gasping and staring up at the swirling sky.

“If you were trying to kill me, why not just do it yourself,” he rasped up at her.

Baraa’s face shifted from one of anger to that of concern. “What did you say?” she demanded. “Is someone trying to kill you?”

“Yes!” Alek answered. “You!”

She looked down at him pityingly, offering a hand up as she said. “No, I’m not.”

He didn’t take her hand for a moment but relented eventually and let her help him to his feet.

“Come,” she said. “Let’s talk in my tent.”

He looked over his shoulder to wave Clynt and me on, and the two of us jogged over to fall in beside him. Getting close, I could see the bruising on his face. I knew it took a lot for that to even happen.

Lutch got into scrapes from time to time with the shady characters he dealt with by virtue of being at the casinos so often, but only once had I ever seen him properly bruised. He had tried to explain it away with some cock and bull that I didn't even believe at the time, but now, looking back, I had to believe that he owed some money and they got paid back with a pound of flesh.

We made our way toward the one large tent surrounded by smaller tents. Well, smaller by a Kyrogi standard.

Baraa threw open the flap, and we followed her in.

The moment we entered, Alek collapsed onto one of the large chairs within, fell asleep, and was snoring loudly before Baraa had even turned around.

The space looked like most other command tents I had seen: some boxes of munitions, supplies, a few places to sit, and a holoboard in the center.

The chieftain looked at Clynt and me.

“Guess this just leaves us.”
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The Kyrogi chieftain in her colorful, layered armor gestured for us to sit, and we each took one of the chairs, both of us looking like children hopping up into novelty carnival seats.

“Introductions,” she said. “I am Mercenary Chieftain Baraa Knuckleduster.”

“That’s quite a lot of title and very little name,” I said with a smile. “I’m Hank, and this is Clynt.”

I used my actual name since I had already committed to it and figured I might as well just accept it. Plus, the woman clearly had history with Alek, and I wanted to know more about it.

“Good to meet you two,” she said and walked to the corner of the room where she grabbed a wooden mug, held it up to a keg, then poured something in that I could smell the fermentation of from where I was sitting.

“And you,” I said. “Though I feel like it could have been under better circumstances.”

I hooked a thumb to my friend sleeping in the corner.

“Oh, that?” she said with a laugh, draining her cup into her mouth and then getting another. “I think we both just needed to blow off some steam. I've been building up for a while since we last saw each other.”

“And how do y'all know each other?” Clynt asked, sounding sincerely interested.

She looked at the two of us with a peculiar expression. “How are you three friends?”

“Imagine if she knew that there was a fourth friend who is an AI,” Ned joked in my ear.

“We work together in a professional capacity,” Clynt offered the simple vague answer.

I decided to give her more, taking a chance that we were hunting the same person. “He was a friend of my father's.”

“And now he’s a friend of yours?” she asked, finishing the second mug. She poured herself a third.

“He is,” I answered.

Clynt cleared his throat. “Round where I'm from, it's mighty rude to drink and not offer your guests nothin’.”

The mercenary chieftain laughed. “You drink a sip of this, and you'll be passed out harder than your friend there.”

“Only one way to test that theory,” Clynt said, and I wish that occasionally he might be able to set his ego aside for even just a moment.

But, since he couldn't, Baraa grabbed another mug and filled it up for him. She glanced over at me, but I shook my head. I would take a Bussel Brew most times of the day, but I had less than no interest in consuming something that I felt would probably melt my stomach lining.

Clynt, on the other hand, immediately put the drink to his nose, inhaled deeply, and pretended not to wince. When he took a sip, he croaked, “Delicious.”

Baraa seemed to really like that and smiled broadly. “I can see why Alek likes you two.”

“Someone has to,” Ned joked.

“Now,” the chieftain said, taking a more serious tone. “Who has been trying to kill our mutual friend?”

We exchanged glances. “Alek seemed to think it was you until a moment ago.”

“We may have a complicated history, but I don’t want him dead,” she said. “Especially given our history.”

“Ya’ll were sex partners?” Clynt asked, already slurring his words, and I rubbed a hand down my face.

Luckily, she seemed to find the comment amusing. “He told you nothing of our history?”

“Nope!” Clynt answered. “But you can bet we want to know somethin’ fierce.”

She finished her third mug, then stepped around to lean on the holotable. “Typical,” she complained, giving him a judgmental look that, of course, he wasn't conscious to receive. “Has he told you much of his life at all?”

“Not really,” I admitted. “We know he was a medic and fought in the Clan Wars on the side of the Mbek, but that’s about it.”

“All of that is true,” she said, rubbing an open blister on her knuckle. “But our story begins before that.”

She trailed off, not saying anything for a long time. So long, in fact, that I wondered if she had lost consciousness like Alek, but eventually, she spoke again.

“My people were a rival clan to the Mbek and fought for years until our parents’ generation finally brought the war to a close,” she explained. “Our capital was taken, and our young were pressed into service for the Mbek to continue their wars with the other clans.”

Given the way she explained this, I found myself wondering why their people had to be in a state of perpetual war. There seemed to be so many more threats around the universe that fighting one another seemed so fruitless and pointless. But it was their way, and who was I to judge them for it?

“Alek and I met in training,” she explained. “Though he always had designs on becoming a medic, we all go through the same basic instructions. Our line order was next to one another, and therefore, so were our bunks. We became close even though our people had very different beliefs.”

“That’s the nice thing about Alek,” I said. “He doesn’t judge you for who you are.”

“Right, he only cares if you play Warhero or not,” Clynt added.

She nodded. “Exactly. And, as an aside, he did teach me to play,” she said. “But it didn’t stick… Anyway, he had my back when some of the others weren’t as kind. I caught feelings as a result, but it took a lifetime for me to understand that he only ever saw me as a friend.”

“Why’s that?” Clynt said, looking her over.

She shook her head miserably. “I’ve run through that many, many times, but I think it boils down to our Clans. He never treated me any different because of who I was, but I believe that on a fundamental level, he couldn’t be with someone from a defeated Clan. It was beneath an Mbek for whom achievement is all that matters.”

“I’m sorry,” I said. “That’s unfortunate.”

And, while it was, it didn’t explain why he believed she wanted him dead.

“Hang on a tick,” Clynt said, taking another sip and pointing at me. “We got it all right!”

I looked at him in confusion. “What did we get right?”

“When we was joking about them’s past,” he said, one eye blinking before the other. “We guessed someone from a rival clan, someone from his home world and a broken heart. She’s all three!”

Ned guffawed in my ear. “He's right.”

I didn't know what else to say so I turned back to Baraa, who was gazing at Clynt with a look of amusement. “You’re a funny little thing, aren't you?”

“In as much as you’re a funny big thing,” he snapped back, sounding only mildly annoyed before taking a swig.

“How did we get from you having a crush on him to thinking that you were the person who wanted him dead?” I asked, trying to get this train back on track.

She let out a slow breath. “During one of his deployments, something… bad… happened, and I was leading a detachment that was supposed to back him up. They were so overwhelmed that it wouldn't have mattered, but because he was a medic, he was the only one left alive, and I know he blamed me for not being there to help.”

I cocked my head at her. “That's unlikely,” I said. “I've known Alek for a lot of my life, and he's not really the type to react that way.”

She narrowed her eyes on me. “But have you ever seen him when his Clan’s honor’s at stake?”

Remembering the banker on parm, I had to admit, “Yes, I have.”

“So you know that he can react quite differently than what you're used to,” she justified. “And when we finally talked after what had happened, he let me know exactly how he felt. I didn't see him again after that, and I learned that he had left the homeworld through a mutual friend.”

“That still don't explain why he thinks you would want him dead,” Clynt said. He was now leaning back in the chair with his snout pointing straight up to the ceiling and his eyes closed. “Might lead one to think he could want you pushing daisies but not the other way round.”

Baraa averted her gaze, staring at the floor and then deciding she needed some liquid courage to say whatever was next. After two more cups, she lurched over to the hollow table and leaned against it.

“I was young,” she said quietly. “It was one of my first missions in a leadership role. When he laid into me, I gave as good as I got. Better, really. I said things that I'm not proud of and that I expect have haunted him ever since. I don't feel the need to share them all with you, nor even to remember them, but by the end, I had all but implied that he should be ashamed for having survived.”

I didn't say anything, knowing there was nothing to say and seeing the guilt that was wrecking her face.

“We always hurt the ones we love, don't we,” Clynt observed from his semi stupor.

Baraa snorted, the corner of her lip pulling up slightly. “I think that's part of it,” she said. “He was the one person I felt safe enough to really lay into. But I didn't realize how devastated he already was and did what was best for me in the moment rather than what a good friend should do. I've had to live with that shame every day since, but as far as he knew, I still blamed him for what happened to his squad mates. To my sister.”

“Whoa,” Ned whispered. “The Greeks would love this.”

“Oh,” I muttered.

“Yep,” she said. “So, suffice to say, things are complicated between us.”

I tapped a fist against the armrest. “Yeah, I’m getting that sense.”

“But I don’t want him dead,” she said before quickly adding, “obviously.”

I leaned in. “So, who does?”

She narrowed all her eyes at me. “That’s the question that I have been trying to answer myself.”

“What do you know?” I asked.

She folded her arms across her chest. “I've been doing most of the talking already, and I think it's time that you shared some of what you know. Who was trying to kill Alek?”

Now is the moment that I had to decide how much to trust her, and given the circumstances, I felt like I just had to go all in. She had been honest with us, so I could give her the same courtesy.

“A bounty hunter, or trapper really, named Moong Farrax was sent after Alek and nearly killed him,” I began.

“Three times,” Clynt interrupted.

“Right, several times,” I said. “But we managed to defeat him and find out from his Falconer that it was a Kyrog who hired him.”

Baraa grunted. “And he immediately thought it was me?”

Her tone was accusatory, but underneath was a hint of melancholy.

“Something like that,” I said.

“So, here you are?” she said.

I nodded. “So, here we are. What do you know?”

“Someone has been killing Kyrog around the universe,” she said. “What happened to Alek is just another drop in this bucket. There have been hired assassins, bombings, obvious not-an-accidents, and some straight-up murders.”

“Who has been targeted?” I asked.

She turned to the holotable and activated it, bringing up the faces of several people. “Other than the species, there's no pattern.”

“They ain’t all one clan or nothing?” Clynt asked, but a moment later, he was snoring quietly.

Baraa shook her head. “To answer his question: no. They're not of the same clan, didn't leave at the same time, aren't the same age, had different reasons for leaving, and are engaged in all sorts of different activities throughout the universe.”

“What’s the reason, then?” I wondered aloud.

“I don’t know,” she answered as though it hadn't been a rhetorical question. “But I know that we need to find whoever's doing this and stop them.”

I nodded in agreement. “Lucky for you, we are a crack team of bounty hunters who are experts at finding our targets throughout the universe.” I gestured to my two sleeping companions, and Baraa and I both laughed.

After a moment, I asked, “What clues do you have to go on? How have you been tracking the killer?”

“I have to admit that most of what I've been doing is just staring at all of these case files and trying to figure out a connection,” she said. “We haven't taken any other work while we've been doing this, and I know that the men are getting restless.”

“Then I guess it’s time we solve this,” I said, hopping down from the giant chair and then stepping over to the table.

She turned to look at all the faces with me, and we began to read. As we did, Ned informed me that he was downloading the information as well so that he could begin to analyze it. I had become a pretty good investigator, but he was always going to be able to find connections and patterns that a human mind couldn't. Of course, I was always going to be able to do some lateral thinking and guesswork based on hunches that he wasn't going to be able to do. As designed, the human and the AI made a good team.

“They are in chronological order,” she explained, pointing to the dates. “Of course, this is all based on prefect information and when the bodies were discovered. We have a good sense, but it isn't perfect.”

As I scanned the faces, I thought about one of the old movies that Ned had made me watch. They often blurred together since I would put them on late at night and only pay half attention to them, but there had been one series of movies about a serial killer who helped catch other killers. The payoff of one of the movies was that the murderer started close to home. Which, according to Lara, was actually true.

So, I went back all the way to the first face and opened the file.

This was a Kyrogi doctor working out on the fringes with a group of displaced people who had been on a colony ship that crash landed on a nearly uninhabitable planet. From the articles that I perused quickly, she sounded like an amazing humanitarian and a testament to what we could accomplish when the species work together.

She had been working in the lab late one night when, based on the evidence gathered at the scene, she had been bludgeoned to death with a piece of lab equipment.

“Where are the investigation notes from the Consortium prefects?” I asked, having finished the chicken scratch notes written by the local authorities.

Baraa laughed pointedly. “We are talking about the murders of a bunch of Kyrog. Do you think the prefects care about that?”

I shook my head. “It's a sad state of affairs that you can say that, and I know exactly how true it is,” I said. Having grown up on the fringes of space, I knew how few and far between the prefects could be, and that they were stretched so thin, they couldn't be bothered to do much on a planet like Bussel.

“I think I know where to start,” I said, looking at the face of the doctor before she met her untimely fate.

Baraa looked at me for a long moment. “You mean you will take on this investigation just like that.”

I laughed. “It isn’t ‘just like that.’ We have been trying to solve this too, we just didn't know that it was connected to anything else.”

“I would like to come with you,” she said.

That one took me by surprise. “Are you sure? You already said that your men were anxious to get moving and that things were complicated between you and Alek. We're happy to take this on and report back.”

“This is important to me,” she stated, making it crystal clear how serious she was. “My people are being killed, and I won’t stand around while it's happening. I saw you speaking to my second in command, and he's more than capable of finding this group some work to keep them occupied while I help you. This is not negotiable.”

I looked up from the holotable. “I guess there’s not much to say other than welcome aboard.”
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After chatting for a while longer, Baraa and I left the other two to sleep and made our way out to sit with her men while they ate. Unlike Alek, who loved to prepare food for human consumption, this group had made a meal that was essentially compressed grasses, and that would probably expand in my stomach and kill me if I had tried it.

So I sat and gnawed on a little jerky I had in my jacket pocket, from some time that I vaguely remembered not being that long ago, while chatting with Baraa and Cappi. The two had an easy rapport and full command of the men who obviously respected both to the Nth degree.

A runner came hustling over from one of the starships and handed a printout to Cappi, who read it over and pounded a fist on the table.

“We have a contract!” he said ostensibly to Baraa but really to all the men. “We roll out in the morning.”

The others answered by pounding their own hands on the extendable table that they had pulled out just for mealtime. It seemed like it might crack under the force of the thumping.

But the mood changed in a moment. These mercs were warriors and wanted to be in the fight, and the din of excited voices grew all around us. Perhaps it was that sound that roused Clynt and Alek, but a moment later, the two were standing behind us.

“Why would anyone drink that?” the thief asked. “It’s more poison than booze.”

Baraa snorted and smiled at him. “Got that right. I tried to warn you.”

But rather than take it as a challenge once again, he justified himself further. “It ain’t fit for consumption, and I wouldn’t ever disrespect my body like that again.”

“Smart,” Baraa said, downing the rest of the mug she had in front of her. I had lost count of how many she had guzzled, but it was a lot. Not that you would be able to tell.

“What did I miss?” Alek said, looking as though he still needed to hibernate for another day.

Baraa pointed at us. “I got to know your friends and learned that we are hunting the same enemy. This one, here”—she pointed at me—“thinks he might have a way we can find the person that’s been killing our people and trying to kill you.”

“That’s good,” he said, but he wasn’t all there. He needed more rest, and until he got it, I would have a half-Alek at best. And it made sense. The man had been through a lot recently and was burning the candle at both ends.

“And we talked about our past,” Baraa said, seemingly gauging his reaction.

He grunted and stood beside Cappi at the end of the table. “That’s nice.”

“And she’s going to join us as we look for the killer,” I said.

He gave a thumbs-up and started walking in the direction of the mountain we had slid down.

“If you’re looking for the Buzzard, she’s over there,” I said, pointing to where the starships were parked. “I moved her while you were out.”

He didn’t say anything but turned around and began meandering toward the ship.

“And with that,” I said to Baraa. “We are good to go. You need time to pack up?”

“I always have a go bag,” she stated. “I’ll stop and grab it, and we can head to the village.”

As she stood to go, I stopped her. “And the two of you will be fine, yeah?”

She laughed as though it was an idiotic question. “We’re all adults now, we’ll be fine.”

Ned wasted no time in saying, “See, now that answer just made me more nervous.”

I agreed, but there was nothing to be done about it now, and soon I was sitting beside the Kyrog chieftain in the cockpit as I piloted us off the surface of the planet. What was normally Ned’s job, now I would do since we didn’t want her to know anything about our AI.

I trusted her enough to work with her on this operation, but I certainly wasn’t going to entrust her with something like that.

“How’d you become a merc?” I asked, activating the Tidal Drive and watching it charge quickly.

She leaned back in the seat customized for Alek and lifted her hands in a show of nonchalance. “Not particularly interesting, that,” she said. “After losing my sister and best friend, I lost my fire as well. Without passion, without interest in what I was doing, I became an inefficient officer. Sure, I could bark orders, but I couldn’t do the critical thinking anymore.”

I understood. “And leadership without thinking is…”

“Exactly,” she said. “So it wasn’t long before I was busted back down, and I couldn’t keep up. Eventually, I was discharged and had to figure out what to do next. But I didn’t want to stay on the homeworld. I left and never looked back.”

“Let me guess,” I said. “Since combat was all you ever knew, you hooked up with some mercenary Kyrog and eventually moved your way up through the ranks?”

She smiled, her light gray skin wrinkling deeply as she did. “Something like that. Except for one part.”

“What’s that?”

“I didn’t move slowly through the ranks,” she explained. “After my first mission with the crew, I realized that I could do a hell of a better job than the man who had been leading us, so I challenged him and wrested control of the group right then and there. Now he is my right hand.”

“Cappi?” I asked in astonishment.

She nodded. “He is a better beta. Too often in this universe do we see people in power that should really be number two.”

“But not you?” I asked.

“Not me,” she confirmed. “I didn’t want to be a leader for the Mbek. My heart wasn’t in it. But out here in the stars, I love it. I just wish we had a better enemy than the ones I’m paid to fight. Don’t get me wrong, I’m more than happy to put my fist through some pirate who’s hassling townsfolk or wiping out a gang bullying farmers, but that’s only so satisfying. I think it is why I need to be a part of catching this killer.”

“Because it’s something that actually matters?”

“Yes,” she exclaimed, but her tone grew subdued. “You believe we will be able to track down this person?”

“Oh, yes,” I said. “It’s what I do… now…”

She looked me over. “What does that mean?”

“I was a scrapper until very recently,” I explained.

“And now you and Alek hunt bounties?” she asked.

“Something like that,” I said. “He also wanted to be a part of something that matters.”

She smiled at that and gazed up into the gyre tube as it opened up all around us. “And is he happy?”

I had to think about that one. “I don’t know, honestly,” I admitted. “I’m not sure how happy any of my crew is. We are purposeful, and there is a sense of satisfaction that comes from it, but happy, I don’t know.”

“I want him to be,” she said softly, and it made me realize that this was something I hadn’t really considered with my crew.

Ned had told me that I needed to be sure to take care of myself in order to be at my peak efficiency, but I hadn’t passed that down to them. I knew the man loved to cook and to play Warhero cards. I needed to be sure to encourage those hobbies between missions or as we flew from place to place. And do the same with the others.

“I’d like that too,” I said and fell silent, thinking about what it would mean to be happy in this universe.

After that, we talked more about the life of a mercenary and that of a bounty hunter until we reached our destination.

There wasn’t much on the file about the planet Rabgar, but when we washed out and got an immediate hail on the comm, I wasn’t surprised by the man I saw on the screen. Healed scorch marks pocked his face, one eye was little more than a once-sewed socket, and the helmet strapped tight to his face was dented in several places with a crack on its front.

“State your business,” the man said in a gruff voice.

I leaned in. “Hunter Spears here on official Conclave business,” I lied, holding up my badge.

“I’ll meet you at the landing pad,” he said, and the feed went dead.

“Warm welcome,” Baraa said. “I had hoped hunters had it better than mercs.”

I chuckled. “And here I was thinking it would be the other way around. People call you guys for help, but half the time when a bounty hunter shows up, we're about to cause a stir.”

She tilted her head at me curiously. “Are we about to cause a stir?”

At this, Ned couldn't contain himself and joked in my ear, “You can tell her that you go into every situation well-meaning and then, somehow, something happens, and we end up having to shoot our way out.”

“I'll admit that ‘stirs’ have a habit of following me around…” I said, and she grinned, obviously liking that answer.

“I can see why Alek likes you,” she said. “Even though he would never admit it, or maybe not even realize it about himself, the man is attracted to trouble.”

An inadvertent laugh burst forth from me. “I think that's exactly right. He doesn't even realize it and usually has such a calm demeanor that you wouldn't really believe that he wants to constantly be surrounded by action. Explains why he worked for a mobster, a bounty hunter, and a politician.”

“That last group being the most dangerous of all,” she said and winked the two eyes on the right side of her head. Lutch would wink from time to time, and it always looked a little odd.

“You got that right,” I affirmed. “We were there for Red Day.”

She shot me a respectful nod. “I would have liked to have been. Inquisition is always an asset I would love to have kicked.”

I wanted to tell her that if she hung out with me long enough, I could certainly arrange that for her, but I knew better. Instead, I just responded with a serious nod of my own.

Then, as we dropped toward the planet's surface, I had to grip the controls. As soon as we began passing through a layer of dark clouds, the Buzzard's shields lit up all around us.

It took everything in my power not to shout for answers from Ned and instead just focus on bringing us in safely. Down, somewhere on the surface, I saw flashing lights amidst what looked to be a small, walled-in city on a rise and built around the remains of a colony ship.

When we dropped out of the clouds, I saw what looked like a swarm of three-meter-long bats come rushing toward us. I opened fire with our forward-facing micromissile cannon, scattering some of the creatures but not deterring most of them. From the ground, beams erupted, scorching through several of the attackers and causing them to fan out.

Somehow, Alek was still sleeping through this, but as the Buzzard rattled and shook violently, I heard a series of curses being shouted by Clynt from somewhere behind me. Not that I could focus on it. I had to use all of my skills to pilot us in as I was still being dive-bombed by the occasional creature even as we came in for a landing.

After setting her down, I finally let out the breath that I was pretty sure I had been holding since the moment I first saw the shield flare.

“Whatever the property values are here, they’re too high,” Baraa joked as she unbuckled herself, and the two of us made our way through the ship. Clynt was standing beside his door as we passed.

“You need somethin’ stolen, give me a holler,” he said. “Otherwise…” And he receded into his cabin.

The Kyrog chieftain looked down at me. “Just you and me, I think.”

I nodded. “Let’s go find a killer.”
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The air was hot and wet as we stepped off the Buzzard, and the man from the screen came rushing over to meet us. He was trailed by a young man in fatigues that were several sizes too big for him and a helmet that slid back and forth on his head as he ran.

“What can we do for the Conclave?” the man said before the kid behind him whispered something. “Oh, right, sorry about that. I’m Rolf, and this is my ward, Jürgen. I am the appointed leader of this community in all matters, be them military, civil, or spiritual.”

“Good to meet you,” I said in a serious tone. “I am Hunter Spears, and this is my associate, Baraa.”

“Nice to know you, Rolf,” she said, and the kid whispered something else.

“It is customary for me to offer milk and cookies to new arrivals,” he said. “Unfortunately, we have neither, but I can offer you rehydrated paste liquid and nutritional break supplements in the community lodge.”

I smiled. “You don't have anything less appealing?”

Rolf barked a little laugh. “That’s funny. You’re funny. But as I'm sure you can imagine, we don't get too many traders through here, and we aren't able to afford much.”

He gestured to the low buildings constructed around, and from pieces of, the ship that had obviously crashed landed here. All of them had what looked like large funnels sitting on top that pointed downward into barrels.

“Laboratory and pharmaceutical companies buy our acid in bulk, but the shipments are few and far between, so we aren't able to procure much in the way of luxuries,” he explained.

I looked at his tattered clothes with the obvious melt marks peppered along his shoulders and thighs as Baraa asked, “You have acid rain here, too?”

“Yes,” he stated. “The creators have challenged us, but we persevere in their honor. The trials are their own reward, and I feel honored every day to suffer through them, knowing that they would only ask this of us because they knew the strength of our faith and the determination of our conviction.”

As if on cue, an alarm sounded, and red lights flashed along the walls. People in the town scurried into the buildings while the defenders pointed the beam weapons toward the air, streaking the sky as a swarm of the creatures that had attacked my ship descended on the town.

Animals fell from the sky as they were seared through, while others dropped, claws first, to the defenders on the walls. Those that weren't in the beam batteries opened up with small energy weapon fire.

Rolf and Jürgen pulled out weapons of their own, but one of the creatures rocketed up and over the wall just beside us and then dove down to grab the young ward by the shoulder. Its talons pulled the flesh, but Rolf reached out and grabbed his wrist to keep him from getting pulled into the air.

I loosed my stomper, pumping almost an entire magazine into the creature that flapped its leathery wings and tried to pull the screaming Jürgen to his death.

Baraa took two steps and then jumped. As tall as she was, the Kyrog was able to grab one of the creature’s wings. Immediately, it dropped Jürgen, who collapsed in a bloody heap on top of Rolf.

The animal flapped and screeched from its large mouth set into a small head, but Baraa didn’t let go. She pulled the flailing creature toward her as it kicked and scratched with its clawed feet.

She grabbed one of them as it tried to sink its talon into her, then she pulled hard, and the leg came right off.

“So, they do pull limbs off,” Ned noted.

Then she swung it in a swirling motion over her head and down onto the ground, where it slammed against the pressed earth just before she brought a massive foot down on its head.

Rolf was back up on his feet, looking between Jürgen and the defenders on the wall.

“We can get him to the medic,” I offered, pointing to the wall. “You go lead your people!”

He gave a little salute and pointed to a building with a red cross. Then he turned and rushed to climb up to join his men on the wall.

“Mind if I pick you up like a bitty baby?” Baraa asked the man who was clutching his shoulder.

He nodded, but the color had drained from his face, and his body was trembling.

The Kyrog scooped him up with ease and pulled him into her arms, then hurried down the little sloped path to the building Rolf had pointed us to. All of the structures here looked as though they had been the original prefab, easy to set up buildings that came on the colony ship but had then been added to with pieces of starship so that they could withstand the conditions on this planet.

As we came hurrying down toward the building, I saw a form notice us through a little slat in the door, and a moment later, it had been thrown open. A Conecian man in scrubs ushered us in.

“Set him on the table,” he ordered, and Baraa carried Jürgen through a little waiting room to an office in the back. She set the young man down on the paper that crinkled loudly, mixing with his moans of pain.

The Conecian, whose scrubs said Maillard on them, pulled gloves onto their purple hands and began talking to the patient. “You’re going to be okay, Jürgen,” he said. “You got here in good time, and you won’t have to lose your arm. I don’t think.”

“Was that a joke?” Jürgen groaned.

Maillard turned to look at us. “Do either of you have any medical training?”

I had expected him to ask who we were or something like that, and I just shook my head.

Baraa said, “Only rudimentary battlefield medicine.”

“Good enough,” Maillard said.

He proceeded to talk her through helping, first washing her hands and then grabbing some Kyrog-sized rubber gloves so that she could aid while he cleaned and treated the deep lacerations.

I watched for a while, but when I felt that I wasn't doing much but getting in the way, I excused myself and stepped outside the building to watch as the defenders continued to drive back the flying threats. I pulled out my energy weapon and took a few long shots at some of the creatures as they passed overhead, winging one and dropping another.

But just as I thought I might go help on the wall, I heard Baraa call to me.

“He’s stabilized,” she informed me, then I stepped back in and closed the door to the outside behind me. The Conecian was standing in the waiting room, looking at the two of us in utter confusion.

“I don’t know you,” he said. “And I’m sorry I don’t have any milk and cookies to offer but⁠—”

“It’s fine,” I cut in. “We are actually here on official business, and I believe you might be the one person in town who could help us.”

“Official business?” he asked, pulling off his gloves and throwing them into a little trash can made out of a piece of sign that had been bent into a square box.

“Yes,” I said. “I am Bounty Hunter Spears, here to investigate the murder of the Doctor who worked in this office,” I explained. “Did you know her?”

The Conecian’s skin flushed an even deeper violet, and he nodded. “I did,” he said, averting his eyes and pulling his arms close around himself.

“Would you like to sit?” Baraa offered, and he nodded, sitting behind a little desk that faced the front door in the waiting room.

Once he was seated, I put on a more soothing voice. “What can you tell us about her?”

He looked down at his hands miserably. “Doctor Krush was a wonderful woman and an excellent doctor.”

“Who do you think killed her?” Baraa asked with the subtlety of a sledgehammer.

That brought instant tears from Maillard. “I don’t know,” he wailed, bringing his hands to his face and crying for quite a while. We had built up no rapport whatsoever, so I didn't feel like it was a good idea to go over and try to comfort him, but I got close to the desk and spoke in a sympathetic voice.

“I'm so sorry for your loss,” I soothed. “This must be a very trying time for you.”

The man nodded, wiping away tears from under his massive eyes. “She meant so much to me… to this town.”

“How did she end up here?” I asked, and Baraa seemed to have realized that her approach might not have been the best and was now just hanging back quietly.

The Conecian got a faraway look on his face, staring up into the corner of the room for a long time before speaking. “She had the calling,” he said. “Not the way the people here believe, but the kind that motivates people to go out and help others. She just wanted to put goodness out into the universe. She once told me that she found this job by looking for the opening that had been posted for the longest. As she read the description of this place, she knew it was where she needed to be.”

“And what brought you here?” Baraa asked, seemingly understanding the assignment. “Something similar?”

“No,” Maillard said, shaking his head. “I am here as a punishment. My people have very strict rules, and I ran afoul of them. They sent me here to work off my debt to the universe before I could return home… and even though this was the hardest assignment they could find in the worst place they could imagine, it really wasn't so bad because of Doctor Krush.”

The way he was speaking about her made me curious. It was one thing to like your coworker, but this felt like something more.

“She made you feel welcomed?” I asked. “Made this place feel like home?”

He didn't speak at first, just nodded his head. “She was kind to me in a way that nobody has ever been. She cared for me in a way that nobody ever has and protected me in a way that I never thought possible.”

“You were in love with her?” Baraa asked.

And even though it wasn't the way I would have said it, it worked.

“Yes,” he admitted. “The people here think that it’s wrong, and I worry that if someone found out, that’s why…”

And he began crying once again, this time even harder.

“It’s okay,” I said.

Baraa took a step forward. “It isn’t your fault,” she offered.

“You can’t know that!” he shouted, sounding like an angry child.

“But we do,” I told him. “We believe the person who hurt her has also hurt other Kyrog throughout the universe.”

He calmed down a bit, considering what I had just said. “Really?” he asked.

“Yes,” Baraa said. “Your secret interspecies love doesn’t have anything to do with it.”

Ned scoffed. “Her bedside manner could use a little work.”

“If you have been making yourself sick over this, you don’t have to anymore,” I assured him, and I watched the expression on his face change. Obviously, that was the exact thing he needed to hear, and he wailed for a little while longer before finally looking at the two of us with determination in his eyes.

“If it wasn't one of the townspeople, then who was it?” he asked.

I leaned in, fixing him with a serious gaze. “That's what we need you for. You knew her, her past, you might be the key to solving her murder.”

His head bobbed up and down, and I could see how badly he wanted to help us.

“Now, what can you tell us about her life?” Baraa asked.

He scratched at his chin thoughtfully.

“Don't try to give us information that you think will be relevant, just give us all the information you have, and we can sift through it together,” I suggested. “It's often the thing you think is the least important that might be the key to unraveling everything.”

“Okay,” he said and tapped his finger a few times against the desk before continuing. “Krush knew that she wanted to be a doctor from an early age, telling me that she would diagnose her and her friends’ dolls and try to solve their problems. I can't speak for your species,” he said, gesturing to Baraa, “but it seems like you all serve time in the military.”

“For the most part, that’s true,” Baraa said.

He tapped on the desk again. “Well, she worked as a medic for some time, but as I said, she knew that she wanted to do more. Help more. For her, aiding her tribe in a hospital full of other doctors wasn't fulfilling. She enjoyed working with the patients but knew there was a larger need away from the planet. Eventually, she decided to leave.”

“Were her family supportive?” Baraa asked.

“Were yours?” he answered her question with another question.

She snorted. “My family were dead.”

“Well, hers showed no support, and they were not happy with the decision,” he explained. “But she told them all that she had to do what she had to do and left, traveling to Emortium to study human medicine more deeply. She wanted to help everyone, but especially humans.”

“Why is that?” I asked.

A little smile crossed his face. “She said it was because you humans always find a way to hurt yourselves, and she wanted to be there to help.”

I wanted to point out that her people were in a constant state of war amongst themselves, but it didn’t feel like the right time or place.

“That’s kind,” was all I could muster. “And while she was studying or doing her residency or whatever, do you know if she made any enemies?”

He shook his head. “Not that she ever told me. The local authorities asked me the same thing, and I went through all her stories in my head at the time but couldn’t think of anything. Of course, when they asked me back then, I suspected that someone here had done it so I might have just given them a little lip service anyway.”

“And you were probably a bit distraught,” I said.

“Absolutely,” he agreed. “I had lost my partner, my love, and I couldn’t tell anyone or say anything. Actually, this is the first time I’ve been able to talk about it.”

“Okay,” Baraa said, a bit callously.

I tried to help him along. “I’m happy we could be here for you.”

His eyes flashed between us. “Well, I thought you two might understand.”

Baraa opened her mouth to protest, but I shot her a silencing look.

“We do,” I assured him, not entirely sure it was convincing, but I think my presentation didn't matter as much as the fact that he wanted it to be true and took me at my word.

“That's nice,” he said, eyes flicking back and forth between the two of us as he seemed to just soak it in. “But I truly can't think of anybody from her past who would want to harm her. That's why the way she was killed is so hard to fathom.”

“It also suggests that it wasn't one of the villagers who did it,” Baraa stated.

Maillard looked at her with knitted brows. “Why’s that?”

“Even the strongest human being alive would have a very difficult time bludgeoning a Kyrog to death with a piece of equipment,” she explained. “As a medical man, didn't that occur to you as well?”

He shook his head no. I stared at him for the first time with suspicion. Was it possible that all of this was an act, and he was the one killing Kyrog?

Then he spoke. “Not much has occurred to me since the murder, and unlike Krush, I never wanted to be a doctor. I have almost no training. As I told you, this is more of a prison sentence than some kind of altruistic work. You didn’t notice how terrible the stitches I gave him were?”

He nodded his head toward the back room.

“Guess I wasn’t paying that close attention either.”

“Is it wrong that I really want to know what this saintly doctor saw in this guy?” Ned asked. “Like, I know love takes all kinds, but from everything we've learned, she should have been way out of his league.”

It was a good point but not one that I planned on asking. Not that I even would have known how to say it. “Hey, you seem kinda useless, and the doctor sounds awesome, what gives?” I thought.

But Baraa asked a question in such a serious tone that it pulled me right back into the conversation. “What was her Clan?”

He looked down at the desk as though it might provide him some answers, obviously racking his brain to try to remember.

But before he could answer the door behind us was thrown open and a young woman with a gnarled stump of a leg was carried in.

“How’s Jürgen?” Rolf demanded.

The purple not-a-doctor was on his feet in a moment, pushing open the door to the back room and calling, “Recovering, but we need to move him before I can help her.”

People rushed to the back room, and Baraa went to help them, while Rolf turned to look at me. “Right, you’re still here. What was it you needed to do? I can help to facilitate.”

“I actually needed to speak with Maillard,” I said and looked between him and the door in such a way that he understood I wanted to speak to him outside.

We shifted away, out of the earshot of the people. Things calmed down outside, and there didn't seem to be any more flying attackers or acid rain. Yet.

“What can I do for you?” he asked, his already gravelly voice even scratchier after having undoubtedly spent the last little while barking orders.

“What can you tell me about the doctor and the Conecian?” I asked.

He narrowed his eye at me. “What they choose to do after hours is none of my business. Many of the community wouldn't like it if they knew, but most don't, and we few that do have more pressing matters on our plates anyway. They may be living with us, but they're not part of our community. I got the sense that he suspected it was one of us, but there isn't any way one of the exhausted, malnourished citizens could have done what happened here.”

“We thought the same thing,” I affirmed. “Do you have any other Kyrog living here?”

He shook his head. “The doctor was the only one, and I don't expect we'll get another for quite some time after this.”

“My point being,” I clarified. “How could a Kyrog have gotten in there to do this.”

“You didn’t read the report I sent to the Consortium prefects?” he asked, sounding genuinely hurt.

Rather than tell him that I couldn't quite make out everything in the report, I just answered, “No.”

He grumbled in irritation. “It was the day of our last delivery so there were several people of many species helping bring goods around town. People who, we thought, had stayed in their ship overnight. But in the morning, the ship was gone, and we had a body on our hands.”

“What was the name of the company who delivered the goods?” I asked hurriedly. “What was the name of the ship?”

He muttered again. “I’ll just get you a copy of my report.”

I held out my hands. “That won't be necessary. Just those two details, please.”

“The company is Clover Delivery Services, and the ship was called Ship 412,” he explained. “You really don't want all of my other investigatory work?”

“Oh, come on, Hank, dontcha want it?” Ned joked.

I nodded. “Why don't you get it for me. It might help in my important investigation.”

He turned quickly and then rushed in the direction of a nearby building.

“Nice to let the little guy feel important,” he said in a bit of a condescending tone.

Rolf rapidly returned with the paperwork and handed it off to me, saying something about how much he hoped it helped to catch the person who did this before heading back into the medical office. Not long after, Baraa walked out with a smile on her face.

“I have some information,” she said.

“Me too,” I told her. “Let’s get out of here.”

She glanced around the village. “Sure you don't want to do some house hunting first?”
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After I told her what I had learned, I asked Baraa what she had found out.

“The good doctor was a member of the Mtukudzi Clan,” she explained. “When he mentioned that her parents didn't approve, I thought that might be the case. Many Kyrog Clans have come to understand that its citizens want to be a part of the greater Consortium, and that they may leave, never to return. But others shun those who would leave. And one, the Mtukudzi, are vehemently opposed to it.”

“Vehemently, or violently?” I asked.

“Good one,” Ned said.

She stared at me as I lifted the Buzzard off the surface of this brutal planet. “Both... You hear stories and think that they're probably exaggerations, but I've heard that parents have beaten their children to death for even suggesting that they might want to leave the homeworld. To this Clan, nothing is more important than staying with your people. Nothing.”

“I hate to point out the obvious,” Ned whispered to me. “But if it was a member of this Clan that was killing Kyrog, wouldn't they, themselves, have to have left the homeworld. Logically, wouldn't they have to kill themselves?”

He had a point, even if it was a tad extreme. So, I asked a watered-down version, and Baraa thought about it for a long moment while I navigated us through the acid cloud that was trying to damage my ship's shields.

“I don’t know the Mtukudzi well enough to know, but I think that we might be close to getting some answers,” she said.

“She really did like Pompey here,” Ned said. “Joining the war right at the end and then taking credit for winning the whole thing.”

I wanted to point out that I, of course, didn't know who he was talking about, and also that we still hadn't caught anybody yet. But I couldn't, so instead, I looked through the universal registry and opened a comm channel to Clover Delivery Services. Or, really, I pretended to do all that while Ned found the proper line to communicate with them.

“Clover Delivery Services solutions, this is Tina, how may I help you?” the voice said.

I used my most commanding voice. “This is Hunter Spears of the Conclave on an urgent assignment that only you can help me with.”

“Oh, I’m sorry,” she said in the falsest attempt at an apology that I had ever heard. “I need to transfer you to another department. Can you hold a moment?”

I hadn't even answered before the soft plunking of piano music that sounded like it had been recorded from another room and then was being played back in a cave began.

Baraa let out an exasperated sigh.

“Clover Delivery Services logistics, this is Marcus, how may I help you?” a new voice said.

Once again, I tried to make the urgency and importance come through in my words. “This is Hunter Spears of the Conclave on an urgent assignment that only you can help me with.”

“Oh, I see,” the man replied, sounding completely uninterested in what I was saying. “Unfortunately, that's not something that I'm able to help you with, but I absolutely can put you on with just the person who can help you. Would it be alright for me to put you on hold for a moment?”

I didn't even bother trying to answer and simply waited for the strangely distant hold music to come on.

“I’m so sorry, Mister Spear,” he said after a moment and I realized that the same man had just been on the line in silence for that time. “Would it be alright for me to put you on hold for a moment?”

Baraa was beginning to chuckle now.

“That would be fine as long as you transfer me to somebody who could actually help me,” I said.

“Oh, absolutely,” he said as though he was going to put me on the line with some celebrity. “They will get your concerns sorted out straight away.”

“Thanks,” I said, rolling my eyes and wishing I could have just made Ned do all this.

“Oh, no, thank you,” Marcus enthused. “It was an absolute delight talking to you, and feel free to stay on the line after this call to complete a two minute survey that will enter you into a raffle that could potentially be worth up to five percent off your next industrial shipment.”

Baraa continued to laugh as I just closed my eyes and shook my head.

The music came back on, and she stared at me in complete amusement. “They leave this part out in the bounty hunter movies.”

“That's because nobody would sit through two and a half hours of talking to idiots⁠—”

But I was cut off. “Clover Delivery Services security, this is Gwen, how may I help you?”

I couldn't help but wonder at what point they had come on the line and how much they had heard, and clearly the Kyrog behind me was thinking the exact same thing and laughing all the harder.

“I’m a bounty hunter, and I need to know everything you can tell me about Ship 412.”

I didn't get an answer at first, and I began to wonder if they had disconnected the line or if I was about to hear the piano music again.

But, mercifully, she spoke again. “What is your Conclave number?”

I fed it to her, and I could hear her clacking away on a keyboard. “Uh-huh,” she said. “I see you right here. And what was it you needed to know?”

“The location of Ship 412, its delivery history, and its crew manifest,” I said.

Again, there was a pause before, “Uh-huh, that would be fine. I'm able to provide you with those details, but in accordance with universal law, I should let you know that if any of the information is shared with a third party, Clover Delivery Services reserves the right to seek reimbursement from you personally, independent of the Conclave. Do you understand and accept these terms and conditions?”

I looked at the third party sitting just behind me. “I understand and accept these terms and conditions.”

“Uh-huh,” she said. “I will send that information to you now. Is there anything else I can help you with today?”

“No.”

“Uh-huh, well, please stay on the line for a brief⁠—”

But I killed the feed and filled the comm screen with the information she had sent.

“We got it,” Baraa said as she looked at the different locations. “Some of the dates are in the wrong order like we suspected, but most of the names on my list are in locations where this ship visited.”

She sounded as excited as I had ever heard anybody. She wanted to catch this guy so desperately, and now we were getting close. I flipped from the list of locations to the crew page, and as soon as I did, we both saw it.

Ajax Krush.

There was a picture of the man beside information panels that were not at all helpful. Obviously, Clover didn’t care too much about your background as long as a person could do the work.

I brought up the registration signaler data for Ship 412 and saw that it was currently delivering to a small space station in a nearby Sector. Without saying a word, I set our coordinates and Tidaled in that direction.

My body was tired, and I knew that I had time to get some rest, but even though Baraa seemed above board, it still made me nervous to leave her in the cockpit alone. Then I realized that while she would think she was alone, Ned was always there. He could easily rouse me if needed, and if she said anything untoward, he could tell me later.

I stood. “Hope you don't mind if I get some shut-eye.”

“This is your ship, you can do whatever you want,” she said and certainly sounded sincere. “I just started a new book anyway, so I'm more than happy for the peace and quiet… not that I don’t enjoy chatting, it’s just…”

“I took it in the way you meant,” I assured her. “I'll see you on the other side.”

“I’ll keep an eye out just in case,” Ned said, obviously going through the same thought process as I had.

The moment I was in my cabin, I passed out hard. When I awoke groggily, brewed my coffee, and then made my way back to the cockpit. Almost nothing had changed except Baraa was further along in her book than she had been when I left.

“Doesn’t seem like I missed much,” I said, moving to the captain’s seat and sitting down slowly so as not to spill the coffee in my old Scrapper 27 branded mug.

“Not true,” she said, and that woke me up. “They just found Jake with the brothers, and even though he used to be their friend, I’m pretty sure they are going to hang him!”

I just blinked at her for a long moment. “Okay…”

“You humans sure do know how to spin a good yarn,” she said, putting the tattered book back in her jacket and patting the spot where it rested for good measure.

“Ooh,” Ned said in my earpiece. “When you confront Ajax soon, I bet he shoots Baraa in the chest, and she falls behind some random empty boxes. You think that she has been killed so you defeat Ajak on your own, only to discover that the book she loves so much actually saved her life by stopping the bullet!”

I tried not to show the look of amusement.

“Looks like we are getting close,” she said, pointing to the Tidal indicator.

“Close to what?” Alek asked from behind us, and we both turned to look at the man.

There was dried blood flaking off his hide, his eyes were red, and the bandage around his neck had turned a deep crimson.

“Why don’t you go lay back down,” I suggested, but the look he shot at me then told me everything I needed to know.

“What are we getting close to?” he asked again.

Baraa explained. “Since you’ve been resting, Hank and I found the man we believe is responsible for killing the Kyrog throughout the universe and putting the bounty on you.”

He rubbed his face hard, wincing and then blinking a few times. “Wait, what?”

Baraa explained everything that had happened and what we had learned. As he listened, I watched the ire grow on his face and knew that there would be no getting him to rest now. He was as determined as Baraa and needed to be a part of what came next.

“The Mtukudzi,” he grumbled. “I should have thought of that.”

“You couldn’t have known,” Baraa reassured him. “You didn’t know all the details until now. You just thought someone was after you.”

Alek scratched at his bandage. “Why send a hitman after me?” he asked. “From the sound of it, this Ajak has been coming after most of them himself.”

Baraa answered first. “I’ve studied the victims, and the three who were attacked by hired goons or hitmen were another merc like me, a bounty hunter, and a fitness instructor on Emortium who taught wealthy women Kyrogi defense techniques.”

He nodded slowly. “Ah, so other Kyrog he worried he wouldn’t be able to best.”

“That’s my thinking,” she said. “I expect he would have hired somebody to come after me as well. Maybe even use the bounty hunter he sent after you if he had done the job.”

“And now he is going to reap what he sowed,” Alek said, punching one closed fist into the palm of his other hand.

“Ooh, tough guy,” Baraa purred. “You're cute when you wanna crack heads.”

I'd seen a lot of different expressions from Alek, but I didn't think that I had ever seen this one before: embarrassed. It was as if he didn't know what to do with the compliment and was awkward by virtue of its very existence.

I decided to save him. “Why don't you hold on to something. We're about to wash out.”

He gripped the doorframe as the Buzzard lurched slightly when we exited into space beside the planet where Ship 412 was doing its delivery. It looked green and blue from space and seemed unremarkable. It had been colonized before the War and remained a nice place where folks seemed happy to live, raise a family, and then die.

Following the registration signaler, I brought us down and landed us beside Ship 412 in a public lot outside the largest city on the planet. Though, from the look of it as we were landing, it wasn't much of a city. One main street with shops and then rows and rows of housing stretching out behind, surrounded by farmland and processing plants.

On our way off the ship, I knocked on Clynt's door, and he grunted something to let us know that he was still alive but didn't get up to join us.

“That drink you gave him wasn't poison, was it?” I asked Baraa.

She and Alek exchanged a look. “It isn't lethal, if that's what you mean.”

“I guess that is what I meant,” I said, and the three of us exited down the ramp, then walked over to Ship 412, baking in the heat of the mid-morning sun.

It was a rectangular ship that was more cargo storage than anything else, with a huge drop ramp at the back and a cockpit on top. It was closed up tight, and there didn't seem to be anybody guarding it, so the three of us turned to look in the direction of the street.

“If they do industrial shipping, it stands to reason that whatever they're bringing is to either one of the businesses here or the farms or factories,” I said as we started walking.

“We can split up and look,” Baraa suggested. “Hank, you take the city, I'll take the farms, and, Alek, you go check every factory.”

“What? No,” I said, holding up my hands. “Just give me a minute.”

In front of an antique shop, a little boy was selling lemonade from a stand set up just off the street while his parents chatted under an awning behind. He had floppy brown hair, and his eyes grew excited when he saw us coming.

He made a squeaking sound as I stepped up and then asked, “Want some lemonade?”

“I do,” I exclaimed, trying to match his excitement. His parents looked up and did a double-take when they saw us. One human in full bounty hunter regalia along with two Kyrog in ceremonial armor was obviously not something that they were used to seeing.

“I’ll give it to you for free if you let me play with your gun,” he said, pointing to the energy weapon in my holster. His parents looked horrified that he had asked that, but I laughed lightheartedly and shook my head.

“I can pay,” I said, handing over the little bit of money that was required for a cup.

Using both arms and the whole time making me feel like I wanted to reach out and help him, he awkwardly yet confidently poured a small cup of the yellow liquid, spilling probably an equal amount on the tablecloth.

“Thank you,” I said, picking up the cup and downing the drink in one sip. “That was so refreshing.”

“Okay,” the boy said.

I looked down at him pseudo seriously, producing my badge and showing it to him. “I am Hunter Spears of the Conclave on an urgent assignment that only you can help me with.”

“Whoa, cool,” he said, his eyes getting even bigger than before.

“And all you need to do is tell me if you saw movers taking anything anywhere,” I told him.

He scrunched up his face deep in thought and said, “I think I saw them going somewhere.”

His mom laughed from behind him and took a few steps forward. “I think he's just trying to impress you. The movers were heading to the museum. I believe they're setting up a new exhibition.”

I mouthed “thank you" to her and then turned back to the boy. “Is this right?”

“Yes!” he enthused.

I snapped to attention and gave him a little salute. “Thank you for your service to the Conclave and to the Consortium. Universal law will be enforced because of your heroism.”

The parents smiled behind him, and he looked like he was going to vibrate off the face of the planet with excitement.

“Think I could get another lemonade for the road?” I asked.

This time, his mom helped him to pour the cup, and once again, I took it down like a shot, then I thanked him one more time before we continued up the street in the direction his mom pointed.

“You have children?” Baraa asked once we were walking away.

“No,” I answered quickly.

She snorted. “You were good with that young human. Perhaps it is something you should consider.”

I couldn't help but smirk at the stilted way she stated that. “Perhaps I should. But for now, I'd like to try to make this universe the kind of place where raising a family actually sounds like an appealing prospect. The way things are, I'm not sure how good I would feel about it.”

Alek laughed pointedly. “The universe has always been a hard and dangerous place,” he said. “But that's why it's important for people like you to reproduce. Your father always told me that helping you grow into a good man was his greatest accomplishment. Hardly anything else mattered.”

“You have a mate?” Baraa asked.

Alek chuckled again. “I'll be interested to hear how you answer this question.”

“Seconded,” Ned said.

I thought about how best to answer. “I don’t know,” I finally admitted. “But maybe once the universe is rid of Twain, we will be able to figure it out.”

Baraa stopped walking for a moment before continuing. “So, you are more than just a bounty hunter, eh, Mister Spears?”

I said nothing but cocked an eyebrow at her.

“Don’t wait,” Alek said seriously. “If you and Lara can figure it out, do it.”

I wanted to press the issue and ask more, but as we neared the large building with the word “museum” on the front, I saw a man in coveralls that matched the color of Ship 412 smoking at the side of the building.

He was a human and definitely not our culprit, but when he saw us coming, he reached around beside him and pulled the door closed.

“You two go talk to him,” Baraa said, breaking into a run. “I’m going to the front.”
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Alek and I rushed up to the man, who stamped out his cigarette and gave us a I’m-not-telling-you-anything look.

“Where is Ajax?” I demanded.

The man lowered his eyebrows as though he didn't know what I was talking about. “Who?”

I flashed my badge at him. “I'm here on official Conclave business, and you really don't want to hamper this investigation.”

“Unless you have a bounty on me, I don't have to tell you shit,” he said.

Alek stepped forward, snorting loudly, all intimidation.

“This is pointless,” he assessed, then took a step forward, reached out, and easily shoved the man back. He staggered a few steps, before crashing down to the street, his back slamming against the dumpster.

Alek turned and kicked the door with such force that it came right off the hinges and slammed to the floor.

“Let’s go,” he said, storming into the museum, but as I went to follow, the human got up and rushed toward me.

“Why?” escaped my mouth as I braced for his attack.

It was fast but unpracticed, and I could see it coming a mile away. I turned my body, rolled out of the way, and all but pushed him to the ground. He missed me like a bull rushing wide of a skilled matador and went skidding to the pavement.

“Don’t get up,” I warned him, but he didn’t listen and was back on his feet quickly.

I reached for my stun gun, but he jumped forward quickly, trying to punch me and then basically just falling on top of me. He attacked with a flurry of wild blows, and I threw out my wrists to guard my face, then quickly dropped one and brought it back up to connect with his chin.

The single hit was enough to stun him for a moment, and I threw him off me, then rolled over and grabbed the scruff of his coveralls. A few quick strikes to the face, and he went limp, breathing shallowly.

Knowing that the other two were inside dealing with a man who we suspected had killed several Kyrog already, I didn’t waste much time with the man on the ground except to cuff his arms and legs quickly so that he wouldn’t be making any kind of getaway. I thought that it was all Ajax, but now that this man had attacked me, I didn't want to make a mistake that turned out to be deadly later.

Rushing into the building, I was surrounded immediately by statues shoved together in corners and rows of paintings leaned against one another. It was odd to see all this art that would otherwise be mounted on the museum walls just casually placed all around in storage as though it was somebody who had just casually taken the art off their walls and was storing it for a few days before moving.

But I didn't have time to gawk, I just continued through the labyrinth of the museum behind-the-scenes area when I heard screaming somewhere in front of me. I had already been rushing, but the sound motivated me to run even faster, pumping my arms and jumping over pallets of photographs to reach another door leading out into the museum itself.

A few people clutching their bags went hurrying past me, and I heard stomping from a room off to the right, the sound echoing through the white walled building. My boots squeaked along the wood paneled floors as I ran, then I turned and saw a vast room with a few benches facing the beautiful paintings of landscapes all along the walls.

But I didn't see any of the Kyrogs.

Until a moment later when the wall to my left smashed apart and two massive forms covered in drywall dust came crashing into the room.

“Oh, yeah,” Ned said in a deep voice, but it took me a moment to figure out who was who. Though they were both white with walling, Alek’s armor was what gave him away as he went blow for blow with the man I took to be Ajax.

I pulled out my energy weapon and pointed it at the scrum but quickly knew that I wasn’t going to be shooting into this fight.

I heard something behind me and wheeled, pointing my gun, but dropping it as soon as I saw Baraa rushing forward to join the melee. She entered the room just as Ajax picked up one of the benches.

He threw the large wood at the woman rushing his way, and she jumped aside as the heavy thing bounced off the floor once, continued through the air, and then slammed down just beside me.

She bounded forward, closed in on Ajax within two steps, and then threw a punch. White dust sprayed into the air as he deflected the blow. But Alek came up on the other side of him, faking as though he was going to throw an uppercut, then jabbing his ribs when he threw a hand up to defend himself.

Ajax stumbled back, grabbing up a bust mounted on a pillar to swing at the other two. With each step, the ground rumbled, and I continued to feel somewhat pointless. When all was said and done, there was not much that I could do in this fight. If it seemed like it was turning in Ajax's favor, I could grab my spear and maybe try to poke at him as he fought, but trying to step in here would be a little bit like running out on the grounds of a monster truck rally.

“This reminds me of the battle of Golden Bridge,” Ned said as we watched the three Kyrog fight. “It was one of the first times that we saw a Kyrog cyborg converted by the Enemy AI. Our own soldiers pressed the attack, trying to arrest control of the bridge, but when that squad appeared on the other side, it was all she wrote. It was one of the few times that I saw Captain William West scared. Of course, it was for the people under his command, not for himself. He was far too brave for that.”

The bust shattered into small chunks of marble as it hit the side of Baraa’s armor. But the blow still sent her crashing sidelong behind Alek, who reached out to grab what was left of the pillar. The two massive men wrestled for control of it until Ajax lifted a leg and sent it straight into Alek’s abdomen.

My friend let out a bellowing exhalation and was thrown two steps back.

I took the opportunity to squeeze off a few shots toward Ajax, who was now raising the pillar base to drop on Baraa.

When the beam seared through his coveralls and struck his skin, Ajax turned his full attention on me. He chucked the pillar in my direction, and it hit the wall beside me so hard that it went straight through.

I stared at the hole for just a second, and the Kyrog bellowed as he charged me. The ground rumbled, but Baraa reached out a hand to grab his leg, tripping him and causing my attacker to slam to the ground.

It turned out there was something I could do: take pot shots and act as bait.

Alek stomped over, raising a foot over his opponent to slam down on him, but before he could, Ajax rolled over just enough to grab his foot and throw him back.

Baraa was back on her feet, and she kicked at the man on the ground, her foot like a hammer to his side.

He rolled the rest of the way off where he had fallen, pulling up one of the splintered floorboards that he had nearly destroyed before getting to his feet.

The other two closed in on him while he brandished the heavy floorboard at them. Baraa moved first, stepping forward just enough to draw out his attack. The moment he did, Alek punched him once in the face.

I wondered if he had caught most of his victims unaware because he let out a shriek after being hit. Baraa grabbed the floorboard, then yanked and pulled it from his hands.

The moment he looked at her, Alek punched again, sending a hammer blow to Ajax’s snout. He began to fall back, and Baraa brought the wood cracking down on him, pieces splintering just as he crashed backward and smashed through the wall, bringing a painting with him.

The two Kyrog jumped forward and rushed around the wall to the other side, with me following.

They pounced on him, each one holding down one arm, his fists struggling to move.

“You are abominations!” he shouted, and a chill ran down my spine as memories of John Gregory coursed through me. “You should all be culled.”

“I got news for you, friend,” Baraa snarled. “You left the homeworld too.”

“I know!” he wailed. “I was forced to leave because of the actions of my sister. I was shunned and cast out and forced to live out here. If you can even call this living.”

Alek grunted against the straining arms of the man pinned beneath him. “So you chose to kill your own?”

“They are not my own!” Ajax spat. “They turned their backs on us. You turned your backs on us! Our planet needs our people. We cannot leave, cannot flee, cannot abandon their own. You are like mothers leaving your children at the riverbank to fend for themselves.”

Baraa exhaled in disbelief. “Do you hear yourself?”

“I hear the truth!”

“No,” she barked back. “You claim to care about your own people while at the same time murdering them. If you can’t see how insane that is, there is nothing we can do to help you.”

“The Kyrog who leave,” Alek added, “become part of the greater Consortium. We help society function.”

Ajax growled. “You should be helping your own society function.”

“What society is that?” Alek shouted. “One that promotes only war, victory, and success. One where life means less than some patch of land? Or where the injured are cast aside?”

The trapped Kyrog laughed. “You’ve lived amongst them so long that you are starting to sound like them. Weak and sad. I wish I could put you out of your misery right now!”

With that, he kicked out with both legs at once, the force of his body throwing Baraa off just long enough for him to swing out with a fist, punching Alek in the side of the head. As it was happening, I raised the energy weapon again and aimed straight for Ajax’s head. If he got himself clear, I would see how many shots it would take to drop him.

He roared and reached out to Baraa, gripped one of her pauldrons with both hands, then pulled it off and swung it into her. It happened so fast that it didn’t look like a normal attack but like the movement of an animal.

The blow sent her crashing to the ground, and Alek, seeing it, charged. He slammed his shoulder into Ajax’s chest, which sent the two of them exploding through another wall, and I followed, both wishing I could be of more help and knowing that it wasn’t my fight.

But I followed to watch and aid if needed.

As I came around through the large opening from the hallway into the next exhibition room, I watched as Alek threw the other Kyrog to the ground. The floorboards crackled out as if they were screaming, and several paintings fell from the wall.

Ajax was up in a moment, panting and hurt but fueled by anger and hate for the other two. He threw a punch at Alek that my friend caught in two hands just as Baraa crashed into the room.

She grabbed his other arm, and the two began to pull.

Ajax wailed. More in anger than in pain. He kicked and flailed, but soon the sound of rending flesh and popping bones cut through the air. And a moment later, he was pulled apart, animalistic rage filling Baraa and Alek, who pummeled the murderer.
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And just like that, it was over.

The man who had been on a rampage across the universe lay on the floor in a room that I now realized was dedicated to Kyrogi artists.

Alek dropped the appendage and looked at me. “You are never to repeat what you saw here today.”

I nodded, staring at some beautiful, weaved baskets just over his shoulder.

Baraa followed my gaze. “All this beauty was created by our people after they left our homeworld,” she said. “Everyone should be free to follow their hearts. It's unbearably tragic to think what happened to Doctor Krush just because she wanted to do what she was passionate about.”

“What do we do with him?” Alek said, gesturing to Ajax.

“I can have a Conclave cleanup crew deal with it,” I said.

Alek shook his head. “That comes out of your bounty-hunting account, and he's not worth the money.”

“We have a Kyrogi burial mound that we use for our fallen,” Baraa suggested.

“No,” Alek said unequivocally.

I stared at her in disbelief. She had wanted to see this man dealt with in the most brutal of fashions, and now she was suggesting to bury him alongside her fallen brethren.

“Why would you do that?” I asked.

She looked at him and then around at the art in the room. “Because I'm better than him,” she said. “I will see a Kyrog buried alongside other Kyrog. As it should be. He was a sick man with a twisted belief, but I am a righteous woman with a sense of honor who won't stoop to his level. No offense to your bounty-hunter cleanup crew, but if I have anything to say about it, I won't see one of my kind hauled off to the Conclave when I can put him in a mound like our ancestors wanted.”

“You should let him rot,” Alek said.

I looked at my friend with equal astonishment. “That's not like you, Alek.”

He stared down at the body on the floor. “This man sent a killer after me. He murdered his own sister in cold blood and how many others? I know I'm going to sound like Imogen here, but he is a bad person who doesn't deserve any honor.”

Baraa stepped over to him and placed a hand on his heaving chest. “But you are not a bad person, and you should never bring yourself low to match the people you fight.”

“Honoring him dishonors yourself,” Alek concluded.

She didn’t answer at first, just smiled at him. “It’s good to have these kinds of debates with you. Feels like old times.”

“You deal with him,” I told her, and both of them looked at me as though they were only remembering I was there. “Alek, why don’t you give me a hand with the accomplice. I think there is more here to unpack.”

They looked at one another as though they were having a silent discussion, then my friend walked over to me, and we headed back toward the side of the building.

We moved in silence until I looked up at him and asked, “Now that it’s all over, will you be going back to Vince?”

Alek seemed to consider this. “I don’t think so,” he said. “I got Vince set up with enough protection that he shouldn't have to worry about anything for a long time. He liked having me there because he knew me and understood that I would keep him safe, but it's time for me to get back to the work we were doing.”

He gestured with his head back in the direction we had come. “Being a part of this, helping stop people like Ajax, it's how I want to spend my time. I might have a more in-depth understanding of the importance of the political system now, but it doesn't mean that I want to watch pencil pushers all day long.”

“You’ll get shot a lot less if you do,” I said.

“You trying to get rid of me?” he asked, mostly sarcastic.

I chuckled. “No, man, I couldn't be happier to have you back,” I told him honestly. “Assuming that's what you want.”

“It is, if you’ll have me.”

I stopped to look at him seriously. “As long as I draw breath, you always have a seat on the Buzzard. Even if someone else is sitting in it.”

He put a hand on my shoulder. “Thank you, Hank,” he said, and I didn't doubt his sincerity. The two of us continued out to the alleyway, and when we got there, my heart nearly stopped.

I let out a curse as I saw the empty spot on the sidewalk. “I left him right here! I even shackled his hands and legs.”

“Looks as though he hopped away,” he said, voice somewhere between mocking and judgmental.

I took off running around the side of the building and out into the street, wondering which direction he might have gone. But as I skidded to a stop, I saw the shackled man on the ground with a Vekrass in a cowboy hat sitting on top of him.

“Y'all need to learn to hog-tie,” Clynt said in a tired, scratchy voice.

Alek walked over and the thief hopped off so that the Kyrog could lift Ajax’s accomplice to his feet.

Within the windows all around, people gawked at what was happening while pretending to drink their coffee or shop for stationary or whatever. They would have their party story for years to come.

“Why did you help him?” Alek demanded.

The human spit in Alek’s face.

Calmly and coolly, the Kyrog closed his massive hand around the man’s neck. “You hate us, is that it?”

“No,” he sneered. “I just believe that you should all go back to where you came from, back to your homeworld.”

“Ajax has him brainwashed,” Alek assessed.

It was hard to argue with that. “Seems that way.”

“What should we do with him?” Alek asked, breathing heavily through his nose in such a way that made me think the answer he would most like involved caving the man's head in.

I pointed to two Consortium prefects who were standing just up the street, pretending to be involved but obviously wishing they could go back to the safety of their desks. “We hand him over to the local authorities.”

Alek turned and physically carried the man by his throat to the prefects who stared at him as though he was offering them a bag of excrement.

“This man aided and abetted in the commission of several murders,” I said, following them. “You should detain him and ship him to central booking.”

The two prefects looked at each other as one stepped forward to grab the man by the hand restraints. She looked over at me, voice shaking. “Do you know how to do that?”

“What a disgrace,” Ned complained. “These are officers of universal law, and they should know how to do simple things like that. If not, the instructions can be found in their SOP binders.”

I decided to leave out the angry judgment and just said, “You can check your standard operating procedure paperwork for exactly how to do it… after you secure him in a locked cell.”

“Even that might have been too subtle for these two,” Ned griped. “I’m worried they’ll let him go while they try to figure out what to do next.”

I stared at them with as serious an expression as I could. “You two make sure to hold him and transfer him. This is probably the single most important moment of your careers. And I will be following up with your superiors to see that it's been done.”

They both nodded, bodies shaking with fear or excitement or both.

“Come on, you… maniac,” the female said as she began shoving the accomplice up the street. She looked back at us for approval, and I gave her a thumbs-up.

Alek watched them go. “It would be nice to live in a place where there is so little crime that the local prefects don’t even know what to do when there is.”

“Nah,” I said. “You would hate that.”

“Maybe you’re right,” he agreed. “After all, I did choose to live on Bussel.”

“Exactly,” I said, and we made our way up the street where Clynt joined us, then we continued slowly to the ship where we saw Baraa carrying the body wrapped in a drop cloth up the ramp.

“Think we should take that?” Clynt asked, pointing a claw at Ship 412.

I shook my head. “No, we can’t steal the company’s ship,” I stated. “It’s not only wrong, but the last thing we need is a corporation coming after us. We finally have… well, one half… of the Inquisition not trying to kill us, we don’t need to add anyone else to the list.”

“You ain’t no fun,” Clynt complained, and we got on the ship.

Baraa was waiting for us in the cockpit when we got there.

“Take me to my men, and I’ll deal with everything,” she said, and she told me the coordinates. I entered them as I lifted the Buzzard up and away from the surface.

“But before we part company,” she continued, “I want to know something?”

“What's that?” I asked.

Her eyes drifted over the three of us, then stopped for a moment to examine, before moving on to the next.

“You guys are something more than just a bounty hunter crew,” she said, and it obviously wasn't a question. “There's something larger at work, and I want to know what it is.”

I chuckled and nodded. “Yeah, we're certainly something more. And let me answer your question with a question: what do you know about the Battle of Extinction and Red Day?”

“I don’t pay much attention to the news,” she said. “But I know that there are a lot of conflicting accounts.”

“That there are,” Alek affirmed in annoyance.

I activated the Tidal Drive, and we began cutting through space toward our destination. “Well, let me tell you the truth as I've come to understand it. The entity we called the Enemy AI during the Old War is an artificial intelligence named Twain. And even though he was defeated at the time of the War, he, himself, wasn't destroyed and has been spending the last two centuries rebuilding his army.”

“Oh,” Baraa said, leaning in and listening intently.

“The use of Codename: Extinction on Parm seemed as though it was going to be his coming out party, so to speak, but we destroyed it before he was able to kill everyone on the planet. We also discovered that he has been converting people into cyborgs again as he had during the War,” I explained, seeing her eyes flare with each and every revelation.

“But he isn't satisfied to have the half-slave, half-independent-thinkers that he used to use,” I continued. “He is also working to perfect what are essentially remote-controlled puppets: soldiers whose bodies he can control entirely. He hasn't perfected the technology yet, and that's why we're seeing a lot of these weird zombie-like things.”

Clynt cleared his throat. “And he also seems to be using tiny robots to control that man John Gregory, such that he can also control half the Inquisition.”

Baraa stared at the three of us. “That's the most insane thing I've ever heard in my life.”

“It's true,” Alek said.

“Oh, I have no doubt that it's true,” she said. “But that doesn't make it any less insane. You guys are going to have to find a better way to package this so that Joe Citizen can believe it. I understand why there's so much confusion and misinformation at the moment.”

“It’s because them folks in Emortium would rather use these events for their own gain rather than disseminatin’ the truth,” Clynt said.

At that, Baraa barked a laugh. “Thinking they were going to do anything else would have been supremely naive.”

“I guess we were just hoping that the return of an ancient enemy might be enough to unify the universe again,” I said.

She smiled at me. “Exactly. Supremely naive.”

“Maybe you are right,” I allowed.

Once again, she stared at the three of us.

“What?” I asked after a moment.

“Well, aren't you going to ask me anything?” she said, though it sounded more like a demand.

“Oh, um, yes,” I stuttered. “Would you and your people be willing to join our war effort?”

She dropped her voice. “For a price.”

“Really” Alek said, aghast.

Baraa laughed at him. “No, of course not really. If you guys are kicking ass to keep us all from being lobotomized by a robot, I want to be a part of it. Anytime you need some muscle, you just give us a call.”

“That’s a very generous offer,” I said.

She threw her hands up casually. “You just trusted me and helped me to find a killer I've been hunting for quite some time now. That showed me just what kind of man you are, and if the three of you are doing something as insane as trying to take down an army all by yourselves, I like the idea of coming to help.”

“Well, we could certainly use it,” Alek said. “Thank you, Baraa.”

“You’re welcome,” she said. “Though I still can't believe you thought I wanted to kill you.”

He looked down a bit bashfully. “I can't believe I did either,” he said quietly. “But perhaps it's a good thing that I did so that we could see each other once again and solve this mystery.”

“And here's hoping that we'll be seeing a lot more of each other in the future.” The way she said it made it sound like there was a layer of innuendo.

He rubbed his hands together, staring at them until he looked up and spoke. “And I'm sorry for how we left things.”

She didn’t waste any time answering. “I am too, of course. But we were kids in a very adult situation and did the best we could under impossible circumstances. Let's just agree that we both wish things were different and understand that the other is a different person now.”

“That sounds perfect,” Alek said.

A moment later, we washed out.

“That was fast,” Clynt said, and I shrugged.

“Where the mercs were sent was close,” I said.

Baraa smiled. “Now, let’s go help my men.”
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We had prepared ourselves to land in an active war zone, go charging off the ship, and rush headlong into a battle, but when we landed, Cappi was there to greet us.

“If we had known you were coming, we would have saved you some of the action,” he said. “But the men were cooking for a fight and made short work of our enemies.”

“Then why are you still here?” Baraa asked. “Have the locals not paid you?”

“They have,” he said, pointing to a few crates that the mercs were loading onto ships. “We were waiting for this.”

He nodded skyward, and we all craned our necks to see a Kyrogi ship dropping down toward the encampment. The craft was large, pristinely painted, and adorned with beautiful shimmering plates that almost made it look as though it was wearing the ceremonial armor of its people.

“The ambassador?” Alek and Baraa said simultaneously.

Baraa began grooming herself, and Alek looked down at his blood splattered outfit, seemingly realizing that there was nothing to be done about it.

The thrusters blew dirt in every direction as the ambassador’s ship set down and shut off. A moment later, a ramp was dropping and a Kyrogi woman in colorful, beautifully adorned robes stepped off, flanked by two of the largest Kyrog I had ever seen. The one I had fought with Ammo had been big, but these ones were like that guy’s big brothers.

She crossed the camp, and all the Kyrog within dropped to their knees in a sign of deference. Not knowing what to do, Clynt and I bowed our heads respectfully. I don't know why it surprised me that the thief did it, but I was happy that he had.

“I hear some thank-yous are in order,” she said, signaling for Baraa and Alek to rise.

“Yes, ma’am,” Baraa said as she moved back to her feet. “We were honored to do right by our species.”

The ambassador nodded slowly. She held a large, curved staff in her hand with some trinkets I couldn’t quite identify hanging off, attached by spun thread. Along the shaft were markings that I was not able to identify either.

“And who do I have the honor of speaking with?” she asked.

“I am Mercenary Chieftain Baraa Knuckleduster,” Baraa answered. “And this is Alek.”

He stood. “An honor.”

“The honor is mine,” she said. “And if you did not know before, I am Ambassador Bakti.”

“We know,” Baraa said, and she sounded almost like a young woman meeting her pop star idol.

The ambassador smiled warmly. “You are too kind.”

“You know it is quite cool that you are watching this,” Ned said. “It isn’t often that humans are allowed to bear witness to any sort of formal Kyrogi gathering.”

“Got here quick,” Alek said, and though it wasn’t a question or accusation, it carried a strange weight.

I could tell that he wasn’t as awestruck by meeting the ambassador as Baraa was.

“Yes,” Ambassador Bakti answered. “Word travels fast, and especially fast when it comes to matters of politics. Though, I think you might already know that… having worked for Governor Delfina…”

Alek didn't lose his composure, but I could tell that the fact that she knew exactly who he was had rattled him. “Yes, I saw the speed at which things happen in politics,” he allowed. “But I've also seen how slowly things can go.”

“Not with something like this,” the ambassador said.

Baraa cut in, obviously trying to diffuse the growing tension. “You've been following the murders as well?”

“We have been and had our own suspicions as to the culprit,” she said. “But it's heartening to know that two upstanding citizens such as yourself were able to catch the man and deal with him so swiftly.”

“Thank you, ambassador,” Baraa said.

Alek grunted. “How was it that we were able to get to this first? Did your office not have people investigating this?”

Ambassador Bakti held her hands to her chest. “Yes, we did,” she said, and it carried a hint of something that I couldn't quite identify. For as long as I had known Kyrogs, and even lived with one, there were still some subtleties to their speech patterns that I hadn't fully come to understand. Of course, there were some subtleties to the way humans spoke that I still hadn't come to understand yet either.

“But it's become quite obvious that my investigators couldn't hold a candle to either of you,” she said. “And that is why I would like to inform both of you that I will be adding your names to the Staff of Names.”

“Yeesh,” Ned said. “And you thought Starblaster was lame…”

I worked hard not to allow a smile to cross my face.

“Thank you,” Baraa said excitedly, and I was surprised by how she was responding to the ambassador in general. Given her background, I didn't think she would have particularly cared about honorifics like this, but it obviously meant something to her.

Alek, on the other hand, seemed to be put off by the entire thing.

“I do not need my name added to the staff,” he said. “I did not hunt down this killer for praise or to be etched into some wood. I did it because he was murdering our people.”

“And that's why I wish to honor you,” the ambassador protested.

Baraa glared at him in annoyance. “You should be proud that your name will appear beside many of the greats of our species.”

“I don't need a stick to tell me how great I am,” he said, and I wished that I could ask him what was going on. Normally so calm and collected, he had been acting strangely ever since he had been attacked that first time by Moong Farrax. Or was it because he had been attacked?

“I know what this is about,” the ambassador said, not changing her measured tone. “It is because I am a Sineadh.”

He didn't deny it. “My own Clan can honor me if they so choose.”

The ambassador took a step forward, and her two gigantic bodyguards did the same. “My son, out here, there are no Clans. We are all one.”

Alek shook his head. “No matter how hard you try to deny it, there are always Clans. My heritage makes me who I am, and just because the other species lump us all together, it doesn't mean we are all unified.”

Baraa snorted at him. “This camp has men and women from nearly every Clan all working together as one. And if everybody else lumps us together, we need to stick together.”

“I agree with all that, but I think it is important to remember who we are as well,” he said. “And while I am happy to have helped make this a safer universe for our people, I don't need to be etched in your stick.”

“I would still be honored,” Baraa said.

“Wonderful,” she said, holding it out for only a moment before a Kyrog who was almost human-sized shuffled over. He was wearing a robe and holding a small whittling tool in his hand. Immediately, he got to work.

“Now,” The ambassador said, “where is the body of the deceased?”

“What makes you think we have it?” Alek asked.

She glared at him with all her eyes. “A little birdie told me,” she said. “And I would advise you to treat me with a bit more respect.”

“I treat only those who have earned my respect with respect,” he stated.

“That should be on the Mbek family crest,” Ned joked.

The mood was continuing to grow darker, and one of the two bodyguards took a step closer to Alek.

“The body is aboard my ship,” I said, stepping into the conversation and drawing everybody's eyes toward me.

“And who might you be?” the ambassador inquired.

I looked her straight in the eyes and said, “Something tells me you already know that I'm Hank Spears.”

A clever little smile crossed her lips. “I did know that, but I appreciate your honesty. And your willingness to let my man aboard your ship.”

As one of the bodyguards turned to head to the Buzzard, I stole a quick glance down at Clynt, who winked so fast I almost missed it and then scampered in the direction of the ramp.

“Let me show ya,” he said to the bodyguard who followed him aboard.

There seemed to be something more to this situation, and I didn't want one of the ambassador’s people aboard my ship without one of my own people there too. It was certainly possible that Clynt would also swipe something off the bodyguard while they were there, but it was a risk I was willing to take.

“And how do you fit into all this, Mister Spears?” the ambassador inquired.

I laughed. “If I’m being totally honest, I'm not entirely sure how I fit into anything,” I said. “But there's a lot of nonsense swirling around this universe, and I keep finding myself right in the middle of it.”

“A lot of nonsense in this universe,” she repeated to herself. “That’s a good one.”

The bodyguard emerged a moment later carrying the body in the drop cloth and didn't stop even once as he crossed the open space to the ambassador’s ship.

“A new name adorns the staff,” the little Kyrog in the robes said, holding the thing up in two hands and causing the trinkets attached to the end to bobble against each other.

“Mercenary Chieftain Baraa Knuckleduster,” the ambassador said. “You shall forever be remembered upon the Staff of Names.”

“Thank you,” Baraa said, emotion cracking her voice. “It is truly an honor.”

She turned to look at Alek. “And you, we will watch your career with great interest.”

Ned groaned in my ear. “See, that’s just so annoying. She doesn’t even realize what she’s done there.”

“And I, yours,” he answered, but the words somehow sounded like a threat.

“Ambassador,” I said before she left, and she looked right at me with a curious expression. “You wouldn't happen to have gotten any reports of cyborgs or Cultists recently, would you?”

She gazed down at me and then answered, “As a matter of fact, I have. On the third moon of Ozun 4, my people recently discovered a facility that might be of some interest to you. Not only do I know of you, but also of your work. You should keep it up, even if you travel with some dubious company.”

“Me?” Ned asked. “Is she talking about me?”

And with that, Ambassador Bakti plucked up the staff, then turned, marched back to her ship, and disappeared into space a moment later.

Once she had gone, Baraa turned to stare daggers at Alek. “What’s your problem?” she demanded.

“I don’t trust her,” he retorted.

“Neither do I, but that doesn’t mean you behave like some scolded child,” she argued.

Alek shook his head. “She hasn't earned anything from me. I recently watched Governor Delfina work himself to the bone to represent his people while that woman was letting ours be slain.”

“She said that she had people looking into it,” Baraa said, and the way the two were shifting their feet and grunting, I wondered if they were about to get into another fistfight. Or do something else entirely…

“Not only do I believe that she didn't do anything to stop it, but I also actually think—” But he didn't finish the thought.

Baraa stared at him in astonishment. “You can't possibly think that someone whose job it is to represent our species could actually be behind the killing of our people just because she's a Sineadh.”

“The fact that her Clan are all scumbags and thieves,” he began before turning to Clynt. “No offense.”

“None taken,” the Vekrass answered quickly.

“The fact that her Clan are all scumbags and thieves has nothing to do with it,” he said. “It just seems like this whole thing was far too convenient to be coincidental. She just happens to show up at your camp mere moments after we defeated Ajax? She wanted to take his body away before we had a chance to examine it. And even though she has a team investigating this series of murders, there has been no mention of it from our government, no warning to our people.”

“Alek, listen to yourself,” Baraa said. “She knew about this because she probably got pinged the moment those prefects brought the accomplice in. She took the body to return to the homeworld and going public about these kinds of murders might have only made the investigation that much more difficult. There is also the potential to hand the killer clues as to what leads were being followed. Your Clan bias really seems to be clouding your judgment here.”

“And your excitement about your name being written on a splinter is clouding yours,” he said, then turned his back on her and stomped away to the ship.

She looked at me. “The two of you really can't say goodbye normally, can you?” I joked to diffuse the moment.

“You just be sure that he doesn’t do something he’ll regret,” she warned.

I nodded. “You know I’ll keep him safe. And anyway, we have a new lead to follow that will distract him from all of this.”

“Good,” she said, stepping over to me and extending a hand. “It was nice working with you and never hesitate to contact me.”

“Likewise, and you better believe that I'll be calling you for backup,” I said.

“Um, Hank,” Ned said. “You should probably get back to the ship.”

And even as he said the words, I heard the thrusters of the Buzzard firing to life.
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“What the hell are you doing?” I demanded as I rushed into the cockpit.

“Hank,” Alek said, “I need you to trust me on this one.”

“Trust you on what?” I asked.

He set a course for the planet we had just come from. “On this,” he said. “The ambassador is hiding something, and I mean to prove it.”

“Alek, we have our first tangible lead in I can't even remember how long, and you want to go back to where we just came from? For what?” I asked, standing behind the copilot’s chair as he was awkwardly looming over my normal spot.

“We need to talk to the accomplice,” he answered.

I let out a pointed sigh. “And if you prove that she's dirty, then what?”

The look of disappointment he gave me then reminded me so much of the times I had let down my father that I almost couldn't speak.

“I shouldn't have to explain to you why this is important,” he said, his voice calming. “We are trying to rebuild the Consortium to be what Ned remembers. The government we have now is pathetic and corrupt, and if we don't fix it, then it won't matter if we track down Twain.”

“I agree with him,” Ned stated through the speaker in the cockpit.

Clynt cleared his throat from the hallway behind us, and I turned to look at him. “Don't matter what I think but could be fun to show that smug lady that we ain't no fools,” he said, flipping a small coin up and down his knuckles.

“You steal that from the bodyguard?” I asked, and he just nodded. “But you also made sure that he didn't plant anything on our ship.”

“I don't mean to say nothing disparaging, but even you would have been able to see if a Kyrog was trying to plant some kind of device,” he said.

I looked back to Alek, who was now piloting the Buzzard up and away from the planet. “I trust you,” I said. “I'm not sure what will come of this, but if it's important to you, then it's important to me.”

“Thank you,” he said. “And I don't blame you for the knee-jerk reaction. You're not responsible for your first thought, but you are responsible for your second.”

I thought about that quote for a moment, appreciating its implications.

“And thank you, too, Ned,” Alek added. “I know that you could have stopped me taking control of this at any moment, and I appreciate that you didn't.”

“I had to let this whole thing play out,” he said as though it was amusing him to no end. “And while I hate to not follow up a lead immediately, you are right that we need to build a better Consortium for any of this to work.”

And it wasn’t long before we were walking the same street we had been just a little bit earlier. Though, now, it was abuzz with activity. The entire museum had been cordoned off, and citizens and the press were standing and watching as the prefects went in and out.

Bypassing all of it, we made our way straight to the prefect’s office just beyond. When we strode in, the woman who had taken the accomplice away looked up from where she was sitting at a desk, laboring over some paperwork.

“You’re back,” she said, though it sounded more like a question.

“We would like to speak with the man we handed off to you,” I stated.

From around a wall that separated the front of the building from the back, a broad prefect strode in and placed his thumbs in his beltline.

My first thought was that you could smell a petty tyrant from a mile away, but when he smiled, I questioned if I was right.

“I’m the Prefect Captain here,” he said. “What can I do for you?”

“I am Hunter Spears of the Conclave,” I announced. “I turned a prisoner over to you earlier, and now I wish to speak with him.”

The captain stared at me, blinking intermittently and looking as though I had entirely broken his brain.

“I’ll have to look in the manual,” he muttered after a moment, and the woman sitting at the desk began going through a binder feverishly, flipping this way and that as though she might stumble upon the correct section by happenstance.

I shot him a winning smile. “You don't have to worry about any of that,” I assured him. “This is not an interrogation, I just need to find some information so that I can move on to my next target.”

He shifted nervously, adjusting his belt and then clearing his throat. “This is in service of an investigation?”

“Yes,” I stated.

Then, to my surprise, he asked, “And if I look up your badge number in the Conclave registry, it’ll show that you are tracking a target related to this?”

Ned barked a laugh. “Didn’t see that one coming!” he said as though it was a celebration. “If you end up getting stymied by Barney Fife here, I promise that I'll never let you hear the end of it.”

“Yes,” I bluffed. “If you were to look it up, you would see what I'm working on.”

He nodded in a one-serious-lawman-to-another sort of way and then seemed to realize he should ask, “And can I see your badge?”

I produced my Conclave emblem.

“What about him?” he asked, pointing to Alek, and, as usual, Clynt was gone.

“He doesn’t have one,” I said.

The captain shook his head. “Then I can't let him back.”

I nodded. “That’s fine.”

Alek snorted behind me in a way that let me know he disapproved, but he was also so close to this that I worried it would very quickly turn into an interrogation if I allowed him to join me.

“You can come on back,” he said, waving me on.

I followed and shot Alek a look, but his face contorted with anger.

“I think that was the right call,” Ned said, having observed Alek’s reaction as well.

We stepped behind the wall and into little more than another small space that was obviously just used as the break room that had doors to bathrooms, the captain's office, and a small holding cell.

Inside the cell was the accomplice.

“You get his name?” I asked the captain.

He looked up to the ceiling and snapped his fingers a few times as he tried to recall. “We got a company badge when we searched him saying his name was Jones, but I don't know if that's a first name or a surname.”

“That'll do,” I said, feeling like I should pat him on the head to congratulate him for even remembering that much. But simple was better than what I had expected, and I knew that I should just take the win.

I stepped up to the bars, and the captain buzzed me in. I blocked the door with my body as I slid it aside.

Jones wasn't trying to escape, though. He was just sitting with his head bowed, muttering to himself.

“Do you remember me?” I asked, trying to draw his attention.

He continued to speak to himself but louder this time. “I am here to help you,” I said. “I ditched those Kyrogs who were just following me around like dogs and knew I needed to talk with the only human I've heard making sense in a long time.”

He stopped speaking and looked up at me. “Trying to trick me,” he accused, and I was surprised that he was able to see through me while buying into Ajax's beliefs.

I smiled in a show of self-deprecation. “I wouldn’t try that,” I said. “I know that I couldn’t trick you.”

“You couldn’t,” he reiterated, but his voice wasn’t confident.

“I know,” I said again, making sure to look into his eyes as I spoke. They were distant and disconnected but would occasionally snap back to me, focusing directly and boring into me. I swallowed hard, feeling like I was looking right into the eyes of a killer, and knowing that I was. “That’s why I am here. Because I need your help.”

“I’m locked up,” he said, lifting his shackled hands as high as they could go before they strained against the chain connecting him to a ring on the floor. “What could I do for anyone?”

I leaned in, using a conspiratorial tone. “Teach me.”

His eyes flared at that. My gambit seemed to be paying off. I had figured that if he had been playing second fiddle to Ajax, appealing to his desire to be the alpha might be exactly what he wanted. But I also knew that I had to be careful. His manic expression made it clear that he wasn’t entirely there, and I didn’t want to give him so much space that he exaggerated or lied. Rather, I would try and give him just enough rope to hang himself. Or the ambassador, if that were the case.

“How can I teach you?” he asked. “You are friends with those… those… things.”

“No.” I shook my head wildly. “They have me trapped like you are here.”

“You trapped me here,” he accused, and not for nothing—he was right.

But I opened my eyes wide and said, “Because it was the only place I knew we would be safe from them. I left the one that killed Ajax outside, but I’m worried he’ll rip my arms off and beat me to death with them.”

“They do that!” he exclaimed. “One in every ten humans is killed like that.”

Ned chuckled. “Aw, you can come up with statistics to prove anything, Kent. Forfty percent of all people know that.”

I tried not to let him distract me. “You two were so successful at… dealing with… the other Kyrogs who left their planet to infect the stars, I figured you would be the one to help me.”

“I can,” he said as though it was an absolute certainty before hedging. “But how?”

“How did you two get started?” I asked. “Where did you get your names? You’re targets?”

His brows furrowed, and I couldn’t tell if he was trying to remember or confused by the question. “I used to wait in the ship,” he said. “At first I would just wait in the ship.”

This was going to take a little bit more finessing.

“So, when you were making the delivery to Rabgar, he just had you wait in the ship?” I asked before adding something to remind him that we were the same. “It’s exactly what mine makes me do.”

“When he came back to the ship, he was covered in blood,” Jones said, staring at a fleck of dust moving in the air just in front of his face. “It was very frightening but also…”

“Exciting?” I coaxed.

He shook his head. “Also frightening.”

“Right.”

“But also, yes, exciting,” he added. “He didn't expect me to still be awake, but I had been up masturbating.”

“I think that was a detail we could have all lived without,” Ned said.

“And I was so worried about that, and he was so worried about his stuff, but then when we talked about it, I wanted to help with his stuff,” he continued. “And at first, he didn't wanna let me, like how I'm sure yours don't wanna let you, but soon he let me in on the mission.”

I nodded, trying to play it cool as this man spilled his guts about far more than I wanted to know. “What can you tell me about the mission?”

“Ajax said my part of the mission was to keep the ship running and protect him at all costs,” he explained, still not really giving me anything particularly useful. This would have been helpful if we were taking Ajax to trial, but such as it was, it was largely superfluous. “But I think he knew that I wanted to mission more.”

He tilted his head to the side, his brows moving as though independent from one another and the side of his mouth pulling in a strained expression.

“Sure hope nobody gets this guy a mouse,” Ned said. “But seriously, Hank, you're doing good so far. That being said, this could turn any second.”

And I knew he was right. I wasn't so much scared of the man as I was put ill at ease by him.

“Did he let you mission more?” I asked, using his own expression.

He nodded. “He did once but—” And out of the blue he slapped himself on the side of the head, the suddenness of it startling me.

“Something went wrong?” I asked. “I’m sure it wasn’t your fault.”

“It was my fault. It was my fault.”

His hands were trembling as though they were going to lash out at his head again, and I wished that I had the foresight to bring his cigarettes with me. He could spend his time worrying about those rather than hurting himself.

“What happened?” I asked.

“I screwed it up,” he said. “They told me it would be an easy one, but it wasn't. Those things are so big. Ajax could kill his own, but it's harder for us. Right? That's why you're here, right?”

“Right,” I said. “I can learn from you. What went right and what went wrong. It can all teach me so that I can carry on your legacy.”

Ned cut in just as Jones began to speak. “You heard him say ‘they,’ right?” the AI asked, and of course I had, but I was now entirely focused on playing my part and trying to draw the truth out.

With every passing word, I felt more and more like Alek might have been on to something. I hadn’t known what to think at the time, but now it seemed like there was more to this than simply a man with a vendetta.

“My legacy?” he asked, voice almost wistful. “Yes. You can become what I was supposed to become if it hadn't been for you.”

“Exactly,” I said, and I couldn't help but wonder what was going on in the jumbled mess that was this man's mind. I often wondered about Ned's programming and what made him act the way that he did, but there was still nothing more confusing than the human mind. Especially one like this.

“I was just supposed to ambush this farmer,” he explained. “Just walk up behind them and blast them. But when I got close, she turned around. She turned around and she looked at me. When she looked at me, I froze and didn't know what to do. I tried to blast her then, but I only kinda got her arm, and she got all mad and she yelled and then she attacked me.”

He pressed his palms to his face, rocking forward and back and occasionally slapping himself. In a way, I pitied him. He obviously needed help far more than anything else, but instead, he had been taken in by a serial killer and became one himself. And that's where the pity ended.

“But you survived the attack,” I said, trying to lead him along. “That’s what’s important.”

“Not to him,” Jones said, and I could hear loud voices coming from the next room. “Not to him. He was so mad and said I couldn’t help with the mission anymore.”

“And who gave you the mission?” I asked, trying not to sound desperate.

He hit his head again. “They did. They did.”

“Ajax and…?”

“What’s going on back here?” I heard a voice demand.

“Ajax and…?” I repeated.

“And her,” he said. “In the colorful robes who said he could go home if we completed the mission.”

The door opened, and a prefect commander in glittering armor stepped into the room.

“What do you think you are doing in here, hunter?” he demanded.

I stood, puffing myself up and trying to look bigger than I was. “Getting you a full confession,” I said. “I’ll send the audio file to you shortly.”

“What?” Jones wailed as though this was the greatest offense he had ever suffered and then jumped to attack me, the chains rattling and keeping him from doing anything except falling to the floor.

The commander was still blocking the door, and I looked beyond him, signaling that I would like to exit.

“Unless you would rather I keep the evidence?” I asked.

He didn't budge. “If you have any evidence, you're legally required to turn it over to me,” he stated.

I let my face stay solid as a stone. “Unless it is being used in an investigation by the Conclave,” I said, “in which case it can be in limbo for a long, long time.”

Hooking a thumb down toward Jones wailing on the floor, I said, “And if you think he's gonna talk again after I betrayed his trust, you've got another think coming.”

“Damn, Hank,” Ned said. “You put on your big boy pants today.”

The commander stared at me before clenching his teeth and stepping aside. “But I expect that audio recording before end of day,” he said, reasserting himself both to feel like a big man and to be sure that he was impressing the captain who was watching.

I stepped by and began making my way through the room, heading back out to meet Alek but not saying anything in response.

My friend stood, and I nodded at him. “You were right.”
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“This is a very serious allegation, and you guys are quite light on evidence, so I would go into this conversation cautiously,” Ned suggested as we headed toward the Kyrogi city where there was an embassy that Bakti had her office in.

“Who do you think you're talking to?” I asked with a little smile.

Ned was answering before I even finished speaking. “I know exactly who I'm talking to. You guys make the Three Amigos look like Rhodes Scholars, so I want to be sure to make the point that you need to act with a certain amount of discretion.”

Alek grunted, making a show of cracking his knuckles. “I've spent a lot of time around politicians recently. I know how to act like one.”

“You see, you say that but at the very same moment you're going out of your way to look intimidating,” Ned said. “Forgive me if I'm a bit concerned you're about to start a war with the homeworld.”

“Yeah, that’s fair,” Clynt said, chewing on a match. “I could see the three of us startin’ a war.”

“Maybe we should change course and see if Imogen is feeling better and if Lara would like to join this expedition,” Ned said. “We are walking into a highly nuanced political situation, and I've got Larry, Curly, and Moe striding in.”

“We get it,” I said. “We'll take this seriously, and we'll figure out a way to do it without escalating the conflict.”

“Good, because—” Ned started, but Alek cut him off.

“If you are so worried,” he said, “tell us how Will West would have done it.”

Ned made a sound of disapproval before speaking. “Don’t ever say it like that again,” he scolded. “Captain William West, Pilot of the Starblaster and hero of the Five Battles, would walk into the room with his normal command presence, and all eyes would turn to him. Rather than confronting the ambassador directly, he would only have to say a few words to convince her to confess her crimes and apologize.

“He would have her arrested without even bothering to do any of the work himself and already have somebody lined up to take her place. Then he would walk out to the adulation of his commanding officers and accept an award on the way to bedding the most beautiful woman on the planet.”

The laughter that followed wasn't subtle or restrained but rather Alek, Clynt, and I erupting with guffaws.

“He’s just so serious when he says it,” Alek said through ragged gasps as he continued to chuckle.

“I mean, I know it's how he is programmed, but he has to hear how ridiculous it is,” I said.

Clynt wiped away a tear. “And it don’t even make no sense. Is ol’ Willy having a poke with one of them local Kyrog or were there some pretty human just waiting by the embassy to bed down with our hero?”

“I have to say,” Ned said in frustration, “this is not instilling a lot of confidence in your ability to deal with the ambassador.”

“I think so long as she ain't lickin’ the boot of some dead pilot, we'll be fine,” Clynt assessed.

Ned raised his voice as he said, “Don't disrespect the memory of Captain William West, Pilot of the Starblaster and hero of the Five Battles.”

“Okay, okay,” I said, catching my breath and leaning back in my chair.

I looked at Alek, who had cleaned up and looked more like himself. Or more like himself covered in cuts and bruises, anyway.

“I have to ask something that’s been on my mind,” I said in a more serious tone, and the way he looked at me did not leave me feeling like this was a conversation he was interested in having.

“What’s that?” he asked, but he was already guarded.

I debated if I wanted to ask at all, but curiosity got the better of me. “What’s the deal with you and Baraa? She’s obviously interested and seems to have been for a long time.”

He looked away, taking several calming breaths before answering. “It’s simple, really,” he said finally. “I was in love with her sister.”

And there it was.

The explanation that brought it all together.

“When she died, I was devastated,” he continued. “And once I was injured, I felt like there was nothing left for me there. I didn’t want to stay for one more moment. And when Baraa blamed me for what had happened, it was like it was happening all over again. I always knew that Baraa was interested, but my eyes were forever on another.”

“I’m so sorry, Alek,” I told him.

Clynt tipped his hat. “That ain’t no fair. Life’s hard enough without losin’ them that you love.”

Alek shook his head. “Loss is a part of life, but we never got the time. Hell, I didn't even get to find out if my feelings were reciprocated.”

“You could ask Baraa,” I said.

“What would that do?” he asked. “Better it being ‘Schrödinger's love’ than me finding out that she had feelings for me and then died or that she never had feelings for me at all. Either answer would just make it worse.”

“I suppose you're right,” I said, unsure what else to say.

Then he turned all four of his eyes right on me. “But that's why I'm telling you to figure it out with Lara. Our time in this universe is so finite. Don't waste even a second of it.”

“Or you could just git her pregnant and skedaddle, the Vekrass way,” Clynt suggested.

I couldn't hold back a smile as I said, “I'll take that under advisement.”

“We are washing out now,” Ned told us. “I don't need to say it again, right?”

I huffed. “We've been at this a long time,” I said. “We know how to play it. Plus, you keep saying there are three of us when we all know Clynt is going to disappear the second we make landfall.”

“That’s true,” he said, pointing at me.

In my ear, Ned said, “This isn’t really about you. I'm bringing it up to remind Alek to stay calm. He's been beat, shot, and poisoned recently and is emotionally invested in every aspect of this. I'm making it about the three of you because it's easier that way, but this situation is highly volatile, and you need to go into it with your head screwed on straight.”

I looked at Alek, knowing Ned was right. But I also trusted my friend and didn't believe that he would do something to jeopardize his freedom or start a broader conflict.

I stood, then made my way back to my cabin and got ready while Ned landed the Buzzard.

The nearby star was setting over the horizon as we stepped off the ship onto the orange soil with bushes growing all around and baobab trees casting long shadows in the distance. Beyond were tall, circular buildings sat atop smaller pillars. They were obviously constructed to look similar to the nearby trees, and I wondered if this is what the homeworld looked like, though I knew better than to ask Alek, who would never answer me.

We walked along a path that was a little more than dirt that had been cleared of the shrubs, and that left soft earth stuck in the grooves of our boots, caking on and seeming to grow with each step.

A Kyrogi man carrying a barrel on his shoulder stared at us as we passed, and I noticed that Clynt was already gone.

“Was it really just her Clan affiliation that raised your suspicions in the first place?” I asked.

He glanced around and then spoke. “It was.”

“For all your talk about specists all the time, I wouldn’t expect that of you,” I admitted.

“It’s different when it's your own people, I suppose,” he said. “Or maybe it isn’t, and I’m just trying to justify my behavior. It's hard to really know.”

“This whole situation has you really thrown for a loop,” I said.

He kicked the dirt as we walked. “It does,” he admitted. “I think that everything we have been doing felt distant somehow. Even though I knew the stakes and understood the threat Twain posed, it wasn’t so personal. But now, with this, it's different. Someone tried to kill me for me, and not just because I was standing beside you.”

“If they're shooting you, you know you're doing something right,” Ned said and the way Alek nodded made it clear that he heard it too.

We reached the bottom of the building’s trunk, and there was a guard standing beside the door. He looked at me and then up at Alek.

“You vouch for this human?” he demanded.

“I do,” my friend said back, and the guard pressed a button to allow us entry into the building. Or, rather, into the stairwell up to the building.

Immediately, I realized what it must be like for Alek to navigate so much of the rest of the universe. Since it was designed largely by humans and for us, it was all shaped to our size. Now, walking up stairs designed for a Kyrog, I felt as though I was getting a full leg workout. I had to extend my knee nearly up to my chest in order to stand on the next step and partially heave myself up by the railing.

“Doing all right there?” Alek asked with an amused look plastered on his face.

I didn't answer and continued to heave myself up between landings. Though the trunk was circular, the staircase, unusually, was square. By the time we were standing at the door opening into a marketplace, I was panting and drenched in sweat.

Alek strode out into the street, and the Kyrog vendors all silently presented their wares, waving a hand over the basket of fruit, table of supplies, or heavy-duty furniture. When I stepped out, some covered looks of disdain, others half-heartedly showed me their goods, and some simply averted their eyes.

Ned had told us that this planet was inhabited almost entirely by Kyrogs, and while they would have seen a human before, they almost certainly didn't have too many interactions with us. The reactions I received showed that that was likely the case.

A man stepped out from behind a table of baked goods and then he and Alek did what the other kids at the orphanage and I would have described as a secret handshake. Then they stood, staring at each other in silence. Or, what I thought was silence. I could see their throats gyrating slightly and realized that they were probably speaking in the Kyrogi language, which was apparently outside of the human auditory range.

Alek nodded gratefully, and the man I took to be his friend handed over a muffin. When the acquaintance noticed me looking, he pointed at the muffin, then at my stomach and shook his head no.

We continued down the street, but when we passed a scrapper's booth, I had to stop and look. There were the normal assortments of bits and bobs that had been salvaged from other ships. But as I scanned the table, my eyes fell upon the same part that I had broken all those years ago when I thought Lutch was going to lay into me for the first time.

I couldn’t help but smile at it, but Alek reminded me that we had to keep moving, so I fell in behind him as we cut into an alleyway with a closed door at the back. Another guard was standing beside it, and Alek approached. The two spoke silently for a moment before she opened the door for us, giving me the stink eye the entire time I passed by her, which was extra impactful because of the additional eyes.

When we crossed through the doorway, it was like entering a completely other world. Where the marketplace had been dimly lit with rust-colored walls, the other side was a well-lighted administrative area with mosaics lining the walls depicting great moments in Kyrog history and displays of art with plaques explaining their relevance.

Well-dressed men and women shuffled around, working hard, or at the very least, trying to look busy. And as I had noticed before, it was interesting being in what felt like any other office but scaled up by a third.

Following closely behind Alek, we traversed the space, moving past cubicles in the office to a staircase that led us up to a very different world. As we stepped out from the stairwell, my boot pressed onto grass, and the smell of the warm air hit my nose. Looking up, I could see the setting sun in a large open roof that opened down on a field of crimson grass.

Two small stone buildings sat on either side of the little grassy meadow, and there was a larger building at the far side. A few trees were planted throughout, and a woman with a clipboard sat underneath one, munching on a fruit that I hadn't seen before. Again, I wondered if this was a small facsimile of the homeworld.

The woman with the clipboard looked up at us, wiping her face with her wrist. “Who are you here to see?”

“Ambassador Bakti,” he said, and I expected her to immediately ask if we had an appointment.

But instead, she said, “I’ll let her know you're here.” Then, without standing, she shouted, “Ambassador Bakti! Visitors!”

From the first building on the left came a reply, and we started walking across the field to the office.

“It's beautiful up here,” I said, and Alek gave no answer. He had a determined look, and I couldn't help but worry about what Ned had mentioned. But I had to trust my friend.

We stepped up to the office door and knocked, then stepped in and then closed the door behind us as Ambassador Bakti paced in front of a stone desk, speaking into a little box beside the computer on the desk.

“We can talk more about this in the morning,” she said. “Thank you for your time.”

There was a click from the box, and the ambassador looked up at us.

“If you have come to tell me you reconsidered your place on the Staff of Names, I'm sorry to inform you that the offer is no longer, as they say, on the table,” she said.

Alek glared at her. “We are not here for that,” he said, voice dripping with menace.

“Right,” I said, trying to draw both of their attention to me. “We're here to talk more about Ajax, for my official report to the Conclave. I just need a little bit more information.”

“I can provide a written report to your superiors,” she said dismissively. “You came all the way to ask me that?”

“No,” Alek stated. “We came all the way to ask you⁠—”

But I didn't let him finish. “What you plan to do with the body, and if I could also get a written report as to any results you get.”

“Play it cool, Alek,” Ned warned, but the man was breathing heavily, grunting, and looking like he was going to charge.

He was testing my trust now, and I was worried I had made a grave miscalculation. If what we thought was true, this woman was not only responsible for several attacks on his life and the wounding of Imogen, but also a great betrayal of their people.

“Unfortunately, I can't share with you the details of our own internal investigations,” she explained in a perfectly political answer. “I understand that you have come here seeking more information, but I'm afraid there's really nothing I can do for you.”

Though she was talking to me, I could see that her focus was entirely on Alek. He was wound as tight as a spring and seemed poised to charge across the room and fight her. It occurred to me then that I hadn't seen any of her bodyguards, or any bodyguards at all, since being up here. That didn't mean they weren't hidden in some nearby place, poised to strike, but just that I didn't know definitively where they were.

“I really do think there's more than nothing that you can do for me,” I said, letting my own words drip with implication.

Alek continued seething silently, and Ambassador Bakti asked, “What is it you believe I can do for you, then?”

“Tell me what else you know.”
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A look of pure annoyance crossed the ambassador's face. “You can get out now,” she said. “I have had enough of this.”

She turned to Alek. “I came in an attempt to honor you, and you rebuffed me. That disrespect is one thing, but for you to come all the way to my office and make these kinds of accusations is unacceptable and will be dealt with in the strongest possible terms.”

“We spoke to Ajax’s accomplice,” Alek grumbled, his voice so low and strong that it felt as if it was rattling my ribs.

“So what?” she said, and for the first time, I wondered if we had been wrong about her. The look on her face was one of confusion and irritation, and unless she was the best Kyrogi actress I had ever seen, it seemed like she didn’t know what we were talking about.

“Alek,” I said, trying to calm him down.

But he was solely focused on her, and I wondered if he was about to start an interspecies incident.

“He said that Ajax got his orders from a woman in colorful robes,” he accused, pointing to Bakti. “Only those who represent our species are allowed to wear them.”

I watched as the wheels in her mind turned.

Her eyes began to dart around, and the irritation turned to fear.

“This is far worse than I realized,” she said.

“Yes, yes it is,” Alek agreed.

She stood. “No, not for me, you neanderthal, for all of us.”

“What?” I asked and reached up to put a hand on Alek’s arm, hoping to calm him down.

But when she opened her mouth to speak, we all heard the door behind us lock.

“I’m trying to hack the systems, but I haven’t been able to get anywhere,” Ned said. “This is a Kyrogi government facility, and they have it locked up tight.”

Alek turned to face the door and then took two steps at full speed and sunk his feet into the dry grass floor as he shoulder-charged the door. He bellowed in pain when he slammed against it and it didn't budge.

“These rooms are built to withstand an angry mob of our people!” Bakti shouted. “You won’t be able to break out.”

“What is happening?” I demanded.

The ambassador reached down to her desk, pulled the comm box free of its cables, and brought it crashing down on her computer, smashing both in an instant.

“You are right, but you are wrong, and now you're going to get us killed,” she said as though that answered anything.

Alek, rubbing his shoulder, turned back to the woman and looked as though he was about to rush across the room to throttle her. But I stepped in front of him.

“We need her help now,” I said, trying to pull his gaze down to me unsuccessfully.

She tried to reason with him. “Alek, I know you believe that I was behind these attacks, and I assure you that it was not me. But I know who it was.”

“Another ambassador?” I asked, extrapolating that from the whole situation with the robes.

“The ambassador prime,” she said, a heavy note of resignation in her words. “It was who I was talking with when you arrived and who was obviously listening in.”

“And who trapped us in here?” I clarified, and she nodded. “What’s going to happen now?”

“The guards will come, and we will be gagged, taken to a dungeon, killed, and never heard from again,” she explained.

A small black cylinder emerged from the ground in one of the back corners of the room, and we all turned to look at it for a moment before it squirted a little plume of fire into the dry grass and then disappeared. It ignited, and the fire began to spread toward us.

“Or we will be burned alive,” she said, running around her desk to stand with us by the door.

“Actually,” Ned said. “While the fire will undoubtedly do irreparable damage to your physical bodies, it's more likely the smoke inhalation that will kill you.”

The fire was spreading quickly, moving toward us, and I turned, pulled out my spear and activated it, then thrust it toward the door and saw nothing but sparks showering off.

Alek, meanwhile, began digging, pulling huge chunks of dirt up and then throwing them toward the fire which erupted in large plumes of flames.

“The soil contains a combustible compound called—” Bakti began.

But Alek shouted, “No one cares!”

“I thought it was interesting,” Ned said. “One last fact before I am peeled off your carcass and analyzed by Kyrogi government officials.”

“How are you so calm?” I asked him, not caring that Bakti might have questions since, you know, I was about to die.

He chuckled. “Because I know something you don’t.”

And as he was speaking, the sound of the locking mechanism in the door shifting cut through the room. The smoke billowed outward when the door swung open, and the three of us went running. We got out just before the door slammed closed again, trapping the flames inside.

“Y'all make the offices into murder rooms but only use a McLyntock McLock to seal the room?” Clynt asked as he put his lock picking tools away. “Amateur hour if you ask me.”

“Thank you,” I gasped.

Alek walked over and grabbed the ambassador by the neck. “What have you done?” he demanded, seeing red.

I stepped over, flipped Ron around, and clipped him with medium strength on the back of the head with the shaft.

“She was obviously about to be murdered alongside us, so maybe you can get over the idea that she's the bad guy here,” I said.

He blinked at me for a moment and then set her down.

“They’ve escaped, get them!” a voice shouted from the stairwell.

I turned to see another Kyrogi woman in ambassadorial robes, but now she had the two bodyguards from before flanking her. They came charging toward us.

“You take the little one, I'll take the big one,” Alek said to Bakti.

She shook her head no. “I never fought in the Clan Wars,” she protested.

“We got the little one,” Clynt said and turned to face the charging Kyrog.

At the same moment, Alek braced to fight the other one, who was easily another head bigger than my friend. The behemoth, on his way, pulled one of the trees from the very earth as he ran, the roots unable to cling to the dirt as they were yanked free. He hurled it like a spear at Alek, who jumped out of the way just before branches and leaves flew everywhere.

I didn't have time to pull out my guns, so I just held my spear out, in case he charged right at me.

Clynt whipped out his revolvers and fired twelve shots into our attacker before he even reached us. The bullets pierced into the flesh of his head and neck, but his helmet and armor kept his brain and vital organs protected.

He rushed right by me, allowing me to sink my spear into an opening in his armor at the hip as he rushed to crush Clynt. But the thief was too fast and sprang out of the way, throwing a bolo that wrapped around his feet then back on itself, tripping the bodyguard and causing him to fall to the ground.

But he was well trained and quick, kicking the tie off of his legs and then getting back on his feet before either of us had time to close in around him.

I took a step forward, brandishing the spear while he watched Clynt, obviously having assessed the Vekrass to be the graver threat. I took the opportunity to attack, but his more side-facing eye flicked my way just in time, and he grabbed the shaft of the spear and yanked.

My instinct was not to allow myself to be disarmed, so a moment later, I was hurtling through the air over a Kyrog’s head and back down to the ground in what I could safely say was the worst roller coaster ride of all time.

The air shot from my lungs, and I stared at the darkening sky, the last streaks of daylight giving in to the forceful push of nightfall. But I obviously couldn't stay on the ground long, and I jumped to my feet, my body struggling to take in air.

I saw the bodyguard charge, and Clynt leapt out of the way, but this was one of the fastest Kyrog I had ever seen, and he was able to grab the thief by the tail, only just a very little bit by the fingertips, but it was enough. He whipped the smaller species around and threw him into the side of the tree.

He followed up his attack by leaping in the direction of the gnarled web of leaves and branches, but when he stuck his hand in, all that emerged were two shiny blurs. The throwing knives sliced through the air, one plunking off the bodyguard's helmet but the other striking him in the eye.

The bodyguard bellowed and swept with a hand, green and brown splintering through the air, and I couldn't tell what else, but a moment later I watched Clynt fall to the ground. He had tried to spin and land on his paws but failed. It seemed that getting thrown across the courtyard had, understandably, disoriented him some.

I only had a moment to glance over to see Alek exchanging blows with the gargantuan bodyguard. My friend, who had been through so much recently, was looking quite worse for wear.

I wanted to help him but saw the other bodyguard bearing down on Clynt and knew I needed to help him first. Spear tip facing forward, I rushed at him, worried that he would turn and see me. But he was too focused on Clynt to notice.

Or, he would have been if the ambassador prime hadn't shouted a warning from where she was standing near the stairs. He turned just in time to see me and swung with a flat palm in my direction.

Reacting instinctively, I threw up the spear, and it seared through his hand, cutting it off and stopping him dead in his tracks. For a moment, he stopped and stared at the new stump protruding from his arm. And in that time, I brought the spear back and thrust out with it again, and the blade sunk into his neck just below the jaw.

He fell to the ground, but as he did, I saw a shadowy shape blot out the starlight for a moment, and then Alek crashed to the ground beside me.

“That ain't no good,” Clynt panted, and a moment later, the tree beside us burst apart as the huge bodyguard kicked through it.

Bakti shrieked in terror, realizing that we were now severely outmatched.

The remaining bodyguard grabbed the tree with his left hand and swung it at me. All I could do was leap backward and fall to the ground, the move once again making it nearly impossible to breathe.

I wished more than anything that Clynt hadn’t unloaded all of his ammunition into our attacker, but on the other hand, if he hadn't, there would probably still be two of them rather than just the one.

After dropping the spear while the bodyguard lumbered toward Clynt, I pulled both of my handguns out. The thief sprang out of the way, and the tree trunk slammed down in the spot where he had previously been.

He looked tired and slower than normal.

So I ran to get closer. My small arms were not going to do much against the thick flesh of the Kyrog, but a well-placed shot could be the difference in this fight.

The bodyguard raised and battered down the trunk again and again as Clynt jumped to avoid being squashed like some real-life version of Whac-A-Mole.

When he saw me coming, Clynt gave me a look for just a moment, and then the world all around us was consumed by a thick, choking smoke. I waved my hands in front of me, the guns swirling the smoke but doing nothing to make anything visible. It was already dark, and now I couldn't even see in the white moon and starlight.

I listened, trying to tell what was going on and where. I could hear thumping and rustling but couldn't determine exactly what was happening. Then I felt a warm hand on my own and started to pull away.

“Don’t got time for that,” Clynt said from somewhere in the swirling darkness. “Gimme.”

He pulled the energy weapon from my grip, and a moment later, I saw purple light diffused in the smoke. Again and again it flashed, illuminating the night sky like a light show as the behemoth bellowed and grunted and thrashed, trying to stop the onslaught.

As the smoke began to dissipate, I could see the huge bodyguard grabbing around his head while Clynt skittered all about, taking shots every chance he could.

The energy weapon overheated. The moment it flashed red and Clynt stopped moving, the bodyguard grabbed him and flung him so hard that he sailed off the side of the rooftop.

The bodyguard turned to me and roared like some primal creature. His head and face were scarred with blast marks, but he looked directly at me and charged.

I knew I would have to jump out of the way, but something within me wouldn't allow me to flee, and instead I stood my ground, raised my stomper in both hands, and fired several shots into the moonlight monstrosity.

I heard them plunk off his helmet and armor, but then he took one step, and the next he wobbled. Then he came crashing down and sunk deep into the earthen floor.

Bakti had picked up my spear and was walking slowly toward the ambassador prime.

“I’ll have your job for this!” she threatened, but Bakti didn’t seem to care. She continued toward her boss.

The spear looked small in her hands, but the glowing tip was no less threatening.

“How could you do this?” Bakti demanded. “How could you turn your back on your people?”

“I did no such thing!” the ambassador prime shouted, her voice desperate and scared. She had obviously thought she was going to cover her tracks by killing us in the office, and failing that, would have dealt with us via her bodyguards. But everything had gone wrong.

I saw what was coming next a mile away, but Bakti seemed surprised when the ambassador prime turned to run. She only got one step though, before Clynt appeared from the stairwell. He was limping and had patches of fur missing, but he had his weapons pointed right at her.

“Ain’t no going back,” he said.

The ambassador prime wheeled back toward Bakti and lifted her hands. “Please,” she said, her voice warbling. “Please, please, please don't do this. I never meant for any of this to happen.”

Bakti continued to move forward with the spear tip pointing right at the other woman.

“Why?” she snarled. “Tell me why you did it.”

“I don’t know what you mean,” the prime lied miserably.

Behind me, I heard Alek grunt as he rolled over and slowly got to his feet.

“Tell me why,” Bakti said again, taking one more step forward and holding the spear to the woman’s throat, the red glow illuminating her face in an ominous visage.
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She was caught.

She knew it, but I could see her working hard to try to figure out a way that she could still weasel out of it.

But Bakti moved the blade closer, the razor-sharp tip searing into the flesh at her neck. The woman was obviously unaccustomed to pain and screamed in terror. At the sound of it, I saw Clynt have to turn and point one of his guns down the stairwell to keep some people at bay.

“Tell me!” Bakti thundered, and that seemed to break the prime, her true self showing for the first time.

“Because we should never have left!” she shouted back. “Isolationism was our best opportunity to thrive, and instead we let ourselves become third class citizens to the humans. We work as bouncers or movers because of our size and have lost everything that made us who we are.”

“You would kill our people to prove that point?” Bakti demanded, utterly galled by what she was hearing.

The prime looked at Bakti in disgust. “People don’t listen to words, only to fear,” she snarled. “I had to wake them up and remind them that the universe isn't safe for us.”

“It’s only dangerous because you made it that way,” Bakti shouted back. “You say that it's the humans we have to fear, but it's our own kind. Back on the homeworld, we do nothing but fight ourselves, and those that flee a life of intraspecies warfare are stabbed in the back by a woman who was supposed to be their greatest defender in the universe.”

“I am trying to protect them!” she shouted, enraged by the differing philosophy.

I suppose that she had been forced to keep these impassioned beliefs to herself for so long that, in some ways, she was probably relieved to be able to espouse them out loud in public for the first time.

Bakti shook her head. “You are a disgrace.”

“You are! You are the disgrace!” she shouted back. “You hindered my plan at every step, tried to investigate and keep this quiet rather than causing the panic necessary for our people to see that they should return home rather than slaving away in the back of some human kitchen.”

“What is the meaning of this?” a voice bellowed from the stairs, and Clynt was quickly pushed aside by several more Kyrogi bodyguards as well as some Gubernatorial Guardsmen. But these ones were heavily armed with energy cannons.

At their back was a Kyrog in a fine suit looking as though he could go straight from here to a cocktail party on Emortium.

“You need to get out of here,” Bakti warned over her shoulder to us.

I nodded. “I’ll have my pilot bring my ship around,” I said, grateful for the cover of night since it would probably do more harm than good to have a ship fly over to pick us up with nobody in the cockpit.

“On it,” Ned said, and I knew he would bring the ship around in a moment. “I am sending Bakti audio files from now and the interview with Jones.”

“Ambassadors, tell me what is happening here,” the man demanded.

The ambassador prime answered first. “She’s gone mad. She tried to burn her office down and is conspiring with the other species to kill me and take my spot.”

I walked up beside Bakti and grabbed my spear, whispering to her, “My people are sending you all the evidence you need.”

A smile crossed her face. “I'll never forget this,” she whispered back, and I could hear the gratitude in her voice.

“Governor Zak,” Bakti said, handing the spear over and then raising her hands defensively. “I will be able to prove without a shadow of a doubt that the ambassador prime used her position to forward a political agenda that actively worked against your policies and hurt the people of our species.”

The Buzzard came around with the ramp down, the thrusters throwing leaves, dirt, and debris everywhere.

I heard the governor shout something, but I was already turning to run. Clynt bounded up in front of me, and Alek limped toward the ship. Some of the guards were rushing up behind us, and we hurried all the quicker, before jumping onto the ramp as it started to lift even as the Buzzard was beginning to fly away.

“You two okay?” I asked, and both of them granted replies to the effect that, if nothing else, they were alive.

I didn't think that the Kyrog would try to shoot us down, but I also knew that we had to get out of there. If Bakti’s comment about the dungeon was even partially to be believed, then we had to get out of there and let her sort it out.

I climbed up through the ship, having to drag myself forward and feeling every aching muscle as I did.

But I managed to heave my body up into the cockpit and then slam into the pilot’s seat just before we entered the gyre tube and left, once and for all having settled who was trying to kill Alek.

I didn’t even realize that I had fallen asleep until I was jarred awake by the placemags engaging aboard Suniuo Relay Station. When I looked out the window, I saw Imogen standing beside Lara and went running off the ship, knowing better than to embrace her but stopping right in front of her and fixing her with a broad smile.

“You’re back up and at ’em,” I said.

She gave me a weak smile. “Such as I am. What did I miss?”

“I was actually just about to call your uncle Vince and fill him all in, so why don't you join me,” I said and then turned to Lara. The two of us nodded quickly at one another, then she looked at the ship.

“Where are the other two?”

“Actually, you mind going and checking on them?” I asked. “While I expect they'll both probably protest, they each need to see a doctor and get checked out. We've been through quite a bit since I last saw you.”

She nodded her understanding and then hustled away up onto the ship while I held out an arm for Imogen. She grabbed my forearm, and I walked her slowly through the station toward the command center.

“How do you feel?” I asked.

She didn't hesitate to say, “Not great, Hank. Not great.”

“Yeah, I think that's an appropriate answer,” I agreed.

“But I'm happy to be alive,” she said, and I knew she meant it. “What's kind of crazy is that when I was going in and out of consciousness, I just kept telling myself that I couldn't die because I hadn't... I don't know... finished my mission?”

I couldn't help but chuckle at that. “I'm hearing a lot about people's missions recently,” I joked even though she didn't have any context for the comment. “But I'm happy to know that you felt like your work wasn't done. You're an important part of this.”

“I don't know about that,” she said with a little half smile. “Our team has a medic who can punch through walls, a thief who steals way too much but is actually also super good at it—don't tell him I said so—and a bounty hunter who can kick-ass her way out of just about any situation. Then there's me: a spoiled rich girl whose superpower is occasionally knowing somebody at a yacht club.”

I looked down at her seriously. “You have to know how much more you are than that.”

“Right,” she said. “I can also occasionally stab somebody who deserves it.”

“As you can see,” Libby cut in through one of the speakers in the hallway above us, “Imogen is really in her emo era at the moment.”

“Imogen,” I said in as deadly serious a tone as possible. “Let me say this to you as unequivocally as I possibly can: We need every person on our team if we're going to survive a fight against Twain. If I've learned anything recently, it's that we are at our absolute best when we're all together.”

“Didn’t Moong Farrax kick our collective asses when we were all together?” she asked with an arched eyebrow.

I chuckled. “Sure, but it's safe to assume that we'd all be dead if even just one of us hadn't been there. And I'll tell you right now that we could definitely have used some of those stabbing instincts of yours where we just came from.”

We reached the control room, and Libby’s digital face was up on the display. “So,” she said, and I felt like I could hear her clutching her hands in excitement. “Before I patch you through to Governor Delfina or whatever, what's the magma-hot goss?”

Sitting down, I tried to think about everything that we had learned and been through so that I could distill it down into one nugget that she would enjoy. There were so many options, but I settled on, “We met a girl who was in love with Alek back on the homeworld.”

She squealed with delight. “Oh, my, my, my,” she exclaimed. “Tell me everything.”

I spent longer than was entirely appropriate explaining the situation with Baraa but not focusing on all of the guilt and shame and dead sisters of it all, but once she was satiated, Libby said, “Okay, patching you through.”

It took a while to connect to him, but once he did, his face filled the screen, and I saw Imogen smile. For all her complications with her own immediate family, she was always happy to see her ‘uncle’ Vince.

“There she is,” he said.

“Here I am,” she answered, sounding like a happy child.

He squinted into the camera, undoubtedly looking at the little screen in his office. “What are you wearing bandages about?”

“You know me,” she said. “I’m always trying to mix it up.”

His eyes flicked over to me. “I felt like I made it pretty clear what would happen to you if anything happened to that little girl.”

“I’m not so little,” she protested.

I bobbed my head. “She didn't go down without a fight,” I said. “In fact, she was helping us take down the trapper who had been sent after Alek.”

He tilted his head, and long shadows cast from his brows over his eye sockets. “And did you find out who hired the assassin?”

I let a smile cross my face. “Do you want the long version or the short version?”

“I’m a politician, of course I want the short version,” he said with a snorting laugh.

“Well, you're going to hear part of it in the political channels any day now, but the trapper had been hired by a Kyrog named Ajax. He was killing his people in an attempt to get back to the homeworld, which he had been forced to leave in shame after his sister decided to become an intergalactic doctor,” I explained.

He closed his eyes and took a breath as I was speaking but then cutting. “And why would I be hearing about this in the political channels?”

“I wasn’t quite done,” I said. “This man was killing his own species at the behest of the Kyrog ambassador prime who was trying to scare her people into never moving off world.”

“How long was I out for?” Imogen exclaimed.

Vince chuckled. “That's quite a situation,” the Triumvir said. “And seems pretty par for the course for you.”

“Certainly feels that way,” I said. “Though, admittedly, I wouldn't have actually figured out the truth of who was behind it all if it weren't for Alek. He had an instinct, and we followed it right to the bitter end.”

“Assuming that the ambassador prime is, in fact, the bitter end,” Vince said, and that thought made me nervous because, of course, he was right. I didn't know how deep it actually went. But Kyrogi politics could be saved for a later date.

“Well, when we left there was quite a bit they were still sorting out,” I said. “So we could go any number of different directions, but I believe that I made a new ally in Ambassador Bakti.”

“That’s good,” he said. “The more people you can bring around to our cause, the better.”

“Also got a mercenary army that's willing to help us out in a pinch,” I said.

The man seemed to examine me. “You really do have some kind of a way.”

“How does that make no sense and is totally true all at once?” Libby chortled.

“So, what’s next?” Vince asked. “Am I correct in assuming Alek will not be rejoining me?”

“For now,” I said. “We have a few things he would like to see through.”

I could see Vince react and pretend like he wasn’t. For all his bravado, he was deeply scared of the universe, and having Alek by his side seemed to have helped.

“But if you need anything, let us know,” I said, reminding him that we were nearby if he ever felt that he was in danger.

“I'll just be trying to convince the universe that a threat which wiped out a tenth of the population of my planet is actually a threat,” he said.

“Well, I have a lead that might help with that,” I said.

He leaned in excitedly. “What’s that? Something about the Watson?”

“No,” I said. “But something that might have to do with Twain.”

I wondered for a moment if I should share with Inquisitor Death what I had learned about Ozun 6 in the spirit of generosity, but I decided it would be better to look into it first to see if it was a viable clue. No need to rush to any conclusions, and having Inquisitors breathing down my neck, no matter how theoretically allied we were, did not sound like a pleasant way to conduct an investigation.

“I’ll continue to keep my ear to the ground in case there's anything else I can find out,” Vince offered. “And let me know if your newfound friendship with Ambassador Bakti yields anything. I’ll keep a close eye on the Kyrogi Embassy as well… but it feels like perhaps there is a shift in the works, like maybe things might start going our way soon.”

“Careful, you’ll jinx us,” Imogen warned, and I couldn’t tell how serious she was being.

Vince raised his hands in innocence. “I would never,” he said. “And if there isn’t anything else.”

“Talk soon,” I said and killed the feed.

Imogen looked at me. “What’s this about Ozun 6?”

“We got a tip that there could be some action there,” I explained.

Ned wasted no time in bringing up an image of the planet on several of the computer console displays near where we were sitting. “Ozun 6 was a refueling station during the War. It changed hands many times because it was a strategic location between sectors where crews could get barrels for their ships. An underground surplus of fuel made it an incredibly sought after objective, but once the supplies ran out, and since neither side was holding it long enough to add more, the Consortium yielded control of it.”

“Doing a little digging,” Libby added. “It looks as though it was another place that was going to be investigated and cleaned up like this very station after the War, but it wasn't prioritized.”

“So it’s possible that it has been under Twain’s control for the past two hundred years?” I clarified.

Ned answered first. “That is correct.”

“But there’s really only one way to find out,” Libby added.
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While I was excited to follow up about the facility on Ozun 6, it took a while before we were back to full strength. Clynt, Alek, and Imogen needed time to recuperate from their various wounds, and I was fine to take a bit of a breather.

One morning, when I finally felt ready to get the crew moving, Libby let me know that I had a transmission waiting for me.

When I stepped into the control room, she began to play the message.

“This was sent to the Buzzard since she didn’t have any other way of contacting you,” the station’s AI informed me. “It’s a prerecorded message.”

“Hank Spears,” the voice of Ambassador Bakti said. “I wanted to thank you once again for your courageous actions. Though it is obvious that Alek came to accuse me of wrongdoing, the actual culprit was revealed, and an investigation is ongoing.

“Without you, the former ambassador prime would have undoubtedly masterminded the murder of many more of my people, and because of you and the evidence you provided, we were able to bring it to a quick and decisive end.”

I nodded to myself, happy to be getting recognition for my action rather than vilified for it as I so often was by the Consortium and the Inquisition.

“As the newly appointed ambassador prime, I want you to know that, should you ever need anything, my door will always be open to you. And Governor Zak also wanted me to extend his gratitude. You saved a lot of lives, and it does not go unnoticed. Thank you.”

Lara, who had snuck in while I was listening to the message, put a hand on my shoulder. I placed one of mine on top, thinking about the message.

“You're getting good at this,” she said. “I remember having to lecture you about leadership, but now you seem to have figured it out.”

I stood to face her. “I still have a long way to go.”

She chuckled. “You sure do but you're not nearly as hapless as you used to be.”

“Lara,” I said seriously. “Since we're gonna be heading into danger one more time and I never know what's going to happen next, I just wanted to say how grateful I am that we reconnected and that when this is all said and done, I want it to be you and me riding into the sunset together.”

She leaned up and kissed me on the cheek. “Me too.”

“Now let’s go hunt some evil AI,” I said, and the two of us turned to the door.

“What?” Libby exclaimed. “That’s it? Come on, you guys, I was really expecting some big feelings and fireworks.”

“I don't think either of us are really big feelings or fireworks kinds of people,” Lara noted.

“Ugh, that’s so boring!” Libby complained. “I wait for human drama and exciting romance, and you two might as well just punch each other on the shoulder and wink.”

Lara reached out and struck me on the shoulder, closing one eye.

“Oh wait, if I describe other things will you act them out for me?” she asked with far too much enthusiasm.

“No,” I answered.

“Absolutely not,” Lara added.

Libby grumbled something that I couldn't quite discern.

“Let the rest of the crew know it’s time,” I told her and Lara, and I made our way to the Buzzard.

“You know what I have really enjoyed recently?” she asked.

I looked down at her with a questioning expression.

“Watching you work on the Buzzard,” she said. “You just seem to be so happy, so at peace when you're doing it. I don't think I have anything that brings me joy quite the way you seem to zone out and just have fun repairing a starship.”

“You seem that way when we're tracking down a bounty target,” I noted.

She shook her head. “It's not the same, that's a job.”

“Making repairs used to be my job,” I reminded her.

“You know what I—” but I didn’t let her finish.

I turned and kissed her passionately right there in the hallway. She was surprised but also receptive and we enjoyed the moment until, out of the corner of my eye, I saw Foerschler shuffle off.

“What was that?” she asked, face flushed.

I had to tell her the truth. “Public displays of affection make people uncomfortable, so I figured that Peacer captain wouldn’t bother me if we were making out.”

“Ooh, so romantic,” she said, running a finger along my jawline. “Now, let’s get out of here.”

We made our way to the Buzzard where Imogen, Alek, and Clynt were waiting. Everyone looked fresh and clean with newly repaired or tailored outfits, recently scrubbed and lubricated weapons, and, best of all, recovered bodies.

“Well, the gang’s all here,” Alek said.

“Let’s try not to get shot this time,” Imogen said.

Clynt added, “Or thrown off a roof.”

“Or kicked through a tree,” Alek piled on.

I raised my hands. “Why don't we all agree to try and just stay safe from here on out.”

“Says the guy who is leading us straight into a facility known to be held by the enemy,” said Lara.

“Anyone who wants to sit this one out is more than welcome to,” I said, but everybody shook their heads and started getting on to the Buzzard. Since there wasn't enough space for everybody in the cockpit, Alek and Lara happily offered to sit in the common space so that they could play Warhero.

As we sat and set a course for Ozun 6, I turned to look at Clynt and Imogen.

“How did you guys spend your recovery time?” I asked, following up on a talk that I had with each one of them suggesting that they use the time to do something that made them happy.

“I finally caught up on all twelve seasons of Mistresses of Planet AX,” she said, and I was genuinely concerned that she was going to tell me about them.

But Clynt cut in. “I been workin’ on my ventriloquism,” he said. “Writing a new act and trying to incorporate a musical element.”

“Are you ever going to do a performance for us?” Imogen asked, her tone slightly judgmental.

“When it’s ready,” he answered in a way that made it clear that he did not want to pursue this line of questioning any further.

“What about you?” Imogen asked me. “And I really hope you don't say just making repairs on the Buzzard.”

I smiled. “It wasn't just that. I also walked around and helped where I could on the station. I got involved with people and tried to help them set up their lives here while also working to build a better tomorrow. I spent a little time in the garden and in the school, doing whatever anybody needed of me. It was really nice and reminded me exactly why we're doing everything that we are.”

“’Cause you don’t want all them folks to be strapped to a table and injected with nanotechnology that don't work?” Clynt half-joked.

“Right, that,” I said, and I wondered if he had started to feel the same way. Clynt had joined us because he wanted a challenge, and we were certainly giving him that, but I had to believe that he also was beginning to realize the importance of this.

“Isn't anybody going to ask what I did?” Ned asked.

We all looked at the computer console. “What did you do?” Imogen asked, sounding genuinely curious.

“And that begs another question: do you think?” Clynt added. “I don't mean the way you critically analyze situations but between moments, is your programming considerin’ or questioning nothing?”

“I do,” Ned answered abruptly. “As I've told Hank, the purpose of our design was to mimic as closely as possible the human mind while also having the advantages of the computer. Therefore, I was programmed with faults and foibles as well as considerations.”

Imogen looked around the room, and I could see her considering the implications of what he was saying. “Does that mean you experience things like embarrassment?”

“Yes, but they're blunted,” he explained. “I'll react to things as much as it is necessary to learn and grow, but not so much that it, as you would say, haunts me.”

“Does anything haunt you?” she asked.

“Yes,” he answered. “But I thought we were discussing what we did to enjoy ourselves during the break.”

“Okay,” I said. “What did you do to enjoy yourself?”

Ned cleared his throat dramatically. “I had Edwin update some of my programming and even had his assistant polish my cube.”

I rummaged in my bag and pulled it out. “Oh yeah, look at that.”

“You didn’t notice when you got it back from Edwin?” Imogen asked, peering at the pristinely cleaned cube.

Ned snorted. “No, no he did not.”

“Well, you look good,” I said, turning the square in my hands.

“This is one hell of a weird conversation,” Clynt observed.

I tucked the cube back away. “You are not wrong.”

I looked out the window at the gyre tube, and the four of us made conversation for a while until we got ready to wash out. Just in case there was any trouble, Clynt and Lara manned the gunner’s nests as we entered space around Ozun 6.

Fortunately, there was no action, and we were able to land on the little planet without incident. The first hint that I had which suggested there were still inhabitants was how clean the large asphalt pad in front of the hangar still was.

When facilities from the Old War fell into disrepair, places that were outside and exposed to any kind of weather conditions would be cracked or uneven or full of plant life. As we sat down in the center of it, we all waited to see any movement from the massive, closed starship hangar.

But there wasn't any.

“Maybe nobody's home,” Imogen said.

I stood and began heading through the ship toward the ramp. “Ned, keep the engine running and be ready to jump into action at a moment's notice.”

He chuckled and then said in an accent, “I am always ready, as you say, to put on the show.”

We all geared up and disembarked, then walked cautiously toward an open door on a little square office off the side of the hangar.

“Anyone else feel like that hanger door is going to open and there's gonna be an entire army of cyborgs on the other side?” Imogen asked, and she kept adjusting her hands on her rifle.

“I didn't before,” Lara said, “but now I do.”

Approaching the office door, I could hear a tinny sound coming from somewhere within. We all stopped just outside the opening, listening closely.

“It’s music,” Clynt said, his large ears shifting against the brim of his hat. “Can’t tell the song, but I know I’ve heard it before.

“Go on in and scout it out,” I said, but the moment he crossed the threshold, a voice called out.
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“Barry, that you?”

We all froze, trying to figure out what to do next. Well, all of us except Clynt, who sprang into action and bounded through the little office, then disappeared into the hangar door.

I charged in after him, running through the small space and out into the hangar where I saw a man kneeling beside a Starship looking up at me. Half of his head was chrome, and I understood then what Clynt must have realized before, that his enhanced hearing was what made him able to know that the thief was on the move.

Seeing me with my weapon drawn, the half-metal man raised his hands. The others followed me in with their weapons raised as well.

“Who else is here?” I demanded.

He looked around with his one natural eye, a small scanner where his other eye would be obviously also doing its work. “It’s just me here,” he said.

“That’s a lie,” I said, stepping around to small cargo containers to get a little bit closer and a better view of the man.

He was kneeling beside some components from the old Swift-Class ship he was working on that was situated beside two other light fighters. “I just heard you call out for Barry,” I accused.

“Oh, right,” he said, trying to sound casual. “It's just the two of us.”

“I don’t buy it,” Alek said.

And before I could even tell him that I agreed, the man reached across his body with his metal arm to grab a hammer that he threw at us with such velocity that it dented the hangar wall when I just narrowly jumped out of the way.

“Get into cover!” I shouted when I saw a door fly open behind him and more Disciples of Twain came charging out.

The room filled with gunfire in a moment, bullets and energy bolts flying in both directions. I crashed back down and ducked behind the cargo containers that were immediately riddled.

“We have to try to take one of them alive!” I shouted, reminding everybody.

Pulling out my energy weapon, I peeked out from behind cover for just a moment to see what the situation was.

Many of the Disciples had taken up positions behind boxes and barrels that littered the space. One was hiding behind a placemag leg under one of the ships, and I thought I could get a clear shot at her.

But the moment I did, the energy weapon was shot straight out of my hands, and I had to duck back down.

“Hank,” Ned said. “You have to remember that some of these Cultists will have enhanced visual acuity and maybe even targeting systems.”

“That makes things difficult,” I said.

He let out a grim chuckle. “Yeah, that's why our soldiers were all partnered with an AI. Remember?”

“How did they win before that?” I asked.

“They didn’t, really,” he said. “But you have me, and Edwin just gave me a bit of an upgrade.”

At that, the thrusters of one of the fighters came to life, and I heard shouting and commotion from the other side of the room. The ship demagnetized and began to turn to face our opponents.

They shot at it, but there was not much that light arms could do against craft made for space combat. Micromissiles ripped from one of the cannons and shredded two of the Disciples in an instant.

The one who had been working when we arrived darted across the space, rushing toward the ship. I took aim and fired, blasting a hole in his human shoulder, but he made it to the ship and then grabbed the cannon. He pulled it down just enough to cause the next round to explode against the barrel, tearing his metal half apart but saving the others.

Through one of the doors at the back of the room burst another man whose whole body appeared to be made of polished metal. Unlike so many of the Disciples that I had seen, this one was in pristine order and looked like he had just been created. And I realized, he probably was.

Just a few weeks ago, he might have been just some farmer or miner living on a remote world when he got a serious injury that caused him to get rushed to a nearby hospital. But instead of being treated, he was converted into another of Twain's soldiers.

He came barreling toward our side of the room, jumping through the billowing smoke and leaping over anything in his way. But when he reached us, Alek jumped out, swinging a huge piece of pipe at the oncoming attacker.

The metal man threw up a hand, and the pipe bent around it, but the force of the blow still sent him crashing to the side. The Kyrog attacked again, sending the pipe whistling through the air and crunching against the side of the Disciple.

The woman who had been hiding behind the placemag leg rushed out, too, her brown hair streaking behind her as she ran. Most of her still seemed to be human, but her hands were adorned with long metal claws.

Imogen popped up from behind a barrel and unloaded an entire magazine from her rifle into the woman as she rushed across the hangar. The bullets stopped her movement before she reached Imogen.

“You really need a manicure,” she said, seeming quite proud of the comment before a bullet caused her to duck back behind the barrel.

The man who had shot it was on the far side of the room, squeezing off rounds at any one of us that he saw. Luckily, he wasn't one with an augmented eye, or we would be rushing Imogen right back to the relay station.

I shot at him, hoping to force him into cover so that I could get a better line of sight. But he hadn’t even ducked when a line of blue sliced through the air, bisecting the man in a moment and ending his fight.

Meanwhile, Alek was still fighting the metal man, smacking him with the pipe again and again, but eventually the Disciple was able to grab it and pull it from the Kyrog’s hands with his unnatural strength.

But before he could use it to clobber my friend, Clynt sprang from the smoke at his back, wrapping a length of chain around his metal neck frame down to the ground and then into the smoke where the sound of crunching metal filled the hangar.

“Got more company,” Ned informed me just as the hangar door began to open. We all turned and saw a small buggy come roaring toward us, stopping just at the door line. “That thing has a damned signal dampener. Blow up the buggy, and I can use the Buzzard to deal with them.”

I wasn't sure if that was an easier option or if we should just try to defeat them, but when I saw the two remaining starships just on my side, I asked, “Can't you just use those?”

“One is offline and the other is preventing my intrusion,” he informed me.

That was annoying.

So I moved up, away from where we had just defeated the previous attackers and toward the hangar door as it continued to slowly part.

The Disciples threw open their doors and used them as cover while a machine gunner at the top opened fire from the mounted weapon, shearing through the metals and plastics we were all cowering behind.

Alek grabbed one of the barrels near us and then hurled it at the buggy. It bounced like a cannonball when it hit the ground in front of the vehicle and then sprang up toward the machine gunner, narrowly missing it by less than a meter.

All three of them laid so much fire on us that there was nothing we could do except huddle in place, hoping that whatever was protecting us would actually do its job.

The machine gunner stopped firing first, waiting a moment for his weapon to cool and then picking right back up while the others reloaded. Then all three stopped at once.

“Don’t fall for it,” Ned warned. “They are lining up their shots.”

One squeezed off a few rounds into what looked like nothingness, but then I saw a few crates shift as Lara in her stealth suit obviously jumped for cover.

Alek looked at Imogen and me, where we crouched behind our bullet-riddled cover. He pointed to the crate beside him and then made finger guns. I wasn't entirely sure what it meant, but I had a pretty good idea, which was confirmed as he lowered his shoulder and started pushing the crate in the direction of the Disciples.

They began shooting, and the heavy plastic started to be torn apart immediately. But at that same moment, Imogen and I shouldered a little bit out of our cover and opened fire. My stomper made short work of the one on the left and her rifle, the attacker on the right, but the machine gunner was still at it, either unaware or unbothered by the deaths of his allies.

Then, from the shadow cast by the hangar door, a brown blur sprang forward, tucking and rolling before popping up beside the buggy. The gunner only had time to look down to see two revolvers pointed square at his metal cranium. But at that close range, there was nothing stopping the flurry of shots.

Behind me, I heard the familiar sound of a starship activating, and I turned to see the little Swift-class activating, a man with a beard in the cockpit. He tilted the gun and fired a few shots here and there, sending us all jumping to the ground again.

When we did, the pilot lifted the ship and began guiding it outward. But once the guns were facing away from us, I was up and on my feet and running toward the Buzzard. A panel on the side of the Swift ship was open where the man had been working on it, and I saw the one thing I hoped to see.

I stopped for a moment and lifted my stomper, knowing I had only one shot at this. I aimed for one specific pipe in a mess of others and squeezed the trigger. I watched the pipe burst just before he pulled up off the ground and over the buggy.

But he wouldn’t be able to get away from us.

The one handy thing about having spent my life repairing starships was that I also knew what they needed to work, and I had managed to disable his Tidal Drive with one clean shot. And in my mind, I once again thanked Lutch for the gift of this weapon as I burst into a run toward the ship.

The others were right behind me, but soon all but Imogen had overtaken me.

I rushed to the cockpit, seeing that Clynt and Lara had taken up positions in the gunner’s seats, but I shouted at them. “I want to take him alive, let’s just follow and see where he goes.”

Both of them grumbled to me, obviously preferring to just blast him out of the sky, but by the time I reached the pilot's chair, Ned was already lifting us skyward. We followed the dot of the faster ship, but every time he tried to maneuver, the AI was all over it.

At one point, the little ship flipped around and sent a volley at us before darting right back to evade us. The move forced Ned to avoid the fire and slow down just a bit. A human pilot would have had to do much more, but the AI didn’t.

“We used to love that trick back in the day,” Ned said. “But I know it far too well to let it work on me.”

“Good,” I said. “Just stay on him.”

“Of course I’m going to stay on him,” Ned said. “What else do you think I would do?”

I rolled my eyes. “It's just something you say.”

“Well, from here on out, why don't we keep the chatter to a minimum,” Ned suggested.

I was about to say a smart-alecky comment, but Ned spoke again. “Our short-range scanners are picking up a nearby station. If its defenses are active, this is about to become a pretty unfair fight.”

Staring through the window, I squinted to try to see what we were up against, but it didn't look like much. As we neared, I saw that it was not anything more than a registration station where pilots would have to bring their ships before being allowed to land on Ozun 6 to refuel.

It was a government facility but not a military one, so there weren't active weapons to fire upon us as we followed.

“Is this a trap?” Imogen asked as we neared.

“They couldn’t have known we were coming here,” Ned said, before adding ominously, “but that doesn't mean it's not a trap.”

The light fighter flew into one of the docking bays, and Ned brought us into the one beside. Most of the other bay doors were open, and I didn't see any other ships, so at least we wouldn’t be swarmed.

“I’m only picking up the one other life sign on this station,” Ned informed us as we quickly moved to disembark.

“I don’t know what we are walking into here,” I said, “but remember that we're trying to take him alive. The bots that Twain is using might be the key to tracking him down and ending this.”

As we were stepping off, Ned spoke in my earpiece. “I am trying to get into the system here, but it’s fighting back, and doing it well. I think it has to be another AI.”

I used the tapping method that Ned and I utilized to communicate silently to ask if he thought it was Twain.

But before he could answer, a voice filled the hangar.

“Ned,” it said. “Is that you?”

In my ear, Ned said, “I know that voice.”


EPILOGUE
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Mane Malik strode up the Via Fabula, looking in the shops as he walked.

There was nothing that he enjoyed more than just strutting around the Conclave. Everyone here knew him, and almost everyone revered him.

And that’s how he liked it.

As he walked past a dress shop, a woman noticed him and immediately made a show of bending over to fix her shoe, or some such falsity, so Mane could enjoy the view from both the front and back as he walked.

Turning his head, he saw a young bounty hunter trying on greaves, and when he caught sight of the rank five bounty hunter, he flexed every muscle in his body.

This was the perfect life.

Everywhere he went, people noticed and reacted. He was the closest thing to a celebrity that the Conclave had, and it was everything he had always wanted.

Ever since he was a boy, bounty-hunting was all he had ever wanted to do. It had been his father’s profession and his grandfather’s, and before that, Mane was pretty certain the man was a pig farmer or some such. Though he told everyone that the men in his family were hunters all the way back.

It was better for the lore of grandeur. And people were happy to accept it. Mane’s father had instilled in him, even as a boy, that perception was reality. He had embraced that philosophy to the fullest in everything he did. And he wished his father could see him now.

Reaching the Taverna Rustica, Mane waved to his old friend. Carn was sitting under the shade of some vines stretched along ropes over the open seating area. Other bounty hunters and locals sat in their tunics, chatting about whatever boring thing they thought was so very important as Mane walked though. He could feel the eyes on him as he did and made a show of sitting down and placing two fingers from each hand on the table before settling into the chair.

“How you been?” Carn asked, his purple skin now almost pink with age. The old hunter had been one of the greats, right up there with Syn Kel Kal, but now he spent his days sipping wine and nibbling at charcuterie boards, waiting for younger people to come talk to him so that he could impart wisdom. Though, in reality, he mostly just wanted to tell the same handful of stories about the good old days.

Mane was happy to put up with it as long as he also shared secrets. Carn acted as one of the record keepers for the Council of Six, meaning that he sat in on all their meetings and took notes. This put him in a particularly helpful position for Mane.

“Let me buy you a carafe,” Mane offered, and the old man smiled gratefully. This was their game. Mane learned some of the highest-level secrets of the Conclave for the low, low price of a bottle of wine.

When the waiter brought the carafe Mane had indicated for, Carn looked up at him and smiled. “Sure you won’t join us?” he asked.

The young man smiled coyly. “Maybe next time,” he answered.

“He always says that,” Carn complained, and Mane watched as the young man rolled his eyes theatrically at his coworkers, who all snickered and giggled.

“What can you tell me about the meeting last night?” Mane asked, grabbing a slice of prosciutto and popping it in his mouth.

The old man leaned back in his chair, lacing his fingers behind his head. “It was a long one, so you might be here for a moment,” he said, but Mane shook his head.

“You know that I have important meetings this morning, as I do every day, so I’ll need you to cut to the chase,” he retorted. Though, the meetings were a lie. All he had to do this morning was watch his new apprentice be fitted for another set of armor. He enjoyed watching her change, so he was in a hurry to get this talk concluded.

Or that's what he thought until Carn said, “Two of the Six are considering stepping down.”

Those words erased all other thoughts from Mane’s mind. “They are?” he asked, knowing the two but excited to hear that there might be spots opening up soon. As one of the few rank five bounty hunters, Mane was perfectly positioned to move up in the world.

He could feel his heart rate increasing, and he excitedly grabbed a piece of cheese and ate it, letting the flavors coat his tongue.

“Will they step down before the next reckoning cycle?” he asked.

Carn shrugged. “Neither set a time, they simply suggested that their sunsets may be approaching.”

“This is exciting, Carn,” Mane said. “This is very exciting.”

He smiled and took a long sip of his wine before speaking. “I just hope that you remember your friends on the day of your ascendancy.”

All Mane could think was that he would remember himself on the day of his ascendancy. Anyone who helped him did so because he had outsmarted them, outmaneuvered them, or convinced them to aid him.

Mane smiled at the man and said, “You will be first on my list.”

Carn looked at him in a way Mane didn’t understand or care to consider. Other people’s reactions to him didn’t interest him unless they were positive. Otherwise, it was just filler.

“Was there anything else that would be of interest?” he asked, his mind starting to drift back to his apprentice.

Carn shrugged. “The possibility of a new regulation in regard to⁠—”

Mane held up a hand. “No,” he said. “Not that. I’ll have time for the boring parliamentary procedure when the time comes. For now, I only care about what's actually important.”

“Perhaps you shouldn't have ambitions to join the Council if you don’t deem those kinds of things important,” Carn said, but Mane wasn’t interested in that kind of foolishness.

Being on the council wasn't about rules or bylaws or problem-solving but about power and prestige. People gawked at him now, but they would nearly bow if he was one of the Six. Even the thought of it made him feel like he could fly.

He ran his fingers through his hair triumphantly, already working out how he could position himself even better. He had to go check the bounty board and find the best target available, bring them in, and make quite a show of it. If the other rank fives got wind that a slot might be opening up, they would do the same, so he had to get there first.

And it wasn’t like Carn was going to withhold this information from any of the others. He was the kind of informant who gave it to anyone who would pay.

Mane had to get moving.

He stood.

“Thank you for your time, as always, my friend,” he said before gesturing to the waiter that he would pay for the entire meal.

“And you,” Carn said, returning to his cheese and meats.

The bounty hunter nearly burst from the Tavern and rushed in the direction of the nearest bounty board that he could check. But in his distraction, he didn't see the grizzled woman in layered leathers cutting across to a nearby alleyway.

He bumped straight into her, irritated that she didn't apologize for getting in his way.

Mane was about to continue on, but then thought that he should probably chastise her for her behavior, only to turn and see her disappearing between two of the buildings.

In addition to being put off by her disrespect, he also didn’t like the look of her or the fact that she seemed to be skulking around. So, he decided to follow her. He knew that he had pressing matters to attend to, but ferreting out shady characters within the ranks of the Conclave would do even more for him than bringing in another bounty.

She was in a rush and took no note of him as she avoided some garbage cans and ducked under a few clotheslines. Mane followed, watching her shadow as she moved around the corner and then stopped. Rather than following, he pressed himself against the wall and listened.

“We have a problem,” she said in a gruff, hoarse voice. “Farrax was killed, and Roan was brought in for questioning by Kilara Vex.”

“Vex,” another voice said, but it was concealed by some kind of mask that altered their sound. “She and that accomplice of hers will have to be extinguished.”

“Yes, sir,” the woman said. “I will see it done.”
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