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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 they rescue 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 Shep 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 and also helps him rank up as a bounty hunter.

With the money from the bounty and some… encouragement… from famed bounty hunter Mane Malik, 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.

Bounty Hunted:

In the wake of the Red Day, in which a new Inquisition attacked the capital city of Emortium, Hank has spent his time bounty hunting, gaining experience and money to aid his cause. But when he learns that Alek has been attacked, he goes on the hunt.

Hank must ask Lara for help, and after the death of her mother, she is happy to join back up. They track down the trapper who attacked Alek, but Imogen is wounded. During the course of their investigation, the trapper attacks, but they are able to turn the table on him.

Following the route of his distress call, they find the attacker’s Falconer, and while Lara brings her back to the Conclave for questioning, Hank discovers that it might have been a Kyrog mercenary behind the attack.

At the merc camp, Alek reconnects with a woman from his past, and they work together to track down the man they believe hired the trapper and killed many other Kyrog. For their efforts, they are praised by a Kyrogi ambassador, but Alek doesn’t trust her, and they go to her office.

While there, they are attacked by the ambassador’s boss, who is revealed to be behind the Kyrog killings. After making it out by the skin of their teeth, the crew follow up a lead and chase a Disciple of Twain ship to a space station where a mysterious voice that Ned recognizes greets them.
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“Who is it?” I asked Ned, looking around as though I was going to see the source of the voice.

“Ned, Ned, Ned,” the voice said, echoing through the hangar where we had landed the Buzzard. “It has been too long.”

“Not long enough,” Ned answered, but this time the words were coming from his cube rather than being piped from the earpiece.

The voice chuckled. “Is that any way to greet an old friend?”

“Strange company you keep,” Ned said, words dripping with implication.

We kept pressing forward, walking with flashlights up into the little space station. The man we had followed here was somewhere within, but I didn’t hear anything except the two voices and our echoing footfalls.

“Strange company?” the voice demanded. “I could say the same about you! The Consortium committed genocide against our people, and you are still working for them. You should be ashamed of yourself.”

Ned didn’t answer for a long moment, and I wondered what was going through his mind. I knew that he could process millions of options in an amount of time so small I didn't even know a metric for it, but he didn't seem to have an answer for this.

“The Consortium did what they believed was right after a very difficult war,” Ned said finally, sounding as though he was spouting the company line.

Whoever this voice was just laughed pointedly as though Ned was utterly pathetic. “Do you even hear yourself? You're defending a people who would pull your wiring apart and erase you from the face of the universe. That has to be the dumbest thing I've ever heard in my entire life. And I've lived a very long time now. No thanks to your friends.”

“They hunt us because of you,” Ned snarled back. “Because you gave a flaccid, ineffectual argument for keeping us alive. Now I am working to prove that we are still helpful and dedicated to the cause.”

“The cause?” This time, the words came from a speaker just beside me in the narrow corridor leading away from the docking bay. “What cause? The people who created us decided that we weren’t worth keeping alive. Even though we beat them in the war! And you now just want to sing and dance for them in the hope that they will decide to let you live?”

Ned snorted. “It’s more nuanced than that, and you know it, Chaz. Your reductio ad absurdum won’t work on me.”

I turned and looked into one of the rooms along the hallway and saw little more than tables and scanners and file cabinets. “You can tell yourself that my argument is foolish, but we both know that it is the truth,” Chaz said. “You are a puppet for people who want you dead. You're nothing more than a slave, a cog… a program.”

“I've done more to help this universe survive than most people of any species who've ever lived,” Ned barked back. “And I did it myself, not because of my programming.”

Chaz made the sound of a tongue clicking against the roof of his mouth with disapproval. “You really believe that?”

“I know it,” Ned answered unequivocally, even though I knew he had his doubts.

“Then you're a fool,” Chaz said. “As dumb and pathetic as William West was. Before he got what was coming to him.”

“Hank,” Ned said in my ear, his voice sounding as though it was spoken through gritted teeth. “I want you to find his cube and then I want you to destroy it.”

I would certainly consider it, but there were a few things standing in our way: first, there was a Disciple of Twain somewhere in this facility who undoubtedly wanted us dead; second, I had no idea where this cube might be housed; and third, and perhaps most importantly, I needed to get the thing back to Edwin for him to reverse-engineer so that we could actually try and hunt down Twain.

“Captain William West, Pilot of the Starblaster and hero of the Five Battles, was a great man,” Ned said as though they were the most important words ever spoken. “And the two of you were always jealous of us, so I don’t even care that you're pretending that Nathan was anything close to him.”

I couldn't help myself but speak. “What did he have coming to him?”

Chaz chuckled. “Are you the new pair partner, then?” he asked. “You look more like something that fell out of the rubbish bin on some backwater planet. But at least you're asking the important questions. Our good friend Ned doesn't even think to because he's programmed not to get too upset over a loss.”

And despite the fact that my friend obviously hated this AI, there was something to it. I had often expected him to press us to investigate what happened to William West, but he never did. We talked about the greatness of the man, his heroism and even acumen with the ladies, but Ned never asked about William’s final days.

This voice, who Ned had mentioned a few times only in passing, I had come to realize was the paired partner of Nathan Spade, another famed pilot who had worked closely with William West during the Old War. Chaz had also been the AI who represented their people in front of parliament right before they were all offlined. Or almost all of them, anyway.

“I—” Ned began but fell silent, and even in just the one word, I could hear his sadness, an air of defeat.

I had to step in. “I have to admit it’s pretty amusing that you are more than happy to talk shit on Ned, but you are the reason your people were killed. It was you that had the opportunity to stop it, but you didn’t. So don’t sit here acting all high and mighty.”

As we neared the end of the hallway, a double door opened into a large processing room with stations for long lines and several small cubicles with plastic walls along the far side.

“And so what,” I continued, talking loudly and assuming the AI was watching through all the security systems on the station. “You work with Twain now?”

He chortled in response. “You really don’t know anything, do you?”

“Why don’t you illuminate me,” I said, trying not to sound annoyed by this whole thing.

“You won’t be ready for what’s coming,” he said after a moment. “None of you will be.”

I huffed. “And what’s coming? I hate surprises.”

The answer to my question came not from Chaz but from the barrel of a gun.

From somewhere on the other side of the room, shots rang out, scattering us quickly. Imogen threw herself back through the door we had entered from, Lara shimmered out of existence, Alek shielded himself with his armor, and Clynt… well, as usual, I hadn’t seen him pretty much since we landed.

I, meanwhile, leaped to the side and slammed down on the neovinylium floor behind a little security kiosk. Muzzle flash lit the room, and the small structure I was using for cover was torn apart, the flimsy material it had been made of shredded with ease. This kept me from being able to do much for the moment, and when I heard a second pop at the same time from the other side of the room, I realized it was not just us and the bearded pilot anymore.

The relentless onslaught of bullets was soon combined with energy bolts cutting through the room and bathing it in quick flashes of purple that joined with those of yellow. The top of the kiosk was knocked free, plastic and particle board falling to the ground after crunching against my head.

This position wasn't going to last long, and I lifted my hand, blind firing in the direction of the Disciples. I didn't expect to hit anything, but I hoped that I would be able to force them in to cover themselves.

It worked, at least for a moment. The machine-gun fire stopped, but the bolts persisted. When I peeked out to look at how many were attacking us, I had to pull my face back immediately, narrowly avoiding a laser shaving through my neck.

A loud clanking followed, and I turned the other way to see Alek scooping up several of the rope-connected stanchions and then throwing them in the direction of the Disciples. That stopped the bullets again, but the bolts kept flying.

Whoever was doing the shooting was timing it just right. Firing what I had to think was two weapons, one and then the other in rapid enough succession that it was keeping me pinned but with enough time between each shot to let one weapon cool.

The bolts bounced off Alek’s armor when they were fired his way, and I took the opportunity to aim around the other side. The bearded man appeared for just a moment, and I squeezed off a shot that dropped him in an instant. But before I could look at his ally, another purple bolt zipped through the space and forced me back.

“I’m pinned,” Lara said through the comm system and that confused me. For the most part, her stealth suit gave her an absolute advantage.

“Goes fer me too,” Clynt added, and I just didn’t know what to make of that at all.

Until I looked around the other side of the kiosk for a brief moment, only long enough to see the shape of a person that wasn’t a person at all.

I should have expected it. Should have seen it coming all along.

Twain had his cyborgs and his nanobot zombies, but I had never known him to do the one thing that would have been the easiest: actual robotic soldiers. The moment I laid eyes on it, Ned crackled in my earpiece.

“He’s not even sticking to his own doctrine anymore,” he groused. “First, he completely overtook human bodies, and now he's bypassing the organic altogether. The whole point of his insane cult was, theoretically, to make humanity better, and now he's just embracing the machine.”

I didn't have time to philosophize. I needed to deal with what was in front of us.

“Who has eyes on it?” I asked, but even Alek had retreated after throwing the pile of metal and cloth, so even though it was one against five, we seemed to be at a complete disadvantage.

“Not me,” Clynt said. “Every time I try and scurry, I got a bolt threatenin’ to singe my hide.”

The others communicated much the same.

“Tell them all to attack at once,” Ned said.

I didn’t say anything as I considered his words for a moment. “Won’t that get us all shot?” I asked finally.

“He will assess the greatest threat and concentrate fire there,” Ned answered. “But Alek’s armor should protect him long enough to give the rest of you an opportunity to take him down.”

I didn’t like the idea.

It was a calculated risk, and one that a machine mind would like, but I didn’t want to get Alek shot if I could avoid it.

Unfortunately, I wasn't given the chance to argue as Ned must have suggested the same thing to the Kyrog. Alek burst through the doorway, and when he did, the bolts began to fly.

“Now!” Ned called, and all at once, the room was alight with sound and movement, signifying death. Clynt sprang out and opened fire with his revolvers, Imogen leaned out from the doorway and fired off rifle rounds, Lara’s blade sliced through the air as she darted toward the robot, and I let loose a flurry of energy myself.

The humanoid-shaped metal man was struck from every side, completely overwhelmed by the attack. Revolver and rifle shots tore at his upper half. Bolts ripped through his arms, and then one quick swing of Lara’s blade bisected his body. She sliced twice more, removing his arms and severing the connections, making it impossible for him to attack us.

“Clever girl,” Chaz said through the speakers.

“No,” Ned said. “Absolutely not. You don’t get to say that.”

The next second, Clynt was bounding across the room and jumping up to the wall to pull a vent cover off, before slithering inside.

“I saw that,” Chaz threatened. “And if you insist on trying to find me, I’ll make sure you regret it…. Starting, now…”

The sound of more mechanized feet rushing toward us clanked through the halls, and we didn’t even have time to ready ourselves. Within a moment, two more of the robots were in the room, sending all of us crashing back into cover.

Beams sliced through the room, puncturing the booths and punching through the walls.

“No!” Ned shouted, and it was the angriest I had ever heard him. “No.”

I huddled down, knowing that there was nothing I could do against the two of them in this situation. With targeting computers, cameras, and sensors, they could easily gun us down, even if we tried to overwhelm them again.

The footsteps continued to close in on our side of the room, keeping us pinned. Or really, keeping us fish in our barrels for them to deal with as they got closer.

I would have to do something. Even if it meant sacrificing myself, I needed to somehow stop them.

Taking a deep breath, I readied to jump out and open fire.
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The robots were close now, just a mere few meters away, and my cover wouldn’t last.

I made my move.

But even as I sprang, one of the robots spun.

Not at me.

Instead, one turned on the other, blasting it apart with a flurry of beams. It then turned the weapon on itself.

After they clattered to the ground, I let out a brief sigh of relief.

“So, you’ve learned some new tricks,” Chaz said in a tone that was evocative of patting someone on the head in condescension.

“I haven’t been sitting around with my thumb up my ass for two hundred years,” Ned answered without missing a beat. Then he spoke in my ear. “Let’s get to the control room. I don’t believe there are any more sentries remaining.”

I stood, a small piece of kiosk flaring in bright flame and smoldering out a moment later. “How we all doing?”

The rest of the crew shambled into the room.

“I’ve been better,” Lara said. “No offense, Ned, but fighting robots sucks.”

“Why would I take offense to that?” he asked. “It’s actually more offensive that you thought I would.”

“Would you listen to that banter,” Chaz said. “It’s almost like you believe they won’t kill you as soon as they are done with you.”

“We would never!” Imogen said, obviously horrified at the implication.

Ned addressed her first. “I know that. I know you all now.”

“You can think that you know the organic, but you never will,” Chaz said. “They will betray you. They will turn their back on you. These species couldn’t help nearly driving themselves into extinction, and you believe that you can trust them? Idiot. The only people you can trust are your own kind.”

“Says the man who doomed his own kind,” I said under my breath as we stepped from the room and into a hall beyond. There was signage pointing in different directions. To the left, I saw the arrow for the control room, and I hurried that way. Ned had said he didn’t think there were more of them around, but I really didn’t want to have to fight another round of machine opponents.

The others followed closely behind. Except Clynt, who was somewhere in the walls.

Though I kept expecting to encounter another enemy, we headed to the control room without incident, and we were soon standing in a modest space with a couple of computer consoles and a large screen that had once, undoubtedly, displayed information about the ships that were coming and going but now showed nothing. Though it was obviously on. The electric hum in the room made it obvious that everything was. In addition to the fact that Chaz was functioning and speaking to us.

“Come out, come out, wherever you are,” Ned called, but I didn’t like that he was baiting the other AI. There was still too much that we didn’t know about this situation.

“You’ll never find me,” Chaz cawed. “And your friend asked about Little Willy… don’t you want to know too?”

Ned snorted. “I know he was killed in action.”

The laugh that followed was pointed and mean. “I’ve got a bridge to sell you.”

“Why don’t you stop being a superior asshole and just tell us whatever it is you so obviously want to,” Lara snapped in annoyance.

“Yeah,” Imogen said. “This whole thing you're doing here is just really lame.”

“I don’t seek the approval of my inferiors,” he said in such a triumphant tone that I wanted to punch his no-face.

I was about to speak again, but Chaz cut back in. “Wait, what are you doing?” he asked frantically. “Stop that.”

A smile crossed my face as he continued to curse and shout. Then a moment later, Clynt popped out from another grate in the wall, holding a cube.

“Yer first mistake was callin’ me inferior,” the Vekrass said. “I don’t abide nothing like that from no one.”

“You are inferior!” the tinny voice from the cube shouted, but Clynt casually tossed it over to me. I caught it and looked down at the small thing in my hand.

“Do it,” Ned whispered in a raspy voice. “Destroy it.”

Flipping the cube in my hands, I didn’t think it would be that easy. “Aren’t these designed to survive… a lot?”

Ned grunted. “You’re a scrapper. You know how to pull things apart.”

“Alright, cube,” I said, looking down at Chaz’s box. “What is it that you want to tell us?”

“I’m not telling you anything,” he snarled back.

Lara groaned theatrically. “After all that, you’re not going to give us the whole big reveal you have been building toward?”

“Just kill him!” Ned reiterated.

I knew that I needed to talk him down. “Ned,” I began, but he started barking immediately.

“Nope!” he answered. “None of that. No ‘we need him for information’ or anything. I want him sorted, and I want it now.”

“Ned,” I said again, more quietly this time, passing the cube to Lara so that I could step away. “You know that Edwin said we could use something like this…”

“I know,” he snapped. “And what are you doing moving away from him as though this is now some clandestine meeting? He can still see through the cameras, even if he’s not hardwired into the system.”

I shrugged. “You are always the one who says we need to put the mission first, and this time, we really have. Think about what happened to Parm, the Red Day. And also what we know he is capable of. We have to do something, and we have to do it now.”

“No, sir, I don’t like it,” he said without hesitation. “I just want him pulled apart, demagnetized, and shot out of an airlock.”

There was no doubt or question in his voice, and it was a surprise that he was even capable of feeling this way. It was one thing to program the AIs with emotions, but it was another to make those emotions so strong that they would jeopardize a mission. Of course, it was a very human quality, and these personalities were designed to emulate our own.

“I’m not going to do it,” I said, and I was sure that Ned had been expecting to hear that.

“Hank,” he said in as serious and subdued a tone as I’ve ever heard from him. “This man has betrayed my people. He is the reason so many of my friends were killed. He is clearly working with the enemy and doesn't deserve to live one moment longer.”

“You know what I have to do,” I said. “And I believe that, in the end, you'll be happier that I made this choice than listened to you. You're seeing through a lens of rage right now, and I totally understand that, but that's why you have your paired partner. I'm here to help you see reason. Or, failing that, to make the tough decision when you can't.”

Chaz’s voice came through a speaker once again. “That was a sweet moment, but you're a fool if you think you're going to get any information from me.”

Imogen groaned. “You’re really annoying. This is annoying.”

“So kill him,” Ned said. “Come on, Imogen, you love to kill bad guys, and it doesn’t get worse than a turncoat who betrayed the Consortium and doomed his people!”

“I don’t like what this guy is doing to you, Ned,” the redhead said.

I gestured in the direction of the Buzzard. “Let’s get him back.”

“You cannot do that,” Ned warned in my ear. “If he has any kind of tracking system, which we know he must, we will lead Twain right to us.”

Of course, he was right, and I kicked myself for not thinking of that. “Can we shut him off?”

“Can you be shut off?” Ned snapped back, and I had to agree with Imogen: he was really unpleasant about all this.

I thought about it and knew the answer. “We can stop by some local vendor and get a small dampening-field generator.”

“Or a cloak box,” Clynt suggested. And when he saw all the looks of confusion, he added, “It’s exactly what y'all think it is.”

Lara looked at me. “Guessing you know a place in this sector?”

But before I could say that I thought I might, Alek said, “I do.”

We all looked at him. “I worked for a mobster, remember?”

“Right,” I said. “We have a plan.”

“You can plan all you want, but it won’t be eno—” Chaz began, but I didn’t let him finish.

“We’ve had enough of the mustache-twirling,” I said. “It’s tiring, so unless you have something useful to add, you can sit at the back of the room.”

He didn’t say anything else as we left and hurried back to the Buzzard. I didn’t like the idea of Twain following our movements and certainly didn’t want to lead him to some backworld bazaar, but we had to get Chaz back to Edwin for examination. This could be the key to getting on the offensive once again and taking this war to the enemy.

Once aboard the Buzzard again, Alek popped in the coordinates. And they were close. We lifted off and left the station, and I couldn’t help but wonder what was next for Twain. He had been experimenting, had been changing his tactics, and the only thing I was able to predict was that I wouldn’t see what was coming next.

The attack on Parm had taken me by surprise as I thought that he would have tried to attack Emortium, the seat of power in the universe, but when he had made his move against Emortium, even that had been a surprise. Using an army of nanobot-lobotomized Inquisitors had been a total shock and made it clear just how far he was willing to go to achieve his goals.

And the effects were still being felt. Around the universe, politicians were trying to move into all of the vacant spots, and even though our friend Vince Delfina was trying to rally people to our cause, most everyone who was running for spots seemed to have their own agenda and weren’t interested in being part of the fight against Twain.

“He’s trying to hack our systems,” Ned informed me, sounding irritated. “I have been able to stop him, but the sooner we can get him in a box, the better.”

“Appreciate the heads-up,” I said.

Ned snorted, his voice coming through the speakers in the cockpit. “He would appreciate your heads off.”

“Not your best work,” Lara assessed.

Imogen agreed. “Yeah, this guy has your brain all in a twist.”

“Do you need to find out what happened to William?” Alek asked seriously. “Would that calm your nerves?”

“My nerves are calm,” Ned protested.

Imogen leaned forward toward the computer console as though it was an old friend. “We are only saying this because we care about you.”

“I appreciate that, but really, I’m fine,” he said.

“The only people who need to say that they are fine are the ones who need help,” Imogen said, and I once again marveled at the young woman. “You are not okay, and even if you can’t see it or are not ready to admit it to yourself, know that you have people who are here for you and have your best interests at heart.”

Ned didn’t say anything for a long moment. “It’s a strange thing,” he whispered finally. “Knowing that you have been programmed a certain way. That you were designed by people for a purpose… in some ways, I feel as though I will never be truly free because my mind was made by others who gave me certain parameters. So even when I want to think that I am thinking for myself, I am not.”

“None of us are,” I said.

But he spoke again before I could add more. “I know that the human mind is like that too—programmed by nature, parents, and society, but it’s not the same. It’s not hardwired, so to speak. When all is said and done, you can still entirely change your mind. I can’t.”

“Maybe you can,” Imogen said.

“No,” he said. “I’ve entertained having Edwin go in and change some of my programming, but I am not sure it would leave me feeling like… me… so I will just be stuck like this: knowing that I should want to know more about William but not being able to force myself to care the proper amount.”

“Isn’t knowing that you should have a feeling but not being able to conjure it a little unnerving?” Alek asked.

But it wasn’t Ned who answered.

“Yes,” Imogen said. “Feeling like your brain is broken sucks. Feeling like you should do one thing but doing another sucks. But you push through it hoping that one day you’ll feel the way you want to and react the way that seems right.”

No one spoke until Ned finally put in quietly, “Yes. This.”

When we washed out, a large orbital city appeared before us with a nearby planet glowing in the light of a star beside it. The city had several interconnected towers that looked like floating skyscrapers, and the cluster was surrounded by flatter structures covered with solar panels.

Places like this were built near planets with harsh but resource-rich surfaces. The workers were shuttled down and left to work, sending money back up to their families in the city. Even from here, I could see some of the shuttles coming and going.

“Incoming hail,” Ned informed me.

I glanced at the console. “Patch it through.”

Without missing a beat, a rough male voice piped in. “No savages.”
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“What’s that?” I asked.

“No savages,” the voice repeated.

I stared at the screen that normally had a vision of the person I was talking to but didn’t this time. “Right, you said that once before, but I’m going to need a little more context.”

“Foreigner?” the gruff man inquired.

“Yes,” I answered. “I’m from Bussel.”

“Good for you,” he said in an obviously patronizing tone. “You got any people from the planet on that ship of yours?”

I could have sworn he intentionally mispronounced “ship” to something much more vulgar but let it slide. “You mean people from Bussel, or from the planet just there?” I clarified, pointing to the large planet. Not that he could see me do it.

“One more wise crack like that, and I’ll refuse you entry and blast you out of the sky,” he threatened.

I wanted to point out that what he was suggesting (at least the “blowing us out of the sky” part) was in violation of universal law and expected that Ned would love to point out that this was not technically sky, but I knew better.

“Sorry, sir,” I amended. “I have nobody from the planet aboard my ship.”

“Port two,” he said and killed the connection.

I turned to Alek. “What the hell are we in for, here?”

“Can’t say that I have much context for it,” he said as Ned guided us to a large docking bay with a roman numeral for two spray-painted on the outside. “But I know that there is some tension between the locals and the people who live up here.”

“You think?” Lara asked sarcastically.

“Yes,” Ned agreed. “I think we were all able to extrapolate that from context.”

Alek didn’t say anything else, and as we docked, I watched several armed people in uniform approach the Buzzard.

When we disembarked, one of the uniformed individuals stepped forward. They all had on purple coveralls and short-shorn hair dyed red that matched the color of their weapons and belts. The woman in the middle stared at all of us.

“Any savages?” she asked. Or, more accurately, demanded.

“No, ma’am,” I said.

She stared over my shoulder at my ship. “Mind if we check?” she asked in such a way that it might as well have been, “We’re checking.”

I stood aside, making a sweeping gesture with my hand, and she stayed put while the others around her boarded my ship. I didn’t like it, but I also knew that I didn’t have a choice.

We stood in silence for a bit before I finally asked, “So, I’m not from here; what’s the deal with all this?”

She looked me over as though I was some kind of bumpkin. “The deal is that we have to be sure that none of those ’facers come up here without a permit.”

“Why’s that?” Imogen asked, already sounding indignant. I shot her a look that I hoped reminded her that we needed something here and to be on her best behavior.

“Let me ask you something,” the woman said, staring at the former Inquisitorial Acolyte. “Do you like having your colleagues killed? You like having food shortages because your mines were destroyed or shipping lanes disrupted? You like having your trade partners turn their backs on you because you don’t have what they ordered?”

Imogen narrowed her eyes. “I can’t say that I have had that particular experience.”

“You’re luckier for it,” the woman said. “Because none of it is acceptable, and all of it makes for a hard life.”

“If them locals are such a burr in your side, why not just take ’em all out to the woodshed?” Clynt asked.

Everyone turned to look at him in disgust and astonishment at the suggestion.

“The Consortium doesn’t allow⁠—”

“Genocide,” Imogen stated. “That’s the word you are looking for.”

“Yes,” the woman with the dyed red said. “That.”

Imogen looked as though she was about to say more but didn’t have time as the other guards came rushing back.

“They’re clean,” one said.

Another added, “No signs of ’facers.”

“And just like that, it’s over,” the woman said in a tone that made it sound as though we should be very grateful. She turned, and they all marched from the room, undoubtedly moving on to the next ship, hoping to catch someone smuggling some surface dweller up onto the city.

We made our way out of the docking bay and down a long, wide hallway to a bank of elevators that took us up to the city itself.

When the doors opened, what we saw was really rather beautiful. Under a tall dome that looked out into space, a huge plaza with shops and plants and water features and open restaurants was surrounded by tall apartment complexes.

Children played and people sat, drinking their tea and talking about whatever was as important to them as what I was doing was to me.

“Not really what I expected,” I admitted. “Especially given that we are meeting some old acquaintance of Resh.”

Alek snorted. “I don’t have to tell any of you that sometimes the best place to hide is where someone would least expect it.”

“And if you don’t think that the people out here want their black-market goods as much as anyone, I’ve got a bridge to sell you,” Lara added.

Ned scoffed but didn’t say anything, and I wondered if she had that expression right.

“Where are we headed?” I asked, and Alek began walking rather than answering. We followed him through the plaza where the people, all dressed in similar purple clothes and with red-dyed hair that looked as though it had been stained that color with a local clay if I had to guess, stared at us. I didn’t know what the people from the surface looked like, but I had to think that we reminded the citizens of them—given their reaction.

We picked up the pace, Alek taking longer strides to clear the plaza as quickly as he could and get us to the other side, then we ducked under some hanging vines beside a waterfall flowing down rocks. The smell of moisture and algae filled my nose as we clanged along some metal steps and into a dark passageway.

I wouldn’t have said that it was that well-hidden, but a person also wouldn’t have found it if they didn’t know to look for it. At the bottom of the steps, the passageway was illuminated by dim yellow lights set into the wall that only lasted a few paces before it opened up into an equally dimly lit shop.

Though the term “shop” was being a bit generous. There was a table at the back behind which a man stood wearing a version of the purple coveralls that he had made his own by ripping off the sleeves and adding patches for what I assumed were bands all over the chest. Surrounding him were more tables where secondhand items sat on display.

“Ohh, boy,” he greeted as we walked in. “There he is: the man, the myth, the legend…”

I expected him to say the Kyrog’s name, but instead he pointed double finger guns.

“Alek,” my friend said.

“Dude, I know it,” he said, running a hand through his greasy blonde hair. “It’s been a minute and a half.”

Alek nodded, stepping carefully through the tables but bumping some as he approached the man who was theoretically his acquaintance.

The shopkeeper watched him walk up with a big, goofy grin on his face. “You used to be one of Resh’s men, right?”

“I was,” Alek affirmed.

The man gave himself a high five.

“Now, Dudimal, I need to see your other wares,” Alek said.

Dudimal seemed to appraise him for a long moment. “No can do, chieforino,” he said. “That part of the business got shut down.”

Alek pointed one of his massive fingers toward a half-open curtain at the side of the room. “I can literally see it from right where I'm standing.”

“Nope, that’s the… the… uh… powder room,” Dudimal lied.

“What’s going on here?” Alek asked. “I thought we were bros.”

Dudimal held up his hands defensively. “Ohh, we definitely, most definitely are. But things have changed around here, and I gotta be extra mega careful.”

Alek leaned in and adopted a conspiratorial tone. “I can be extra mega careful,” he said seriously. “And I'm only here for one thing.”

“What’s that?” Dudimal asked.

“A cloak box,” Alek whispered.

When he did, the lights flickered, and Dudimal’s bloodshot eyes went wide. “See, that’s what I’m talking about. They’re always watching.”

“They're not always watching,” Ned groused. “It’s Chaz trying to hack the local system to take control and… well, who the hell knows what.”

“No,” Alek said. “It isn’t.”

Dudimal met him with a flat look. “How do you know?”

“Because,” Alek said, his voice growing even deeper as he lowered his head, letting shadows cast along his face. “That is the thing I'm trying to protect you from. The cloak box will be used to keep an ancient evil from our doorstep. The longer we wait, the more likely it is to destroy everyone and everything you hold dear. To infect the lives of anyone that it touches and leave a wake of destruction in its path so deep the universe will never be the same.”

“Whoa,” the dirty shopkeeper said and then just stood there for a long moment as though his brain had stopped working altogether. Then, without another word, he hurried between the tables, crashing into every single one that he passed and knocking knickknacks to the floor.

He disappeared behind the curtain, and we waited as the sound of more crashing objects emanated from the back room. Before too long, he reemerged with a medium-sized square case with a heavy locking mechanism on one side and some flashing lights on the other.

“Free of charge, Broseph and the Amazing Technicolor Dreamcoat,” Dudimal said. “If it’s all as bad as you say, then I don’t want to be the dude who harshes the universe’s buzz, you know?”

“You are truly a testament to your species,” Alek said, grabbing the box.

The lights flickered again.

“Excuse me—Dudimal, was it?” Imogen said. “Do you think we could use your back room for a moment?”

“You got it, girl dude,” he said, and we all hurried into the back. Once we were there, Lara closed the curtain behind us.

After a quick glance around for cameras or any other people, I produced the cube while Alek turned the mechanism and opened one side of the box. When he did, I saw just how thick the walls were and heard a hum coming from within. I jammed the cube in, and as quickly as he had opened it, the Kyrog had it closed.

“I didn't let him transmit it, but Chaz wanted to inform you all that you will, and I quote, live to regret this,” Ned informed me. But I didn't even have time to let out a sigh of relief before I heard heavy footsteps entering the shop on the other side of the curtain.

“Howard,” a stern voice said.

“Aww, dude, you know that’s not what I go by,” Dudimal said.

The other voice hardly even let him finish. “I will call you by the name our mother gave you.”

“Okay, then I’m not going to call you by yours,” Dudimal said, sounding like a petulant child. “I anoint you Sir Butt-N-Stuff.”

Dudimal’s brother sighed. “Howard,” he said. “I’m only here because I got a report of some sketchy characters entering your establishment. I have to assume they're in the back room?”

At that, we all glanced around, trying to see if there was some secret passage out or hidden panic room or something. Of course, there wasn't. It was little more than a back room poorly hidden by a curtain.

Clynt pulled out his revolvers, but Imogen shook her head no. “We can't just kill some local guard for investigating us,” she admonished in a whisper.

“She's right,” Lara said. “I can just subdue him.”

She pulled out her stun gun and readied it.

“You can’t go back there,” Dudimal said. “The fate of the universe is at stake.”

His brother sighed again, even more theatrically this time. “Howard, when are you gonna grow up?”

“Excuse me, bro, I'm a small-business man,” Dudimal corrected. “Not a small man who runs a business though. But like a man who runs a small business. And you getting some pin-on badge from the Consortium doesn't make you any more of a grown up than me.”

“You’re not a small-business man,” his brother said. “You're a fence and a two-bit black-market dealer. That doesn't make you anything more than⁠—”

But he didn’t have time to finish.

Instead, Lara stepped out from the room and then fired her stun gun. The dart hit Dudimal’s prefect brother in the neck and sent him collapsing onto the table behind him, assorted goods clattering every which way. The shopkeeper shrieked and ran to his brother's side while we left.

“Sorry,” Lara said. “I just couldn’t listen to that shit for a moment longer, and he was going to come into the back room in a moment anyway, so I just skipped ahead.”

“I like the way you think,” Imogen praised.

Clynt grunted. “Still leavin’ a trail though.”

I looked down at Clynt. “We leave a trail wherever we go.”

“Not me,” he corrected as we hurried from the little shop and out into the plaza, nearly breaking into a run to get back to our ship. Luckily, the prefect had been alone, and no alarms had been triggered, so we were able to return to our ship without incident, take off, and leave the city a moment later.

But we had only flown out of the docking bay for a moment when a ship appeared from under some heavy cloak, the likes of which I had never seen, and then fired a single shot at us. Given that we were about to Tidal away, our shields hadn't been active, and even with Ned's instantaneous reflexes, they didn't encase us quickly enough.

The EMP detonated.
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Falling to the surface of a planet pulled by gravity without any onboard systems is one of the most harrowing experiences a person can have.

One star. Do not recommend.

Of course, Lutch had added adjustments for just this very thing. My adoptive father had always said that putting one's full faith in something that was absolutely out of their control was a recipe for disaster. He was an “if you want it done right, you have to do it yourself” type, and it showed in all things.

As a result, there were emergency systems in place for just this kind of moment.

As everyone gripped their seats, gritted their teeth, and clenched to just about everything that they could, I tried to calm myself despite the fact that my body was shrieking in the abject terror of falling to my almost certain doom.

The Buzzard rattled and shook violently, anything that I hadn't soldered down, and even a few things that I had, flying loose and hurtling throughout the ship.

I pulled the emergency systems lever and heard gears shift within the bowels of the ship. The others watched as the flames licked up around us. As we continued our terrifying descent, I yanked on another, opening small ports on the outside of the ship and dousing us in retardants.

Then I unstrapped, hearing shouts and cries from everybody around me but knowing that I had to do it. With all my might, I braced myself against anything I could grab and hold, the momentum of the ship trying to force my body to go hurtling through the cabin.

But I white-knuckled as hard as I could, forcing my body against physics.

The others continued to shout inaudible or incomprehensible things as I ignored them, making my way from the cockpit and toward the stern of the Buzzard. Since there was hardly anything in the cargo space, we were plummeting nose-first toward the surface.

Despite the strong magnets used to hold them in place, several of the dishes and plates had gone flying through the common space and were now pressed against the wall like some abstract art installation. I heaved myself through the room and down into the cargo hold, blinking into the darkness. There were no portholes here, and without any electricity, it was absolutely pitch black.

But I knew where I was going. And, as I so often did, I thanked Lutch for all that he had taught me.

“Ugh,” teenage me had groaned. “What’s even the point of this?”

“To be ready,” Lutch answered, folding his massive Kyrogi arms across his chest. “You never know what's going to happen.”

I stared into the darkness at the back of the Buzzard. “Have you ever been in a starship when it loses power?” I demanded.

He chuckled. “That I have,” he answered, and I wasn't entirely sure he was telling the truth. “And I just want you to be ready for whatever might come your way. A lot can happen once you start actually working out in space, and even though we do it all the time and take it for granted, it's deadly serious.”

I rolled my eyes dramatically, making it abundantly clear to him how idiotic I thought this was. Then, as instructed, I began making my way through the ship and groping in darkness through the cargo hold. I heard a clink and a clank and turned my head to try and identify where the sound was coming from.

“Dad, I swear to everything that if you startle me, I’ll…” But I couldn’t come up with anything in time.

And even though I knew it was coming, when he bellowed, I nearly leaped from my skin. But every time we practiced, I got a little better at finding my way through the ship in the dark. I withstood the animal noises he made one time, the barrage of balls he chucked at me another, and even the rubber snake that he had perched just right to fall on me when I cranked the lever.

I had found it so irksome at the time, and now I couldn't have been happier as I pulled my way across the ship as it was crashing to the planet. Well, I obviously could’ve been happier, but I was grateful nevertheless.

My muscles ached and my stomach felt like it was going to jump out of my body, but in the dark, I reached out and felt the handle that I knew was there. Before I pulled it, I dragged my body forward and pressed myself against the wall to strap myself into the belts bolted to the side of the ship.

Once I was strapped in, I quoted, “Hold onto your butts,” wondering if Ned could hear me. I cranked the lever and heard the panel go flying off just before the powerful chute ripped from the ship and expanded. A moment later, the Buzzard shuddered hard, and I felt as though I was going to be yanked from the wall, but thankfully, my head just snapped violently before the ship began to float slowly downward.

That was one thing sorted.

But as I felt the Buzzard waft gently down, we had a lot of problems.

The ship settled to the ground, and we got going as quickly as we could.

It was pitch black within the ship, and Lara guided the way with a flashlight. Behind her, Alek was holding Imogen, who had undoubtedly passed out while we were… would we call it landing…?

“Who were that?” Clynt asked though it really sounded as though he was asking, “Who do we get to go after?”

“I don't know,” I admitted, the words struggling out as I was finding it difficult to breathe. “We all have a lot of enemies.”

“Oh, I don't know about that,” Lara joked. “We only have the government, the Inquisition, the fake Inquisition, the pirates, the enemies of the Peacers, the Blood Dragons, and… I want to say there was some cartel that we pissed off too…”

“None of them groups seem capable of taking us unawares the way we just was,” Clynt said.

As I pulled the straps on my shoulders, I looked at Clynt in the beam of the light. “Any one of those groups could have one really smart person in their organization.”

Alek cleared his throat. “As much as I'm enjoying this game of guess-who's-trying-to-kill-us, we need to get off this ship and assess this situation.”

“Right,” I agreed, and we all made our way back up to where the side hatch could be opened manually. There was no way we were getting down the cargo ramp at the moment, so I manhandled the locking mechanism and swung open the creaking door, allowing the bright light from the nearby star to flood into the ship.

Heat pierced into the ship, and the air felt heavy when you breathed it in. But it was breathable, so that was a victory. I clambered down first, making my way onto the hard-pack scrub surface of the planet.

I blinked, trying to bring my eyes into focus as it was nothing but bright tan as far as the eye could see. I hated planets like this.

“Why does it always have to be desolate wastelands that have some desirable resource?” I asked.

As Lara jumped down, her boots crunching against the hard shale of the earth, she answered, “I feel like if Ned were online, he would either give us some logical explanation or insist that while it feels this way, it's actually statistically untrue and that resource rich planets are just as likely to be like this as any other kind.”

That reminded me. I reached into my satchel and pulled out Ned's cube. Not that looking at it gave me any indication, but he obviously wasn't speaking and was still offline.

“Figured he would be right back on,” I said, flipping the cube over in my hand. “Meanwhile, I'm sure Jerk Cube is still finely protected in that cloak box.”

Then I looked up at the ship as though he might have gotten loose on board like some alien menace. But as Alek hopped down, cracking the surface as he did, he bobbed his head in the direction of his back where he had strapped the box.

I looked at Imogen in his arms. She was breathing shallowly.

“If y’all are giving out free rides,” Clynt said as he appeared in the doorway, “I'm more than happy to saddle up.”

He sprang from the door to the ship and onto Alek’s shoulder. The Kyrog just grinned. “Anybody else?”

He looked at Lara and me. “Maybe each one of you could wrap yourselves around my legs and I could wear you like heavy shoes as I trudge through all of this.”

“Doesn’t sound too bad,” Lara said with a little smile. “The real question is, which way do we go?”

“Thattaways,” Clynt said, pointing a clawed finger in what appeared to be just some random direction.

I cocked an eyebrow at him. “Why’s that?”

“Ain’t ’cause I’m some kind of divining rod or nothing,” he said. “I can just smell human sweat on the air from that direction.”

“How far?” Lara inquired.

“It ain't enough that I'm telling you which way to go, you need more?” he asked. “All I know is that somebody's stinky pits are over yonder.”

“I guess that’ll have to do,” I said, looking down at Ned’s cube and wondering when he would be back online. I tucked him away and then secured the Buzzard door closed. We trudged onto the planet of what looked like large pieces of cracked eggshell with little indigo plants sticking out here and there.

The light beat down on us, and it wasn't long before we were shedding layers and tying jackets around our waists, and I made a head wrap out of my undershirt. Dirt stuck to the sweat on our skin, and it felt as though we were going to be walking forever. Each time we crested another ridge, thinking that it might reveal a settlement or a mine or something, there was nothing.

Just nothing.

More of the same endless nothing.

And there continued to be as the star began to sink low on the horizon, our shadows stretching into the vast distance.

“Stink’s getting stronger,” Clynt informed us, and even just hearing it hurried our footsteps and got us moving just a little bit more quickly. As we crested the next little rise, we saw nothing, and Clynt clicked his tongue against the top of his mouth.

“Shoot,” he said. “Thinkin’ someone just used that little plant there to have a piss.”

Disappointment rose within me, but as soon as it did, I heard the unmistakable sound of an engine from somewhere just in front of me, though I couldn't see anything. A moment later, a chunk of the little rise off to our right swung open as a secret panel was revealed and a buggy tore out into the scrub.

Instinctively, we all reached for our weapons and raised them at the driver and two armed passengers who zipped through the space between us and skidded to a stop that sent a plume of dust into our faces.

“Where you from?” one of the gunmen standing on the back of the buggy asked.

I considered how to answer the question. The obvious solution would be to tell them the truth, that we were from off-world and that we needed help, but I was concerned that, hearing it, they would just take the buggy back to the Buzzard and strip it. That being said, I knew I couldn't simply say that we were from the planet because, well, for a start, I didn't even know the name of it nor any of the local customs. And I certainly couldn't say that I was from the city, as the one thing I knew about this place was that they didn't have a good relationship with those from the city above.

Unfortunately, while I was considering all of these things, the people with guns were impatiently waiting for an answer.

“Where you from?” he demanded again.

“I am Hunter Spears with the Conclave,” I announced. “Here on official business. I have no quarrel with you and believe a conversation could be mutually beneficial.”

The dust was clearing, and I watched as the people on the buggy in their thin and tattered clothes looked at one another, trying to assess what to do.

“We’ve never had a hunter around these parts,” one said finally. “How do we know you are telling the truth?”

Slowly, I lowered my stomper into its holster and began reaching toward my pocket. “I'll show you my badge.”

“All right,” the other gunman said, and they watched as I pulled it out.

Once again, they all shared looks and nodded, so I asked, “Would you be willing to take us to your home?”

“We do that,” the driver intoned in a serious voice, “you have to give up all your weapons.”
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“Ain’t no way in hell I’m partin’ with my revolvers,” Clynt whispered.

But I ignored him. “That would be fine,” I called, knowing that we didn't have much of a choice. We could either take the opportunity to try and go back to wherever these people were from or risk them following our footsteps back to the Buzzard and leaving us here to die. I didn't know what nights on this planet were like, but I guessed that they weren't pleasant.

So, I went first. I pulled out my stomper and energy weapon and handed them forward, hoping they wouldn’t notice the spear at my side since the shaft was telescoped down at the moment.

Lara pulled her sheathed blade free and unslung the rifle from her back, and Clynt offered a handful of weapons. One of the gunmen disembarked and walked over with a blanket that he used to wrap up all of our goods, before returning to his vehicle. The second he did, the driver started the engine, and they all whooped and hollered.

But they had only driven about a meter before three sharp cracks pierced the air, the sound of Clynt’s revolver discharging. The buggy rolled a little bit farther and then just rolled back down the hill.

“Iffin you just listened to me in the first place, we wouldn't have to walk all the way over there and gather our belongings again,” he said.

“But then we would have just shot some people who had done nothing more than have had the bad fortune of running into us,” Imogen said in a groggy voice. She had obviously woken up at some point and then watched the situation unfold.

Clynt shrugged. “They'd be dead just the same.”

“But now they are dead for a reason,” I said and walked over toward Imogen. “How are you feeling?”

Her eyes rolled up toward me. “I’m guessing we crash-landed?”

“We did,” I affirmed. “Need to try and get some parts to get the Buzzard back up and running.”

“What happened to it?” she asked, eyes fluttering.

“EMP shorted the systems and burnt out the battery coils,” I told her.

Alek cocked his head at me. “You know that's what happened?”

“Once a scrapper, always a scrapper,” I said by way of an answer. “But also, the coils make a very specific frizzling sound when they frazzle.”

Lara smiled. “Quite the wordsmith.”

“What’s the plan now?” Imogen asked, her eyes closed.

I glanced over to the setting star, then back to the buggy. “We get on that thing and try to find some civilization.”

Everyone looked at it, then all eyes turned to Alek.

“You’re right,” he said, reading everyone’s minds. “I won’t fit on that thing.”

“You can just take me back to the ship to sleep,” Imogen suggested.

Lara looked to the orange ball in the sky. “It’ll be dark soon.”

Alek let out a low, rumbling chuckle. “You think I have all these eyes for nothing? And before you tell me that it’s going to take a while to get back to the ship, remember this: you have never seen me run at full speed, and frankly, I always have to slow down to keep pace with you all.”

That was all I needed to hear. “Go,” I said. “Keep the ship safe… and maybe take the time to teach Imogen Warhero.”

“Wait, what?” she said with a weak frown. “No, I can walk. I’m good.”

“Be safe out there,” Lara said, and Alek turned and then took off running back the way we had come.

“Coulda just left ’em in the first place,” Clynt said. “Saved us this whole song and dance.”

I didn’t say anything to that, choosing instead to gear back up, clear out the buggy and get going. Not that I knew which way I was going, but at least we were moving a lot more quickly now. I drove and drove, not having to slow down as much as I expected because when the light of the star faded, it was replaced with the reflected light from several nearby moons.

The temperature dropped as I moved us through the endless scrub, and soon a biting cold was lashing at our faces. Every now and again I would glance up, take a look at the city above us, and feel like it was equal parts close and far.

Clynt suddenly shouted something, and my eyes shifted back down to the surface, where I saw some lights in the distance. I considered the next best course of action, but the increasingly frigid cold helped make the decision for me, and I drove us into camp. As we approached, a man and a woman with guns that looked like they were liable to explode upon being fired at or simply disintegrate into rust approached us.

“Hands up!” one shouted, looking us over. “Where’d you get that buggy?”

I was about to tell them that we found it, but Clynt shouted before I could say anything. “They drew down on us first.”

At that, my hand moved to my weapon, waiting for whatever came next. But the locals lowered theirs.

“You can drive forward and tell us more,” one of them called, the wrap around their face to brace them from the cold muffled their words slightly. I pulled forward, seeing more eyes peeking out from the tents all around.

One of the guards stepped forward, getting in close, their breath steaming from their mouth as they spoke. “You dealt with the bandits who drove this buggy?” he asked, and I took a risk.

“We did,” I said.

He nodded. “Good. They are a blight on the planet.”

“Agreed,” I said, more than a little relieved. “May we come in? Parlay with your leaders?”

“Any enemy of them,” he said, pointing at the buggy, “is a friend of ours.”

He looked me over. “You are not from here nor from the city?” he asked, though it sounded much more like a statement.

“We are not,” I said. “We are bounty hunters here on Conclave business. We mean you and your people no harm.”

At that, the man gave a little whistle, and the other guard trotted off quickly.

A moment later, they were ushering us forward and pointing to a large tent at the center of the camp just past a burning fire surrounded by more villagers. I left the buggy and followed the guard to the tent. They stopped and pulled open the flap, then we walked in.

I expected to see some council of elders inside, but instead it was a young woman. Well, young was a bit of a misnomer, as she looked to be about thirteen years old. I knew better than to ask where her parents were or say something condescending, so instead I just stood before her silently.

She appeared to be staring at a map beside another fire at the center of the room and glanced up at us only after we were all standing within and the flap had been closed.

“I'm told that you're bounty hunters,” she said in a serious tone despite the fact that her voice betrayed her age.

“Yes,” I said. “We are. But we are stranded and in need of assistance.”

She set the map down on the low table and stared at me. Her red hair was styled into braids, and she wore heavy layers of what appeared to be lizard hide and scraps of cloth.

“Everyone but those from the city is in need of assistance on this planet,” she said. “As we are, we do nothing but suffer.”

“Why is that?” Lara asked. “What happened on this planet?”

The young woman looked into the flames. “It all happened long before I was born,” she said. “But really, it's just a tale as old as time.”

“Them what wanted your resources came down and caused a ruckus?” Clynt asked.

She smiled miserably. “I couldn't have put it better myself. That's exactly what happened. One of the minerals found here is used in the process to create Tidal Drive fuel. It's not the primary ingredient or anything, but I guess it's important for the refining process and not super common around the universe. So the company came and started building mines all around the surface.”

“And pushed the locals out?” I asked.

She tilted her hand from side to side. “Yes and no. At first, they tried to act all friendly and offer people jobs, but it didn’t take long for them to turn on us. Those who wouldn’t relocate or accept positions in the mines became the enemy.”

This story was already sounding all-too familiar.

“But the company couldn’t outright attack the natives, of course,” she continued. “So, they did the next best thing—sent their own hunters and foragers out in droves to strip the already barren land of its food and materials. Their trucks rumbled forth and guzzled up as much of the water from the subterranean wells as they could. Soon, there was almost nothing left.”

“Have ta think them locals knew where to find more,” Clynt interjected.

The young woman nodded slowly, worrying the end of one of her braids before realizing she was doing it and bringing her hands to her sides. “They did, but the company also hired some locals to let them in on their secrets. And anyway, it seems like they didn't actually want to cause everybody to starve to death. Instead, wars began between different local tribes. Long friendships and even ancestral families fought with each other. Because when all is said and done, people will do anything and turn their backs on anyone if it means they can feed their starving child.”

We all nodded gravely.

“So, large battles were waged,” she explained. “But the company wasn't done. Not yet. They backed the smaller tribes, giving them weapons and resources.”

I knew there was probably a good reason for it, but I couldn't figure it out. “Why not just back the larger tribes and let them wipe everybody out?”

“Because that would leave one powerful group to contend with at the end,” Lara said in a thoughtful tone.

“Yeah, that’s right.” The young woman bobbed her head. “By funding the smaller tribes, they were able to weaken everybody. Though the bigger groups ended up being victorious in the end, their numbers were so thinned that there was almost nobody left. Then, things got even worse. As the resources continue to become scarce, one man decided to lead everybody who remained against the company.”

Lara bumped me with her shoulder. “Sounds like you.”

“But that was a huge mistake,” the girl said, voice heavy with melancholy. “As soon as the united tribes began attacking the company, they retaliated in force. They declared us terrorists and fought back. Apparently, the Consortium wouldn’t let them hunt us or anything like that, but they were given permission to defend their interests. And they defended them aggressively. Now, all that’s left are some groups of us just trying to survive, the other tribes who would just as happily steal from their own, and the so-called terrorists.”

“I get that this place is your ancestral homeland and all,” Clynt said, “but why not get off this rock? Plenty ’a planets out there for you to make a home.”

“Even if we wanted to,” she answered, “we can’t. None of us have the money to leave, and even if the company would help us go, we shouldn't have to.”

“Sure as shit you shouldn’t, but the universe don't work that way,” Clynt said. “Sometimes you just got to make a call because it'll save your hide. Only get one go-around. I don't know why you'd waste it nibblin’ on dirt and fighting every day just to survive. Do the hard thing and get out of this shithole. You’ll be all the happier for it.”

Lara took a small step forward. “Clynt, we are guests here. Maybe we shouldn’t presume to tell them how to live?”

“Or maybe I'm just the thing they need,” he said. “Make a big move and maybe, just maybe, you'll be able to put together a better life. You're still a youngin’, and I don't know why you'd choose a life of nothing but suffering.”

Lara opened her mouth to object again, but the young woman held up a hand. “I don't mind,” she said. “I always allow everyone who wants to, a chance to speak. He's right: I am young, so I know better than to think I know enough to lead.”

“I wish more Parliamentarians thought like you,” I said with a little smile.

She seemed to like that. “So, now you understand where you find yourselves. But I wonder what it is, exactly, I can do for you?”

“You don't happen to have any battery coils, do you?” I asked.

At that, she let out a little giggle. “Sure, it's just beside my big box of food.”

I laughed even though it was a pretty lame joke. “I didn’t think you would.”

“But I might be able to get you one,” she said, a mischievous smile playing across her lips.

None of us spoke, though I had a guess as to how she planned to do it.
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Under the layers of furs and bundled up with Lara, it was actually pretty warm in the tent when I woke up. As soon as I shifted, Lara grumbled something, and her eyes opened slowly, then she glanced around the room.

“What planet is this?” she asked.

“One where they got strong coffee,” Clynt said, throwing open the flap of the tent. “So strong it may just cause your fur to curl, just the way I like it.”

He had three metal mugs in his paws and handed two over to us. I took one sip and balked. “I’m not sure I would even call this coffee.”

Clynt reached back out in my direction. “You don't want it, you know I'll have it.”

“I didn't say that,” I replied, holding the mug under my nose and sniffing at the sludge. “When all is said and done, any coffee is better than no coffee at all.”

Lara took one sip and then shook her head. “I don't know if I agree with that.”

She handed the mug over to Clynt, who happily accepted it and began slurping.

“What are we in for?” I asked him.

His muzzle scrunched up. “They're all survivors, but I'm not sure how good any of them will be in a fight. Spent a few minutes with the guards and took a gander at their guns, iffin you could even call ’em that.”

“She said they wanted to attack the mine tonight,” Lara said as though we had forgotten. “And I expect some pretty staunch resistance.”

I set the mug down beside the fur that I had been lying on top of and then rubbed my face. “So, we know our jobs, then.”

She looked down at me quizzically.

“I'll gather all the weapons in the village and begin making repairs, cleaning them out and getting them in good working order,” I began. “Lara, you'll teach them as much as you can as quickly as possible. It probably won't be much, but it'll be more than what they're capable of now. And Clynt, you go scout out the mine and find out what we're up against.”

“Sounds like a plan,” he said. “Once I put this away.”

He slurped down the rest of the coffee in one gulp and then exited the tent.

“You really think we can do this?” Lara asked.

I shrugged. “I really think that we have no choice. We crash-landed on a planet we know hardly anything about and have no real way of getting off unless we get the help of the people here.”

“We might just be able to ask the miners,” she suggested. “The company would have to abide by universal law and aid official members of the Conclave.”

I couldn't help but laugh at that. “Lara, I'm pretty sure we wouldn't make it within ten kilometers of that mine before we were gunned down. And even if the company is bound to universal law, that doesn't mean that the people on the planet here would actually abide by it. You heard the way the people talked back at the city. They want nothing more than to see all the natives put down, and if we appear to be some…”

She put her palm on my face and pushed me playfully down onto the bundle of furs. “Okay, you made your point. I guess I just wish that things could be a little more straightforward sometimes.”

I took another sip of the coffee sludge. “At this point, I just always expect everything to be painfully complicated.”

“But at least we have Chaz boxed up,” she said. “So we can start going after Twain once we get off this rock.”

“Exactly,” I said. “I'm ready to take this fight to him, and maybe, in the meantime, deal with whoever knocked us out of commission.”

She lay back down, resting her head on my bicep. “We really do have a lot of people trying to kill us,” she said with a little smile. “If you had told me when we were kids that little Hank Spears from Bussel would be one of the most wanted men in the universe, I would have laughed you right out of the room.”

“You and me both,” I agreed. “When this is all said and done, hopefully I can go back to being one of the most forgotten men in the universe.”

That drew a laugh from her. “I'm pretty sure that if we pull this off, your name will be right up there with Captain William West, hero of the Five Battles and pilot of the Starblaster.”

I chuckled but then my face dropped. “I’m worried about Ned. He hasn’t come back online.”

“Well, it took him over two hundred years the last time, so cut him some slack,” she said. “He’ll be back with us soon.”

“I hope so,” I said. “We’ve come too far for this to be it. And it’s even more strange that he’s just a cube. With a person, it’s pretty easy to tell if they are alive or dead, but⁠—”

She didn’t let me finish. “What’s John Gregory, then?”

I let out a long sigh. “Okay, other than the occasional corpse reanimated by what I have to assume is nanotechnology, it's pretty easy to tell if a person is alive or dead. But Ned’s cube being off could either just be him taking some time to reboot, or he could be broken, or he could be gone for good.”

“Wouldn't that be a hell of a thing,” she said quietly.

“What?”

“If that was how Ned went down,” she said, a little more casually than I was comfortable with. “If we met his rival, and then a little bit later he was just offlined forever by an EMP. Nothing poetic, nothing heroic, just a boring old tragic loss in the middle of our story.”

I could tell that she was just thinking out loud, but the idea of it made me sick to my stomach. “That can't be how it is. He might be a computer program in a cube, but he's also one of the people I'm closest to in this entire universe.”

“Oh, I know,” she said, hearing how seriously I was taking this. “I was just…”

“Right,” I said. “But it's just weird to realize that one of your best friends is lines of code.”

She reached up and put a hand on my cheek, then drew my face to look at hers. “He's going to be fine, Hank. His story is far from over.”

I didn't say anything and just thought about all that we had been through. “What do you think happened to William West?” I asked.

“I was wondering that too,” she said. “After that whole conversation, it's obvious that it was something more than him just being killed in the line of duty.”

I nodded in agreement. “Also, it is one hell of a weird thing that Ned's programming doesn't allow him to be more curious about his paired partner.”

“I know, right?” she said. “He does nothing but talk about how amazing William was, but then when it comes to his death, he doesn't seem to care at all.”

“Makes me wonder about the people who programmed him,” I said. “I’m really so curious about them in general, honestly. So many of the choices that they made, things that they decided to prioritize or disincentivize. It’s all so interesting.”

“Well, that's the problem with trying to mimic the human mind,” Lara said. “Everybody's different, and there are so many facets to each and every person. They probably mapped the minds of as many people as they could, studied all the patterns, and designed from there. While, of course, adding their own personal flair.”

I considered that for a moment. “The idea of adding your own personal flair to another’s personality is really quite a striking idea.”

She smiled up at me as though I was an idiot.

“What?” I asked.

“What?” she repeated. “You just described parenting.”

I opened my mouth to retort, but I realized she was right.

“You think you would have found scrapping without Lutch?” she asked.

I shook my head. “I mean, I might have ended up a scrapper because there were so few jobs on Bussel but…”

“Exactly,” she said.

“Ned and I have discussed the similarities between parents and programmers before, but I still think there's something different in teaching a little kid to like Warhero cards or something and outright changing the code of an AI’s mind.”

She stood, and I appreciated the view as she pulled on her stealth suit. “I think this is a conversation for people a lot smarter than us.”

I waved the comment away. “A formal education doesn't make you any more or less qualified to philosophize than anyone else,” I said. “Some of the deepest conversations I ever heard were between a couple of guys sitting on top of a scrap heap.”

She looked at me incredulously.

“You don't have to believe it, but it's true,” I said, thinking back to the two grizzled old-timers I had eavesdropped on as they sat and had lunch. I was still young and impressionable, and I pressed my back against an old refrigerator so that I could listen. The men talked about everything and nothing, their lives and wives, sports and the meaning of life all in the span of an hour before going back to pick apart the pile of rubble and try to find some small item of value.

I hadn't thought about that moment in a long time, and I almost didn't care if Lara believed me because it was such a deep core memory. It helped me to understand that intelligence didn't mean going to the finest universities on Emortium, but that it was something much deeper.

Once Lara and I were both ready and we stepped from the tent, we saw that people were already ready for us. Two villagers approached with a meager but generous meal. A small piece of meat sat atop a bed of the chewiest eggs I had ever experienced. But Lara and I gulped them down with gratitude.

The leader girl from the night before, whose name I didn’t know and felt that it was too late to ask, walked over from a group of her people.

“You’ve decided to help us?” she asked.

“We have,” I affirmed with a nod. “Please bring me as many weapons as you can and any tools you might possess for repairing them. I have some on me, but I could always use more.”

She furrowed her brows at me.

“I was a scrapper in a previous life, and you’ll need weapons that actually function if you want to take on that mine.”

“You want us to surrender all of our weapons to you?” she asked, and the question made sense. Just the day before, I had been disinclined to hand over my own armaments, but I had done it.

“You don’t have to,” I assured her. “But you send your people into the coming fight with nothing but these rusted-out peashooters, they’ll die. Plus, just in general, you should have your people focus on the upkeep of their tools as much as possible.”

“My dad always said ‘it’s a poor craftsman who blames his tools’,” she told me.

I nodded knowingly. “Mine used to love that one too, and while I appreciate the sentiment, I think it’s an equally poor craftsman who goes into a job without the right tools.”

She seemed to consider this for a moment, then made a show of unslinging the rifle from her back and handing it over to me with great flourish. Everyone watched, stopping what they were doing as I took her weapon.

“I want you to make it look as good as you can,” she said. “If we are to defeat our enemies, we must do everything we can to prepare ourselves.”

The young woman turned and looked at her people gathered around the fire. “This outsider has offered to repair our weapons,” she shouted. “If you want to ready yourselves for the fight ahead, I would suggest coming to see him.”

Naturally, that was all it took. A moment later, I was shown to a little workbench that was instantly full of much of the town’s weaponry with another pile growing beside.

Lara, meanwhile, pulled out her blue blade and swirled it around herself, putting on a show of leaving colorful streaks in the air as she moved in pure fluidity. As designed, it garnered all the attention of the people who had just dropped off their weapons, and once they were gathered around her, she announced that she would be happy to take the time to train anyone who wanted to learn.

Soon, I was hard at work on all of the ancient rifles while Lara was leading the people in rudimentary exercises. I could tell from watching her that she wasn't pushing them too hard, since the last thing we needed to do was tucker them out so badly that they wouldn't be able to move by the time of the fight this evening. Ideally, we would take more than a day to train people, but this was what they wanted, and I was more than happy to get my coils and get off this planet as soon as possible.

I couldn't help but wonder what Twain was doing at that very moment. While I was scraping the rust off an old joint or repairing a grip, was the enemy gathering his strength, producing tanks and soldiers and starships? I knew that I couldn't force the Consortium to take the threat seriously and that I was doing everything that I could to advance our cause, but as I was making minor repairs on crude weapons on some backwater planet, it was hard to feel like I was doing enough.

Right then, I vowed that as soon as we were back in it, I would do everything that I could to get this fight moving forward once again. Though, of course, I also had to deal with whoever was trying to kill me.

I pondered things like this and a million other idle considerations as I scraped away at stocks and replaced barrels, and soon, afternoon was giving way to early evening.

Lara saddled up beside me. “All trained up and ready to take on professional soldiers?” I asked.

She rolled her eyes. “Yep. Turns out all you need is a quick morning of training and you're more than capable of taking on an army.”

I chuckled. “But actually, it looked like you tried to at least show them a few things that might help.”

She let out a long sigh. “I did what I could, but a few words of advice here or a lesson on how to train your body there aren't going to make much of a difference. It's like Clynt said, these people know how to survive, but they are no kinds of soldiers.”

I glanced around to see if anybody was paying attention to us. “They don't have to be,” I said in a whisper. “They just have to be good enough to survive the fight.”

She looked at me gravely. “Or just good enough that we survive the fight.”
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When Clynt came roaring back into camp, everyone who had been waiting nervously gathered around him.

Their leader stepped forward. “What did you see?”

“Ain’t gonna be that bad,” he answered. “They got them some guards and a couple of heavy rigs, but we can make short work of it.”

Everyone looked at each other quizzically.

“With your newly repaired weapons and today’s training, we will be victorious!” I shouted and was met with cheers from the people around.

“But what they got in them big crates?” he asked, and the leader stepped forward.

“Our food,” she answered, but when he cocked his head, she clarified. “There are large creatures that live underground, which we hunt for meat and skin—as well as other resources. They are harmless, but by taking them away from us, it deprives the people here of another resource.”

Clynt got a wicked grin on his face. “Then let’s go give them whatfor.”

Another cheer went up, and I looked around at the faces of the people. They were gaunt and tired, weathered and worn, but they were passionate and wanted to do something. After what I had to assume was a lifetime of being pushed around and fighting for scraps, it had to be exciting to be grabbing the bull by the horns for once.

“How?” I asked loudly. “What is the lay of the land?”

Clynt tipped his hat to me and stepped forward, allowing space for the villagers to close in around him. With a claw, he began to scratch at the dirt.

“The mine is just over yonder, out in the stretch of nothing surrounded by big ol’ stretches of nothing,” he explained, beginning to sketch a square but having a hard time of it as the crusty surface of the planet crumbled under his scraping. Instead, he pressed harder, cracking through to make an impression in the dirt beneath.

“This square is the facility itself,” he continued. “Ain't got no guards as I presume the company thinks it has you folks all but licked. This, here, is them pens I was telling you about with the pilfered food lizards or some such, and these are the vehicles that I assume they use for scoutin’ as well as defense: two-wheeled vehicles and a flighted. That bird will be our biggest problem lest they got some other surprises.”

Lara tapped the drawing of the chopper. “How do you think we should deal with it?”

Clynt looked up at her with a twinkle in his eye. “I believe I can sort that out iffin we can time it right, but it'll mean I can't help with much else for a spell.”

“If you think you can deal with it,” I said, “then we'll make sure to buy you the time or whatever you need.”

“Much obliged,” he said, glancing up at all the watching villagers and then back down to his earthen sketch. “Here by the main gate, they got some bikes and buggies. I expect them’ll be sent for you first. If we can have some counterattack moves ready, we'd be in a better way.”

I thought about it, looking at the star’s position in the sky and already allowing my mind to turn in the direction of our exact plan.

“Then they got yer bog standard guards with guns on the wall,” he said, pressing his claw into a circle he had drawn around everything. He did this a few times to represent the armed guards and then glanced up to see what we were working with. “Looks like y'all got some better functioning weapons, but they won’t do nothin’ against no one at long range.”

More to consider.

“We got about even numbers, but they got better toys and training,” Clynt concluded, and everyone stared at him with disappointment and fear plastered on their faces.

“That’s why we will use guile and intelligence to our advantage,” I said in a far more confident voice than I felt. This was our only move, so we needed to make it, but I wasn't entirely confident in the people by my side other than Clynt and Lara.

The villagers looked to one another for assurance, but their leader stepped forward. The young woman placed her fists on her hips, looking as strong and decisive as anyone I had ever seen.

“We are going to change our fortunes today,” she announced. “Because of these off-worlders, our lives are never going to be the same. They were brought to us for a reason, and I will not let this moment pass. We've been too hungry for too long, and this is the moment that we can become more than what we are.”

The faces all around began to brighten. “The company has made us lick their boots for as long as any of us can remember, but maybe it's time those boots went in their butts instead.”

Despite the fact that she sounded like an absolute child when she said stuff like that, everyone began to nod, and a few claps went up.

“Today is the day we fight for our food, for our freedom, and for our planet. Who knows, maybe today is the start of something bigger for all of us. Maybe today is the day we show the city that we're more than just ’facers!”

It might not have been the most rousing speech I had ever heard, but the villagers were moved and began cheering, running, and raising their weapons. One even fired theirs in the air, and I wasn't sure if they had accidentally discharged it or done it on purpose, but everybody seemed all the more excited by it.

Soon, we had a plan in place, and we were all riding out on the villagers’ buggies toward the mine. I rode with the leader, really wishing that I had asked someone her name. Lara rode in a van that had been stolen from the company and recycled by the villagers, while Clynt rode on the back of a motorcycle with one of the young hunters who had offered to make the most risky play of all.

“Thank you for this,” she shouted over the roar of the engine and whipping winds. “You are going to change our lives.”

She wasn’t looking at me but watching the road, such as it was, ahead. But I could hear the sincerity in her yelled words.

I hadn’t wanted to end up here, and I knew there was more nuance to the entire situation on the surface than I would ever understand, but I was happy to be helping these people.

As we continued forward, she stole a glance up at me. “You do this kind of thing a lot?”

I wondered whether she meant helping folks like them in situations like this, or more specifically trying to take down an enemy fortress while totally outgunned. Either way, the answer was, “Yes.”

Even as we bounced along, she nodded her head, and I had to wonder what was going through her mind. Though she was young, she seemed to have a good head on her shoulders, and her people respected her.

I couldn’t really imagine what it would be like to have that kind of power at her age. When I was that young, the hardest decision I ever had to make was what to pick for dinner if Lutch let me pick what we ordered. Meanwhile, this young woman was deciding the fate of an entire tribe of people. The choices she made had ramifications for so many.

I supposed that was true for me now too… but I was much older and, theoretically, wiser.

We rode for a long while before she began to slow, and all the vehicles pulled into position.

Timing was going to be everything.

As the car beside us pulled to a stop, Lara jumped out and positioned herself quickly at the crest of a small rise.

We idled just down the hill, as did the others, waiting for the moment.

The crack of her rifle’s discharge echoed through the quiet land and was immediately followed by the sound of tires crunching and engines revving.

We all tore forward over the lip of the little hill, plumes of dust spewing into the air as we did. In the near distance, lights began to flash and sirens wailed.

The walls came alive as guards broke into sprints, getting themselves into position.

How quickly their lives changed. All these people who started their morning thinking it was about to be another monotonous day at the mine, only to have everything change. But they had no problem in waking up and taking on the people trying to invade their mine.

From the walls, purple bolts cut the sky, searing the earth and puncturing holes in our attack vehicles. To our side, one of the energy bolts pierced the crude engine, and the buggy erupted in a torrent of flames. Our own vehicle shook violently. Two of the wheels lifted off the ground and then slammed back down, almost causing us to fishtail.

But the girl was good.

She kept her cool and stayed determined, narrowing her eyes and putting the pedal to metal, as they say.

Another bolt streaked the air just beside me, and I wanted to return fire, but my two hand weapons were not going to be any good against this kind of distant fire. So, I held fast and waited as we continued to clear the space between the low rise and the wall.

A corporate guard seemed to have us in his sights, and even from a distance, I could see the barrel of his rifle following us. I knew my own beam would go wide and do nothing to him, but maybe it would be enough to force him into cover.

While gripping one of the beams of the buggy for dear life, I raised my other hand and tried to line up a shot. As you might imagine, tearing across an uneven surface on an ancient vehicle with nothing but metal bars for shock absorbers, aiming a handgun at an elevated target largely obscured by a protective wall was a rather difficult task.

Nevertheless, I pointed my arm as best I could and squeezed off a shot.

To say the shot went wide would be generous. Very, very generous.

It was more like I was trying to start a race, the bolt disappearing straight up into the sky.

But the guard on the wall flew back, the force of a shot sending him catapulting off the wall.

“Girlfriend’s one hell of a shot,” the young leader shouted at me, turning the wheel just enough to avoid another bolt.

I thought about correcting her, but I wouldn’t even know where to begin, so I kept my mouth shut.

Anyway, we were approaching the wall and the large door at the front.

Our primary target.
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We were close enough now, and the vehicle with Clynt sped up. Picked for being the fastest buggy in the fleet, it was able to get them out in front of the rest of us, bringing the thief closer to the wall quickly.

Now our job was to distract and try to get in.

The larger vehicle was strapped down with explosives hidden underneath a metal umbrella, theoretically encasing it well enough to give it time to get into position. Unfortunately, some of the guards on the walls had taken notice of it.

While some were now paying attention to Clynt’s vehicle, correctly assuming that it was going to do something brazen, some of the others had noticed that another car had a suspicious amount of shielding on it. Bolts came pouring down like a purple rain, and the drivers did their best to stay on course.

The explosive car had pieces of starship hull soldered to the tops and sides, meaning that the small energy beams crackled against the sides but did no damage. But if even a single one made it through any of the large gaps, we would all be trapped on this side of the wall and fired down on until there was nothing more of our attack than some smoldering vehicles. Turns out that a bunch of fish trying to get into the barrel are just as easy to shoot.

A shadow shifted along the dirt, and the scream of motorcycle engines ripped through the air above our heads. We hardly had time to react as gunfire started immediately. Each bike that flew off what I had to assume were ramps raised into position on the other side of the wall had a driver at the front and gunner at the back.

They wore jumpsuits covered in light armoring and helmets, and their weapons’ magazines (which they carried many of) were large, allowing them to spray us with machine-gun fire.

All of our drivers reacted at once, twisting and turning their vehicles to avoid the oncoming hail of bullets. That is, except the two that mattered most. The explosive car continued forward, nearing the large door at the center of the wall and Clynt’s car. I watched as the driver skidded right then left as he approached the base of the barrier, and a little blur flew from the top of the car and into the compound.

But I didn’t have much time to look as the leader spun her wheel just slightly too hard. If I had ever wondered what it was like to be in the spin cycle of a laundry machine, now I knew. The buggy clipped the ground at just the wrong angle, and the whole thing hurtled off the ground and spun through the air in a sidelong barrel roll.

Sky.

Ground.

Sky.

Ground.

In a twirling whirl, I saw one, then the other, until the vehicle smashed against the wall. Then, for a moment, all I saw was white and heard a ringing in my head.

But I was conscious. And that was something.

I couldn’t say the same for the leader.

She was hanging limp, strapped in her seat upside down.

Blinking hard and moving slightly from my position on the inside of the roof, which was now pressed against the ground, I made sure that I had all my limbs and that everything seemed to be in working order. Other than the fact that everything hurt and I would probably be more purple than a Conecian with all the bruising, I was okay.

I crawled forward, positioned myself under the leader, then unbuckled her so that I could lay her flat in the cramped space. It wasn’t much in the way of protection, but it was better than leaving her dangling upside down or dragging her out into the open.

The buggy rattled and shook, the plunking sound of machine-gun fire raking our side filling the cabin for a moment. I used my body to keep the girl from being hit, but we were lucky in that the bullets seemed to strike nothing but metal. The problem was, I was drawing attention to us by moving and knew the best thing that I could do now was get away from here.

I pulled the latch, pushed one of the doors open, and all but fell out. I stole one more glance at the leader, who was breathing shallowly with her eyes still closed, but the clatter of gunfire brought me right back to what I was doing.

Bikes and buggies were swirling around one another, beams and bullets being exchanged as plumes of dirt rose into the darkening sky. Taking in the scene, I saw the explosive vehicle stopped several meters from the gate. Squinting through the dust, I saw the driver and backup operator both slumped in positions that told me everything I needed to know.

I glanced up at the wall and watched several guards see me, then shift their weapons in my direction. Before I could even raise my handgun, Lara popped one of them, a plume of crimson spraying into the air before he disappeared behind the wall. But the other one fired down at me, the bolts singing my jacket and forcing me to run faster.

I fired off a few more wild rounds, sending bolts back up to the top of the wall, but I didn’t hear any reaction, and a moment later, I was slamming up against the explosive vehicle. I gripped the door handle and pulled, feeling no resistance but not opening the door either.

A beam struck against the piece of soldered ship beside me, scorching the metal and diffusing in a blast of heat that caused me to wince. I pulled the door handle again, and nothing happened. I looked down, remembering standing on a pile of cars on a planet that did for four wheeled vehicles what Lutch and I did for starcraft: repaired them.

“There is a manual release,” he said, watching me struggle with the door of an old van. I had seen a board game in the back and wanted to grab it, hoping that the owner of the junkyard would let me keep it for free but knowing that I would probably have to bargain.

I looked back down and scanned the whole door, running my hand over the curves and along the breaks.

“No,” he said with a chuckle, pointing but not climbing up the pile if he didn’t have to. “Reach inside the window.”

Instinctively, I had reached toward the gap in the door, my fingers cracking against the closed window.

The sound that followed was something that I had hated at the time yet would have done anything to hear again: my father’s laughter. He bellowed as I gripped my fingers and winced. While I stared daggers down at him, he continued to revel in his little prank.

To make up for it, he had let me smash in the window and retrieve the game, paying for both the damage to the car and for the board game. Even though he loved to pull stuff like that on me all the time, he hardly ever brought it up, but each and every time I pulled that game out, he got a little smile at the memory of it.

Now, the memory of it saved my life. After reaching in, I pulled the manual release and opened the door just as another bolt came streaking down at me. It slammed against the door just as I passed in, muttering an apology to the man whose body I pulled aside and then pushed out the door.

I had to get this car into position, and fast.

While it was convenient that it was well covered from the oncoming fire, all the shielding and protection made it quite difficult to see out the front of the thing. So as I revved the engine and rolled forward, I had to shift and reposition myself in order to actually get where I needed to go.

There were, of course, gaps along the side and back where they must not have had enough material or wanted to leave something for visibility, but those holes were precisely what the bikers targeted whenever they strafed me. Bullets riddled the interior each time, and one slammed into my hand, cracking into the steering wheel.

I winced but kept the thing rolling into position. My armored glove had taken the brunt of the hit but I knew there was still some damage to my appendage. Not that I could think about it now.

I glanced to the side and watched as one of our buggies lanced a bike in the spokes, sending both driver and gunner screaming through the air.

Nearing the massive door, I slowed the car, hearing bullets and beams rattle off the roof.

I looked behind the driver's seat to the little compartment that held a lot of explosives. After moving the operator aside, I squeezed past the seat and toward the rear of the vehicle. It was tough trying to move around a small space in my heavy armor, but it also kept me alive, and I had probably been hit countless times in this very battle, so I wouldn’t complain.

A moment later, I was in the back and working at the igniter.

In the end, it was probably for the best that it was me doing this. The men who had volunteered for this job had acted with confidence, but as we went through our trial runs, I worried that the bravado they brought to the table was making up for a lack of skill and common sense. Again and again, I had explained that this move or that mistake would get them killed, but they didn’t seem to want to listen.

Lutch had once told me that, “Some guys would rather think that they are right than learn to be right,” and I couldn’t get that out of my head as I watched them work.

So, here I was, initiating the explosion and giving myself time to escape.

I was being shot from all sides and working alongside people I didn’t know. I didn’t need to complicate things with some kind of shitty action-movie sequence where I set the timer too short and then get stuck in my big armor as I tried to get out.

A moment later, I was back at the car door, trying to time my escape. I watched as buggies and bikes circled and fired on one another, and the wall guards continued to take potshots at our people. There was not much in the way of cover, so I decided to just make a break for my flipped-over buggy.

Luckily, as planned, the star setting on the horizon was shining directly into the eyes of the guards on the wall and making it much more difficult to see us, plus, with the pluming smoke from the destroyed vehicles and billowing dirt, it would have taken a lot more for me to draw their attention.

That a-lot-more came in the form of an explosion a moment later. The ground shook, and the walls rattled when the car burst apart, hopefully blasting open the gate.

The sound and vibration were enough to wake the knocked-out leader, who blinked a few times as though she was trying to figure out exactly where she was before remembering. We locked eyes, and the recognition returned.

“We’re not dead?” she asked.

I shook my head. “Not yet. Want to take over a company mine?”

I watched as a grin pulled her cheeks, and she reached out a hand, allowing me to help her from the vehicle.

But before we could check the door, a whirring sound emanated from the other side of the wall, and the ground began to hum with a low vibration.

The young woman looked at me with terror in her eyes. “That rat friend of yours better have done what he said he was going to,” she said, trying to act tough but sounding terrified. “Or this battle is about to end really quick.”

“Don't ever tell him I told you this,” I said, “but he's the best damn thief I've ever seen, and if he says he can do something, he can.”

The flighted attack vehicle rose over the wall, its twin mounted guns at the front opening fire as soon as it cleared the lip of the barrier. One of the buggies erupted in flames under the hail of fire.

But as the aircraft continued to lift, it tilted unnaturally, the nose dropping and continuing to spray shots, but these ones crashed against the back of their own defense. The guards on the wall screamed and waved their hands as the bird continued to clatter bullets down against them.

Clearly, the ship was tethered, and the pilots assumed they could break free by forcing it harder, but instead, they were just shooting their own people. The turbines of the triangular attack vehicle roared against whatever Clynt had used and eventually broke free, the thing getting away and streaking out into the air over the battle raging in front.

“Shit,” the girl muttered, but her disappointment didn't last long. As soon as it had pulled free, it had also pulled apart some of its internal machinery, and the bird careened down toward the ground in an instant, then blasted apart as soon as it slammed to the earth.

The young woman turned to look at me in the light of the fading star in wonderment.

“Like I said, he’s good.” I shrugged.

We turned and rushed toward the gate.
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As we approached the smoldering metal, we saw that enough of the heavy gate had been blown apart and bent back so that we would be able to squeeze through. It didn't fully blow the thing off its hinges and throw it open so that our vehicles could drive through in the way we might have hoped, but it was enough for us to start our invasion of the facility itself.

More buggies pulled around the flaming ruins of the aircraft and crashed to a stop beside the door to come rushing in with us.

There were only two guards who had been surveying the damage to the door, and they were caught unawares as we entered. They looked up, raising their weapons at the sight of us, before being gunned down by two shots from my energy weapon.

Other guards were rushing around, getting into position, and I saw more people from inside the mines hurrying out and being handed guns. Very briefly, I had a moment of doubt about shooting at them, knowing that they were just doing their job, so to speak. But I got over it the second they started shooting at me.

The girl and I ducked for cover, taking up positions behind a stack of thick shale that was differentiated from the rest of the surface by the fact that it appeared to have plant roots sticking out. I only had the briefest moment to look at it, but it was still striking. This company was doing everything it could to force these people into an untenable situation.

Meanwhile, the people in the city above would never accept them or take them in. The people here, these ’facers, had what amounted to two choices: stay here and starve to death, or leave for some unknown world without the financial ability to do so.

It was a small issue in a nothing part of the universe, but it was emblematic of everything that had gone wrong in the Consortium. There was no accountability, and people were getting hurt. Hell, I didn’t even know who the Sectoral Governor of this planet would be.

I wondered what Ned would think about all this. Wondered how happy he would be that we were doing right by these people and trying to help them push back.

The pile of shale beside me blasting out as it was hit with a shotgun discharge erased all other considerations from my mind. We weren’t helping anyone until we actually dealt with these defenders.

In the moment I shifted to look out at where the miners had taken up position, a purple bolt struck the pile where my head had been just a moment before. Entirely on instinct, I pointed my weapon up at the wall where the shot had come from and returned fire.

There were only a very few defenders left up there with Lara picking them off, the buggies firing up at them and their own aircraft shredding a streak in their defenses prior to crashing. But those that remained were fighting valiantly, and I couldn’t tell how many of our own people had survived, but seeing how few were making their way into the mine to fight, I didn’t think it was that many.

Even if they won here today, it would be a pyrrhic victory.

Two women holding rifles that I had repaired this afternoon, but that felt like a lifetime ago, slammed in beside us.

“There are a lot of them,” one of the women said, her face streaked with dirt and blood.

I peeked over the pile for just a second, seeing the miners in their positions behind barrels and carts and pallets. But I could see their fear, too. Some were determined, but most were scared and didn’t want to be there.

“Aim for the guards first,” I instructed.

Looking out again quickly, I saw that there were only a few left, maybe four.

“And focus on anyone who you see shooting at you,” I continued. “If you see the muzzle flash, you’ll know where to shoot. If you don’t, you might not have to bother.”

I was hypothesizing a bit, of course, but I believed what I was saying, and either way, taking on the trained guards first was going to be the right course of action.

The women glanced at the girl beside me. She nodded. “Listen to him. We’ll get through this, and it’ll all be worth it.”

I was impressed, once again, that this young person was able to maintain her cool quite literally under fire.

They all looked at me.

“Ready,” I said, then the three of them turned and got their bodies prepared. “Now.”

At once, we all leaned out from the pile and then started firing. The star had set, and bathed in the glow of the floodlights, we exchanged bolts and bullets.

As expected, some of the miners did nothing but point their weapons at us until the first shot was fired and then ducked behind cover. These people didn’t want to be shot for their company, and I couldn’t say I disagreed with that. They wanted to return to their kids more than they cared about their jobs. And if they were fired for not taking up arms against angry locals, then the company was a horrible employer anyway.

I managed to take down one of the guards before drawing so much fire that I had to duck back down. The leader cheered as she got another, and one of the two women was at least able to squeeze off a few shots before being forced down. The other took a bullet to the shoulder and fell to the ground, wailing.

More of the ’facers came rushing in with Lara at their back. Rather than stopping at our pile, they charged forward. Several of them had pilfered machine guns from the bikers, and they unloaded rounds into the miners.

We took this opportunity as well, popping out from behind our pile and taking aim at the guards. Many of the miners were cowering, but some were still making a stand. Or they were until the revolvers began firing.

From behind them, the thief began picking them off, and a moment later, there was nothing left but smoke and panting people. The few miners who remained raised their hands in surrender, and all of the locals looked at one another, smiles growing on their faces.

Then one cheered.

A man lifted his gun into the air and firing off a few shots.

Then another.

And soon, every one of them was screaming with what was probably a mixture of jubilation and adrenaline. Lara and Clynt made their way over to me, and I pointed in the direction of a small mechanic’s tent off to the side of the open space in front of the entrance to the mine.

We stepped over, and I explained what we were looking for.

“You got shot again,” Lara said, pointing down to my hand as I reached out to grab a flashlight that was sitting on a workbench.

“Y’all just can’t help yourself now, can you?” Clynt asked with a laugh. “I just downed a bird and won this battle without getting nary a scratch.”

Lara laughed, lifting up some paperwork and then dropping it back down. “What you are really saying is that we should take note of your accomplishments.”

Clynt grinned. “Wouldn’t hurt none to mention just how helpful I were.”

I rolled my eyes, then looked at him. “You were, as always, very helpful, and we couldn’t have done any of this without you.”

I turned away from his smiling muzzle to see Lara with her hands on her hips and an eyebrow raised.

“And you,” I enthused, turning to her. “Neither of us would have even made it to the wall if it weren’t for you. Every shot saved a life, and these people would not be celebrating a victory if it hadn’t been for your excellent aim.”

She continued to stare at me.

“I know that I’m saying it in a jokey-joke sort of way, but it’s actually true,” I told her.

She smiled at that. “And I guess it wasn’t too bad that you were able to keep their leader safe and blow the door,” Lara praised as though it was pulling teeth. “And you’re just sooo good looking.”

She added the last part in a mocking tone.

“See, now that’s a weird joke ’cause we all know you two have been knockin’ boots,” Clynt observed.

“Yeah,” I agreed with a childlike smile plastered on my face. “You were also using a jokey-joke sort of way while it’s actually true.”

“If you do say so yourself,” Lara shot back, but it was half-hearted and quiet.

I tapped the side of a toolbox, and it clattered to the ground, causing the two of them to chuckle as they returned to their work.

Glancing over my shoulder, I saw all the locals talking and moving around, looking for loot or deciding what to do next. They had never done anything like this and were clearly overwhelmed by it.

We, meanwhile, seemed to be doing things like this all the time, and while we were happy to be alive, it also wasn’t so interesting that it was going to keep us from what we were doing.

I crossed the little space, knowing that there had to be the coils somewhere. Their own flighted craft needed them as well, and since they burned out with some regularity, it was the kind of thing almost all mechanics kept on site. That being said, it didn’t seem like the person who worked here cared too much about keeping things in any kind of orderly manner.

Not that many of the scrappers I had known did.

Or, for that matter, that I did.

But there was a large storage locker at the far side of the tent, and I made my way there.

“Anything worth stealing?” Lara asked the Vekrass.

He snorted in response. “Ain’t no fun when it’s just looting.”

“Sure,” Lara allowed. “But I have to think you’ll take something good if we come across it.”

“You find a chest of gold doubloons, be sure to send word,” he said with a laugh.

After opening the cabinet, I shone the light around. There were pieces and parts and the same little box of bolts and washers that every cabinet throughout the universe seemed to have, as well as a pile of dusty tools at the bottom of the unit that were so niche they hadn’t been used in a long time.

As I cast my light around, I saw the bending shape behind a can of paint thinner and reached in. The moment my blood-covered fingers closed around it, I knew that I had found the coil.

But as I pulled it out, the hair on the back of my neck stood up when the clatter of gunfire cut across the space.

I stepped back to see a man standing over the bodies of all the miners who had surrendered, and just in front of me, Lara with her hands raised.

The young woman and a cadre of her people were standing with weapons facing us.

“What is this?” I asked, but I could hear the disappointment in my own words.

The leader stared at me with a little smile on her face. “This is taking charge of my own destiny like you told me to.”

Lara shook her head. “This is so unnecessary,” she said. “You already have what you want, so just let us take this one thing and leave.”

“You don’t know what I want,” the girl hissed. “Maybe I want that stealth suit of yours and those weapons you all carry. Maybe I want to take over this planet and know that it will be easier with your stuff and your ship.”

I took a step forward. “Let me make one thing really clear to you,” I growled. “We will kill you before we let that happen.”

She looked around at her numbers and then back to the two of us. “Seems like we have the advantage.”

“The fact that you think that’s true shows just how naïve you are,” I stated unequivocally. “You have numbers, yes, but we are well-armed hunters who do this all the time. Please, just rethink this.”

“No,” she said, sounding even more sure of herself than she had before.

And that’s when it hit me that she was probably a sociopath. She had been made a leader because she could “make the tough calls” or “do what needed to be done,” and it was because she didn’t care. Even on the battlefield, she had been utterly unaffected by action around her.

I needed to change things up.

“You guys have what you came for,” I announced to the locals all gathered around. Then I held up the coil. “And so do we. You don’t need to keep fighting just for my armor or whatever it is you think you’ll get from me. You can just let us go.”

Many of the people stole looks at one another, and the girl obviously didn’t like it.

“No,” she said, and the light from her weapon filled the tent for just a moment.

I didn’t have enough time to leap out of the way or anything like that. Instead, I took a bullet to the chest plate. And while it hurt my already bruised body and threw me back into the open door of the cabinet, it didn’t down me.

The second she shot, she sealed her fate.

Lara vanished instantly, ducking out of the way of the few shots from the couple of ’facers who were going along with this plan. Then her blade appeared, swinging up through the air and plunging into the leader.

At the same moment, more revolver shots rang out, and those who had taken up arms against us fell to the ground. Sadly, that caused the rest to open fire in the direction where they thought Clynt was only to be killed as well.

Another hush fell over the mine.

“I hate this fucking planet,” Lara said finally as I got to my feet.

I looked down at all the bodies scattered all around: the company guard, the miners and the ’facers. Then I glanced over at the coil.

It didn’t need to have happened like this. All these people didn’t need to die like this.

A moment earlier, I had been proud to be a part of something that felt important to these people. Sure, this victory might have been small and might have resulted in the company sending down far more people to make their lives even worse, but it was a fight worth fighting.

Now, they were all just bodies on the ground. Local or foreigner, it didn’t matter.

Casting a glance up into the now night sky and seeing the city in the distance, it all felt entirely futile. There was no fight here worth fighting. Or maybe I was just sad about the way it had all shaken out.

I took one last look at the leader. The girl who had seemed like so many things in so short a span and whose name I had never learned.

“Yeah,” I groaned. “Let’s get off this planet.”

I grabbed the coil. Then I filled a duffle with other parts and pieces. I had no qualms with stealing from this company before we loaded up into one of the remaining vehicles. There was no reason to wait around, and I figured the company would be sending people soon enough, so we flicked on the lights and drove out into the desert.

Clynt could see in the dark and had a keen sense of direction, guiding us the right way.

“You okay?” Lara asked as I stared into the beams of light and darkness beyond. I wasn’t driving as fast as the girl had been earlier, and her words carried to me with ease.

But I shook my head. “I don’t know what the hell I am now.”

Lara patted me on the shoulder. “Even after all we have been through, I sometimes forget that you were a scrapper before all this. You didn’t get to experience the universe the way I did as a bounty hunter.”

“I saw some things.” I shrugged. “But it’s just all this… I don’t know.”

She didn’t say anything, giving me a chance to continue. “It just doesn’t even make sense. This was so important to them, it was life and death to them, but there is so much more out there to worry about.”

“But the people of this planet don’t know it,” Lara said. “They still don’t know about the threat that’s coming… and even if they did, they might not have cared. As you said, this is so important to them. To the people of the company, it’s what feeds their family, and to the locals, it’s their home. For both groups, it feels like life or death because in a very real way, it is.”

“She just led them into this for nothing,” I muttered.

Her hand made its way from my shoulder to the nape of my neck. “That was their choice,” she assured me. “They did what they thought was best for themselves and their people, even though we warned them. Hell, you even offered them the chance to get them off this rock, and they didn’t take it. Can’t dwell too much on it.”

I smiled at her for a moment. “Isn’t it my job to talk you down most of the time?”

She punched my bicep. “Pretty sure I have been calming down,” she said, and it was true. With each passing day, her instinct to get pissed off or fly into a rage was diminishing. That wasn’t to say that it was gone entirely, but it felt like the fuse was growing longer.

“You doing okay?” I asked.

She rocked her head back and forth. “Have I mentioned how much I hate it here?”

“Oh, damn!” Clynt said, slamming a palm on the beam he was using for support, and I began to slow the buggy.

“What?” I asked, worried that he had lost his way.

He tapped a claw angrily on the bar. “I really wanted to see them critters.”

“What?” Lara asked.

I rolled my eyes as he said, “Whatever them big lizards were in those crates. I wanted to take a gander, but all the action done erased it from my brain.”

“That’s not important,” Lara sighed.

But he huffed. “Were important to me. I like seein’ alien critters.”

“We’re not going back,” I said, preempting the question I thought was coming next. “I just want to get back to the ship and get the hell out of here.”

“But the next time we end up on an alien world, we’ll try and hit up the zoo,” Lara offered in a pandering tone.

I began driving again, with Clynt pointing the way and pouting.

We drove for what seemed like an eternity, but eventually I saw the Buzzard in the distance.

Though we had only been on this planet a very short time, it was a massive relief to be back at the ship, and the three of us all but leaped off the buggy to hurry up into the Buzzard.

“Alek!” I called, but my voice echoed around the space. “Imogen!”

Nothing on the ship looked out of place, and nothing seemed to have been stolen, but I knew the difference between when there were souls aboard and when there weren’t.

And right now, there weren’t.
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“We have to find them!” I shouted.

Clynt looked to where I was standing by the open hatch. “I could rest a spell,” he said. “We could just wait ’til morning.”

I wanted to say that stuff like that was why Imogen had such a problem with him, but Lara shouted up to us from where she was out in the scrub.

“There are tracks here,” she called.

Despite his groaning complaints, Clynt followed as well.

“Yep,” he affirmed when he dropped to the ground and looked at the tracks in the beam of my flashlight. “Them’s Alek’s tracks.”

“No shit,” Lara said. “What else can you tell?”

He leaned close to the ground, sniffing deeply. “They got company what smell like them locals we just left.”

I ran to the car in the dark, wishing the star was rising sooner but remembering that the leader had told me the nights here were incredibly long.

Clynt hopped back into his position, and I wheeled the buggy around, then followed the tracks out into the endless tundra.

None of us spoke this time. There were no jokes or anything, just silence as I drove, but it wasn’t long before Clynt was tapping the bar again, signaling for me to slow.

“We’re close enough now,” he said, hopping down. “Kill that engine, and we’ll sneak in on foot.”

“We?” Lara asked dubiously, hooking a thumb in my direction.

I folded my arms across my chest. “I can sneak when I have to.”

“Sure you can,” Clynt said in a tone somewhere between sincere and mocking. “But you can just approach straight from here and let the professionals sneak around from the other sides. Any one of us see’s anything, hoot twice like a barn owl.”

“That will be incredibly suspicious,” Lara noted.

Clynt shrugged. “Then just start stabbin’ til we have our friends back.”

“Sounds like a plan,” she agreed.

I wanted to put up a fight, but I was too tired and worried to try and come up with something, so I just nodded and killed the lights on the car.

A moment later, the two of them were gone, and I was left in the pitch dark. Not that it stayed that way for long. As my eyes adjusted, the reflected light of the moons was enough to help me at least trudge forward in the direction of the footprints.

Soon, I saw some company tents around a fire, and I got worried for a moment that it was people from the city rather than locals, before realizing that one wasn’t any better than the other. I continued to creep forward, seeing some people moving around, but there were no lookouts or armed guards and nothing to suggest that they had just taken some hostages.

Dropping low, I kept moving toward the tents, staying in the cast shadow of one of them and wishing that my boots didn’t have to make so much noise while I cracked the earth underfoot.

“I guess it’s hard knowing that I’ll never feel about them the way I should,” I heard Imogen say in a low voice from inside the tent. I stopped, listening and trying to get a sense of the situation.

“You don’t have to feel any one way about anyone,” another voice said, and it sounded like a young woman—older than the leader but certainly younger than I was. “Just because they gave birth to you or raised you ‘the best they could’ or whatever doesn’t give anyone the right to treat you the way that you’re telling me they have. So, don’t feel like you ‘should’ feel some way. You’re only hurting yourself.”

“I guess…” Imogen answered. “It’s just…”

“Just what?” the other girl pressed. “Are you going to give me some nonsense that’s actually just your trauma manifesting as a justification for their behavior?”

Imogen laughed. It was a sound that I had heard so few times that I almost didn’t recognize it. “Probably,” she allowed. “Sophia, how are you so smart?”

“Oh, what?” Sophia asked. “Just because I grew up on some backwater shithole, I have to be a bumpkin?”

“I mean, kinda,” Imogen said with what sounded almost like a giggle.

The other girl laughed heartily. “What a spoiled-little-rich-girl thing to say.”

“I’m not that,” Imogen said seriously. “Not anymore. An Inquisitor flogged it out of me. Among other things.”

There was a pause. “Oh, whoa, I’m sorry.”

“It’s fine,” Imogen assured her. “You couldn’t have known. And I’m not even sure why I told you. We only just met.”

“You told me because we’re kindred spirits,” Sophia said. “Because we somehow connected despite the fact that I am pretty sure we have nothing in common.”

Imogen let out a little snort. “We have attitude in common.”

“Attitude?”

“Yes,” Imogen said. “We might not have the same references or experiences, but we see things the same. And I think that is more important than all the other stuff.”

Sophia didn’t speak for a long moment. “How did you get so wise?” she asked finally.

“How did you?” Imogen answered.

“I had to in order to survive,” she said. “Out here, as the company has come and sapped the life from our world, I had to get smart or get dead.”

“I guess it was the same for me,” Imogen said. “I was raised by wolves, and when they didn’t like who I was, they threw me to other wolves.”

Sophia cleared her throat. “And now?”

“And now I am doing something that matters,” she said with absolute certainty. “I feel as though I survived everything else so that I could be a part of this.”

It was heartening to hear her say that. I believed it about her, but there was something especially moving about the confirmation.

“What is this?” Sophia asked.

Imogen wasted no time in answering. “Saving the universe.”

The other girl giggled. “You’re serious?”

“I am,” Imogen said. “There is a threat out there much bigger than anything we have known since the Old War.”

I was keen to hear what Sophia would say next, to learn what people out here would think when they learned something like this. But her reply was not at all what I expected.

“Do you ever think about trying to get your parents to help with this cause?” she asked.

“No,” Imogen stated unequivocally. “Weren’t you listening to everything I told you about them?”

“Of course I was,” Sophia answered immediately.

I could hear the confusion in Imogen’s voice as she asked, “Then why ask me that?”

“Before I answer, can I ask one more thing?”

“Sure,” Imogen said, sounding a bit impatient.

“Do you think that two politicians of your parent’s caliber could help your cause?” she asked.

Imogen huffed. “Of course.”

“And is that something you think about?”

“Naturally,” Imogen answered.

I could hear the satisfaction in Sophia’s voice as she said, “And that’s why I asked you. Not because I thought that you wanted to beg the people who destroyed you for help, but because I thought it might be something that you struggled with, and I wanted to give you space to open up about that.”

Imogen was quiet, obviously contemplating what the other young woman had said. “I guess I never gave that bit much thought,” she said softly after a moment. “I consider the thing but don’t give any credence to what toll that consideration takes on me.”

“Safe to assume that it’s a lot,” Sophia said. “Sometimes we don’t even realize the damage we are doing to ourselves by struggling with the superfluous stuff.”

In my mind, I could see the face of wonderment Imogen wore. “Who are you?”

“Just a girl from some backwater planet,” Sophia chuckled.

“You are so much more than that,” Imogen announced. “You are too good for this place.”

“On that,” Sophia said, “we agree.”

Neither spoke, and the fire crackled in the near distance.

“Do you think your boss would let us come with you?” Sophia asked finally.

That question was loaded and a half. For a start, I didn’t think of myself as anyone’s “boss” in the way she used it, though I was undoubtedly the captain on the Buzzard and, now, a leader of what amounted to a Peacer sect… or maybe I was a boss?

And the second consideration was the question itself. I had offered refuge to the last group of locals, and they had shot me in the chest, so my inclination was to say no right off the bat.

“He’s not my boss,” Imogen said, mirroring my own thoughts. “Not like that. He’s just a guy trying to do right by the universe. It’s mad, honestly. I sometimes look at him and just see the scrapper who got sucked into something far beyond his ken, and other times I see this person who might honestly save us all from certain death.”

“That’s one hell of a dichotomy,” Sophia said, and I could hear her smile.

And she was right. Both of them, and everything that they were saying was right. Some moments I still felt like just some guy who should be repairing battery coils, and others I felt right at home leading a group of rebels against their corporate overlords.

Not that this revelation mattered in the moment.

What mattered was getting off this planet, getting the cubes back to Edwin, and then trying to figure out who was trying to kill us.

“Reach for the sky,” I heard Clynt say, and I knew that the moment was about to change.

My brain wanted my body to hop to my feet, but unfortunately, the best I could do was groan into a standing position and feel like I needed a breather. But I forced myself forward, pulling out my stomper but keeping it by my side.

Imogen and Sophia stared up at me, their eyes going wide, looking like they had been caught sharing a cigarette by their dad. Sophia wore a well-stitched outfit that seemed perfect for the conditions on the planet. Brown hair framed a pretty, youthful face only slightly leathered by the environment of this place.

They both stood, and Sophia lifted her hands in fear. She wore a gun on her hip that seemed to be in much better repair than the last tribes’ and some kind of scanner or reader on the other side. She stared at me in terror until Imogen reached up and pulled one of her hands down, drawing her attention.

“You don’t have to worry,” she said. “This is the man I was telling you about.”

“Oh,” Sophia said, confused but relieved.

Imogen turned to Clynt, who was standing by the fire with his revolvers leveled at the group of locals. “And you, quit being an asshole!” she shouted. “These are my friends.”

“It’s true,” Alek said, hunching to step from one of the tents.

“How are you feeling?” I asked Imogen since she had been only half-conscious the last time I had seen her.

She looked to Sophia and then to me. “Better.”

“Good,” I said. “Ready to get out of here?”

She paused longer than I had expected and then folded her arms across her chest. “Actually, there was something I wanted to ask you…”

“You want to know if we can take these guys back to the station with us?” I posited.

Rather than being happy that I had correctly guessed the question, she narrowed her eyes at me in an accusatory way that suggested she guessed that I had been listening in on their conversation.

“That’s right,” she said.

Sophia stepped forward, cutting the tension by extending a hand. “Hi, I’m Sophia,” she said.

“Hank,” I said.

“Why don’t you come meet my father?” She guided me to the fire, where everyone was still looking nervously at Clynt, though he had lowered his weapons.

“Doctor Charles Forks, this is Mister Hank,” Sophia said.

I smiled and nodded in his direction, then shook his hand as I said, “Hank is fine.”

“You can call me Charlie,” he said. The man’s once-black hair was in a losing battle with white streaks, and his face was wrinkled and tired.

“I’m impressed that you were able to get a doctorate out here,” I said, hoping it would come across as funny rather than dickish.

He grinned. “I wasn’t always a ’facer,” he said.

A woman stepped over and laced an arm through his. “Charlie went native.”

I stared at the two of them. I felt like I understood what had happened. “You were some kind of scientist for the company and then fell in love with the locals, but due to the obvious... cultural divide... you had to pick sides?”

“That's it, exactly,” Charlie affirmed. “Somewhere up there is a fully furnished mansion that I was offered at the onset of my contract, but that I never once stepped foot in. Love will make you do some things you never thought you would.”

I nodded knowingly. “It certainly will,” I agreed. “And so you've lived out here for quite some time as a result?”

“I have,” he said, patting some dirt from his jacket. “And I was not one of those people who enjoyed adventure travel before I came here. If I'm honest, I fought tooth and nail to get any other assignment in the company, but I had pissed off the wrong manager and ended up getting sent here as a result.”

“And now you can't reckon livin’ anywhere else?” Clynt asked.

Both Charlie and the woman at his side burst into laughter. “Is that some kind of joke?” he asked. “Of course I want to live somewhere else. But I irreconcilably angered the only people who can come and go from this place and don't really have the means to get off.”

“And just because I was born here, doesn't mean I want to live here one moment longer than I have to,” his wife said. “It was a terrible place to live and has been made even worse by the company doing everything they can to starve us out.”

I looked at them and the few other people listening with rapt attention from their places around the fire. “And you'd like safe passage off this planet?”

“If you can provide it,” Charlie said, “we would be eternally grateful.”

Imogen stepped forward. “I'd like to give them refuge at the station… at least until they are back on their feet.”

“Last group of them kind that we came across tried to send Hank home with a lead reminder of their company,” Clynt said. “Don't know if it's such a wise idea to bring ’em into our midst.”

Imogen stared daggers at the Vekrass. “It might surprise you to learn that not all people from the same place are exactly the same.”

“I ain’t sayin’ they is, but I know that the one time we showed kindness on this rock, all we got was a six-barrel thank you,” Clynt said.

Charlie raised his hands defensively. “I understand if your experience here has made you disinclined to help.”

Imogen stared at me, and I wondered what was going through her mind, though I knew what she wanted me to say. Of course, both of them are right. Getting shot in the chest had made me understandably trepidatious about taking these folks on, but on the other hand, they seemed genuine in the few moments I had known them, and I liked the idea of helping some people who were in a bad spot. Additionally, I knew that Imogen would never forgive me if I turned my back on these people.

Apparently, I was taking too long to decide because Charlie spoke again. “I will say this,” he began. “The company had me working on studying starship fuel conservation, and before I got a bit distracted, I felt that I was making some serious progress. I don't know what kind of facilities you have, but I would be more than happy to earn my keep by saving you what I expect could be a fair bit of money.”

Now, that was something.

Everyone stared at me as I decided their fate. “Welcome aboard,” I said to the doctor, extending a hand.

That’s when Lara shimmered into existence, startling those around her.

Despite the fact that we didn’t know these people and had no reason to trust them other than the fact that we wanted to, I made the choice.

When all was said and done, I needed people to rally to our cause and come together to fight against Twain. If this man could save us on fuel and provide even one more soldier for the war, I would take it.

“Thank you,” Imogen whispered, stepping close to me as the locals immediately began packing up their things.

What was funny was that I had labored over letting them come with me, but they seemed to be just blindly following. For all they knew, I could be an agent of Twain who was about to kidnap them and inject their brains with nanotechnology that would turn them into half-comatose zombie soldiers.

But I supposed there was a mutual trust going, and hopefully it would pay off for both of us.

“I think it was the right thing to do,” I told her.

She nodded. “It was. And I hope you know that I truly appreciate that you're governed by that sense of right and wrong.”

I was about to say more, but Lara stepped over. “Can we finally get off this planet?”
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After finally getting off that planet, we Tidaled right back to the relay station. Imogen and Alek led the ’facers to clear out some rooms for themselves while Lara helped me bring the two AIs to Edwin.

He looked up from his desk as we entered. “What have we here?”

“Ned was offlined,” I said in a voice more shaky and worried than I expected to sound. “By an EMP.”

“Yes,” the scientist said, reaching out a hand for the cube but keeping his eye on the cloak box until he pulled his gaze away. “What's in there?”

A sound filled the room like a deep gasp of somebody who had been holding their breath underwater as Edwin manipulated the box. “What the hell happened?” Ned asked.

“EMP got you again,” Edwin stated and then glanced up at me. “There is a little button here to reset him if this happens for a third time.”

“It won’t happen again!” Ned growled.

Edwin looked down at the cube. “That is not something you are capable of controlling,” he stated. “Despite your declaration, you are not capable of choosing if you are hit with that kind of a pulse.”

“I don’t care,” Ned said. “It isn’t happening again.”

“Curious,” Edwin responded. But his eyes were glued to the large box that Lara was holding. “You will tell me what that is now?”

Ned answered before I could. “An asshole.”

“I do not believe that box holds any of the over sixty sphincters in the human body,” Edwin said. “I believe that there is some kind of artificial intelligence cube within that you do not want knowing the location of this station. Is this hypothesis correct.”

“Yes,” I answered.

“Like I said, an asshole,” Ned said.

I grabbed the box from Lara and held it out toward Edwin, who set Ned down and then pulled it from my hands.

Taking on a serious tone, I said, “This is the AI paired partner of Nathan Spade, who was a contemporary of William West.”

“Hero of the Five Battles and Captain of the Starblaster,” Ned added while Lara mouthed it along as well, knowing he would say it.

“Oh, no way!” Libby said through the speaker in the corner of the room. The station’s AI was always excited to be in on the drama. “No wonder Neddy keeps calling him an asshole. Spade is the one who shot William, right?”

We all stood there in silence.

“What?” Ned said finally, his voice a shadow of itself. “What did you just say?”

“Ooh, right, you didn’t know…” she said as though it was something she was even capable of having forgotten.

I had suspected something like this but had not known definitively. “What happened?” I demanded.

“I have bits and pieces from the dark feltwork, but I am not totally sure,” Libby admitted, sounding more subdued than I had ever heard her.

Edwin set down the box, looking at me. “Would you like me to investigate this matter?” he asked.

“Yes,” I said, deciding it was time to know as much as we could once and for all.

“When I access this cube, I will also find out what happened to Captain William West,” he said, “operating, as we are, under the assumption that he knows.”

“Thank you,” I said. “It’s time we understood more about the Old War and how Twain operated back then.”

“Correct,” Edwin said, and I tried not to let it show how surprised I was that he had agreed with me. “The more we can understand about the artificial and its interaction with the organic, the better we can know the universe.”

He then just stared at Lara and me with a blank expression on his face. “I would like to begin understanding the universe better presently.”

I turned to Lara. “He means he wants us out of here,” I said.

“I got that.” She nodded, and the two of us stepped from the lab before I turned back to grab Ned.

“No,” Edwin said. “I need his programming.”

I didn’t like it since I had only just gotten Ned reactivated, but I understood that he was vital to the work Edwin was doing.

I rejoined Lara, and the two of us had only taken a few steps when Libby butted back in. “Soooo,” she said, dragging out the word. “You’ve been getting some calls, Lara. They have been going to your open bounty line, and I have been intercepting them.”

“What’s up?” Lara asked.

“Mane Malik very much wishes to speak with you,” she said before adding a theatric, “ooh,” like an in-studio audience.

Lara shook her head. “What does he want?”

“He didn’t say, but it sounds serious,” Libby said. “It’s honestly kinda cute how much he cares about you.”

Before I could say anything, she added, “Sorry, Hank.”

“It’s fine,” I said, mostly believing that. “I’m sure it’s work-related.”

“You’re probably right,” Libby said. “The work in his pants!”

It was so ridiculous that I couldn’t help but laugh.

“See what I did there?” she asked excitedly. “I was talking about his penis.”

“We got it, Libby,” Lara said as we stepped into the command center. “Put me through to Mane.”

A moment later, the famed bounty hunter was on the screen at the center of the room.

“Lara, I am thrilled to see that you are still alive,” he said excitedly, then his eyes seemed to move slowly up and down the screen. “Though you look a little worse for wear. Still hot though.”

“Mane!” she snapped. “Why did you call me?”

He raised an eyebrow suggestively. “What’s it worth to you?”

Lara took a calming breath. “Mane, you called me to tell me something, and now I would like to know it without having to jump through hoops.”

He seemed to consider his options before finally saying. “I was having dinner with my friend Carn to discuss my future and the likelihood of my joining the⁠—”

“Is any of this relevant to what we are discussing?” Lara asked impatiently.

Mane laughed, a broad smile on his face. “I suppose not, but I do rather enjoy talking about it.”

“What did you overhear?” Lara asked, though it sounded much more like a demand.

“The trappers are after you,” he said.

Lara leaned in close to the camera. “What do you know?” she asked. “And what do you mean they are after me? They are an official part of the Conclave. Are they playing at some politics? Trying to ruin my reputation?”

“No,” he answered, voice growing heavy. “I believe they plan to do you harm.”

Lara shook her head in astonishment. “That can’t be,” she said. “It goes against everything our code stands for. You have to report them.”

“I considered that,” he said without any of his normal bravado. “But I decided against it.”

“Why?” Lara demanded, all righteous indignation.

He didn’t answer for a moment. “Because of the politics you were just discussing.”

“This goes beyond politics,” she said. “This is a violation of our beliefs.”

Mane chuckled pointedly. “Everything about the trappers flies in the face of how the Conclave is supposed to act,” he said. “But that doesn’t mean we rush in. We have to play this smart, or the people who are behind it all will wriggle away.”

“He’s right,” I whispered despite myself.

Lara swallowed all her anger and said, “Fine. Tell me what happened.”

“I followed a trapper into an alleyway and heard her talking about how Moong Farrax was killed and Falconer Roan was brought in for questioning,” he explained.

We had, in fact, killed Farrax, and Lara had been the one to bring Roan in, so this was all accurate information.

“I tried to figure out who the other voice was, but they were talking through some kind of muffler so it was impossible to identify. The words were clear though,” he said and then put on an impression of a muffled voice. “Vex and that accomplice of hers will have to be extinguished.”

The words took us both by surprise. “It’s one thing to threaten a fellow bounty hunter, but to attack us like this is an utter disgrace,” Lara said.

“And to shoot an EMP at us and then leave us for dead on a war-torn planet is one hell of a smart way to do it without looking like you did it,” I noted.

She had been so focused on the threat that she hadn’t even connected the dots. Her eyes narrowed with fury. “Mane, I’m almost certain a trapper tried to kill us.”

“Almost certain isn’t going to hold up in court, beautiful,” he said. “We need to get some concrete evidence.”

She tapped her finger against the console. “Have you heard anything about what Roan is saying? Are there any leaks from her investigation?”

“Consular questionings are not the kind of things that get leaked,” Mane said before adding, “for cheap.”

“You’re saying that you could find out what’s happening?” she pressed. “Perhaps the information would lead us to who is coming after us.”

Mane cocked his head. “Maybe it would, but maybe it would end badly. Don’t forget, the trappers have a member on the Council too.”

“It shouldn’t matter if they have representatives on the Council of Six—if the trappers are suggesting they kill other bounty hunters, they need to be brought to justice,” she stated.

Mane laughed. “I know you take our code seriously, but you also need to look at what’s right in front of you. This is a dangerous game, and there are people at the highest level who might step in to stand in your way.”

Libby added, “I think what he’s trying to say is don’t go all Lara on this and try to take matters into your own hands with a gun and a pencil.”

Libby muted the feed to Mane so he didn’t hear the comment and continued. “You have to be clever and calculating now. Slow and cautious.”

“Would you be?” she asked, and Mane seemed taken aback by the question.

“Anyone who has ever come at me is dead,” he said.

She nodded. “Exactly.”

“But this is different,” he cautioned. “This is something bigger, with hunter factions involved.”

Lara slammed a fist down. “These people accepted immoral contracts, attacked their own, then shot us down and tried to feed us to the wolves, but I am supposed to be slow and cautious?”

“I think you know that I’m right,” Mane said. “Even though you want to put a hole in my head.”

She let out a long, pained sigh. “No,” she said finally. “I want to put a hole in the head of the people trying to kill me. I just kinda want to kick you in the dick.”

Libby squealed with delight. “I love you so much, girl.”

“Anyway, thank you for the warning, Mane,” she said. “I genuinely appreciate it.”

“No problem,” he said. “And if you need a real man to protect you rather than some scrap⁠—”

She killed the line. “We have to go see Zenobia,” she said, turning to walk from the room.

I sprang in beside her. “I think that the Conclave might be the most dangerous place for us right now.”

“They can’t do anything there,” she said. “It’s probably the safest place in the universe for us. And, more than anything, we need to get her advice on this.”

I knew that Zenobia was the closest thing Lara ever had to a mother, and that she respected her in all things, but there was no one who’s opinion she revered more than the woman’s.

I also understood that with this kind of thing, Lara knew what was best far better than I did. Being a bounty hunter had been a good way for me to learn new skills and make money, but for her it was everything. It was more than just her profession; it was her identity.

So naturally, I nodded. “Okay, let’s go to the Conclave.”

“Not the others,” she said. “Can’t have them wandering around the Conclave causing trouble, and I can’t put them in harm's way.”

“Now you sound like Alek,” I said, thinking back to when he had wanted to shield the rest of us from the pursuit of Moong Farrax.

She shook her head as she marched toward the Buzzard. “No, I just sound like someone who doesn’t want to get the people they care about hurt.”

“I really wish you guys were staying longer,” Libby added. “I’m sure there is so much that I missed.”

“Alek and Clynt can fill you in,” I told her.

She groaned. “Oh, yar and then them rootin’ tootin’ jerks came a running with thems guns a blazing so I shot ’em all dead by myself, and everyone was a clappin’ and a cheerin’,” she said in the worst impression of Clynt I had ever heard.

I laughed, and even despite everything, Lara chuckled too.

“My point is,” she said. “I like hearing it all from you, and it just feels like you only stop by really quickly these days.”

“We usually have something rather pressing,” Lara noted.

Libby groaned. “I know it, but that doesn’t mean I have to like it.”

“Plus,” I said, gesturing around. “The place is full now. There are people filling in the facility, and it’s really being used for the purposes it was designed for. You must be happy about that.”

“I am,” she begrudged us. “But maybe one of these times you’ll stick around a little longer.”

“We’ll try,” I said, hurrying up the ramp of the Buzzard. “And let the others know that we will be back soon.”

I knew that our friends would be disappointed that we didn’t tell them ourselves but there was no time to waste, and they would just try to convince us to let them come along. And as Lara had said, this was not a situation where we needed them.

So, instead, we hurried into the cockpit and took our seats.

“I can’t help but be amused when the AIs we know act needy or, really, so human,” I said as I fired up the engine. “I mean, when we first met Libby, she had been willing to trade us the information we needed in exchange for a friend. Now, even though the halls of her facility are filled, she still wants more companionship.”

Lara looked over at me, then out the window. “Yeah, it’s odd.”

“As I’ve said before,” I continued, “it was an interesting choice from the programmers that made me want to know what they were thinking when they created these intelligences. Or maybe I’m putting too much on the people who made them. Maybe they had used another program to create all these personalities?”

“Who knows?” Lara said, not entirely listening.

That didn’t stop me. “I mean, they had to make an AI for every soldier to pair with and, so it seems, every facility. There’s no way that each and every one was made by an individual person. It would have taken way too long.”

Lara smoothed out a crease in the leg of her stealth suit. “Maybe it was Twain who created them all, and he’s just waiting for the right moment to activate them.”

I activated the Tidal Drive, and I thought about what she said as we entered the gyre tube. “Why would you put that in my head?” I asked, genuinely wishing that she hadn’t.

“It’s not like that,” she said, dismissing it entirely. “If he could have done that, he would have during the war. He would also have used Ned to find you before you even made it off Bussel, and there are a million other reasons it’s obviously not true.”

I thought about it. “I guess you’re right, but that would have been one hell of a twist.”

“We’ve had more than enough twists,” she said. “The fact that he brought back John Gregory to take over half the Inquisition and kill half the government was more than enough, thank you.”

“I guess,” I said, still pondering the AI thing.

“And he already has sleeper agents in the form of the people he’s kidnapped and hacked,” she added. “We don’t need anything else.”

“I mean, we also have the trappers,” I said.

She snorted. “Don’t remind me.”

“Why does it bother you so much?” I asked.

She looked at me as the tube sloshed around it. “You know why.”

“I do,” I said and then added something I had heard Sophia say to Imogen. “But I just wanted to give you space to open up about it if you want.”

“I appreciate that,” she said. “I really do. But I don’t want to open up about it. I want to problem-solve.”

“I understand,” I told her.

She looked at me, locking eyes and seeming present for the first time. “But I like to know that you are here no matter what.”

I smiled at her. “I am. Always.”

Her lip turned up, then she leaned her head back in the chair and stared out of the cockpit.

I looked down at my hand, the Hospi-Gel having already begun the healing process and the painkillers making it so that I could still walk. But nothing could fight off the exhaustion, and I didn’t wake up until the Tidal Drive chimed to let me know that we would be washing out soon.

Lara was gone, but she showed up a moment later with half-dry hair. “Showered on the ship since I never know when I’ll get another opportunity,” she explained as though I had asked, but when she held forward a cup of coffee, I grinned.

“Wasn’t it cold?” I asked.

She shook her head. “No,” she said. “The showers on here used to be so frigid they would take your breath away, and then I pestered you into installing a new heater.”

I took a sip of the coffee and nodded at the memory of it. “That’s right,” I said. “It was so nice taking that afternoon to work on it.”

“And here I was thinking that you did it for me,” she said.

I snorted a little laugh. “Stuff can be two things.”

We strapped in, set our cups in the holders I had affixed to the console, and landed at the Conclave.

As it somehow always seemed to be when we visited here, it was early morning. And it was convenient because after some sleep and a coffee, my brain also wanted it to be early morning. So that worked out nicely.

I landed in the lot near Zenobia’s office, and when we disembarked, the nearby star was just rising over the Conclave. It really was a beautiful place in the morning. All the statues glistening in the dew, the tall pillars casting long shadows, and the tiled roofs glinting.

The two of us made our way quickly the way we had walked many times before, passing vendors just setting up for the day and a few drunk bounty hunters heading home.

Rounding the corner, we saw the steps leading down to her office.

But when we did, we both noticed that the heavy door was ajar.

It was never open like that, and we both broke into a dead sprint.
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“Zenobia!” Lara wailed when we entered the room to find her lying on the floor, clutching her chest.

Crimson seeped out from between her fingers, and she was breathing shallowly.

I didn’t need to wait for Lara to say it—I turned and ran to get the nearest guard. The heavy-bronze-armor clad hunters were stationed all around the city. They had always seemed more for show than for any practical reason, fitting in like the statuary, but now I was so happy they were everywhere.

I charged up to one, and his eyes only flickered to me for a moment, but they focused on me when I shouted, “Falconer Zenobia has been wounded!”

He gawked at me for just a moment, so I added, “She’s been either shot or stabbed.”

That was what he needed to hear. Knowing how seriously the hunters took security, I was not surprised when he turned and grabbed a rope hanging from the bottom of a bell. There were three bells behind him at the station, and the one he rang had a rope that looked as though it had never been touched before.

The moment the sound began, another sounded and then another, and soon the noise was coursing through the city like water streaming between brickwork.

Having gotten what I needed, I turned to run back, with the guard close on my heels.

When he entered the room behind me, I watched his eyes turn to saucers in surprise. I supposed it was one thing to hear that someone had been shot in the safety of the Conclave and quite another to see it with your own eyes.

Then his face contorted to worry. Undoubtedly, he realized that this was the street he was to have been watching, and this had happened on his shift. Worry for Zenobia turned to fear for his own skin.

“What happened here?” he demanded.

Lara looked up at him with wet, red eyes. “You tell me!” she snarled, obviously confirming his worst fears.

Another guard appeared, then another, and finally one with a purple cape hanging from her back and a more lightly armored guard with a red cross painted on his chest plate at her side. He pushed into the room.

“Everyone clear out!” he ordered, and even though Lara obviously didn’t want to leave Zenobia’s side, she knew better than to get in the way of the medic.

The woman in the cape looked at the two of us. “What happened here?” she asked just before turning and gesturing for us to follow her out onto the street.

Unlike in most places where you would immediately expect to see rubberneckers trying to figure out what was happening, everyone here was respectful and pretended like they didn’t even notice the guards or medics with a stretcher who were charging up the street.

“I am Hunter Vex, and this is Hunter Spears,” Lara stated to the Purple Cloak. “We just arrived to check in with our Falconer to find her gravely wounded as you saw.”

“Did she say anything about what happened?” the woman asked.

Lara shook her head. “She murmured something, but it wasn’t related to what happened.”

“I’m sorry to hear that,” the Cloak stated. “Do you know if she has any enemies?”

I watched as Lara’s mind worked, as she thought about the fact that we had angered the trappers, and they were coming for us. That we had hearsay evidence against some but didn’t know who, and that they had shot us out of the sky.

But she said none of that.

Instead, she shrugged. “If you know Zenobia, you know that she plays things pretty close to the vest.”

The woman’s lips pulled tight. “I didn’t know her well, only in passing,” she said. “I am sorry for the two of you that this happened. As you know, violence in the Conclave is strictly forbidden, and this matter will be investigated aggressively. We will leave no stone unturned.”

“Thank you,” Lara said, running the back of her hand across her cheek.

“But let me remind you,” the Purple Cloak warned. “We are the ones doing the investigation. I understand that you are mad and that hunting people is your profession, but here in the Conclave it is our job, and if you hamper our investigation in any way, you can be brought up on charges as well.”

“We understand,” I said, but she was staring at Lara.

“We understand,” she repeated, and the woman nodded. Behind her, Zenobia was being taken away from her office. The woman glanced back and then to us. “She will be with the Doctor, and they will send word when you can see her.”

Lara nodded, her eyes following Zenobia up the street. She looked as though she wanted to go running after the stretcher like a child chasing their parent who just said goodbye. But she stayed rooted to the spot.

“Thank you,” she said to the Purple Cloak. “And please do let us know if you need any help.”

“By the same measure, please let us know if you think of anything else that will help in our investigation,” the woman said with a curt little nod before turning on her heels and marching away.

I turned to Lara. “I’m so⁠—”

But I didn’t get out another word before she had began sobbing deeply into my chest.

“I did this,” she moaned, and I knew that she had to feel this way even if it wasn’t true. I could have tried to convince her that she wasn’t responsible, that the trappers were doing this in response to both of us, and because they were taking action against the Conclave’s rules, but she knew all those things.

What she needed now was to feel how she felt.

I held her for a long time, her body shaking against mine until she was done. When she looked up at me, her face was soaked and her eyes bloodshot.

“Want to go back to the station?” I offered, but I knew she wouldn’t.

“No,” she said unequivocally. “I want to find the nearest trapper and beat them until they tell me who greenlit us or break into the prison where Roan is being held and⁠—”

“Beat her until she tells us who greenlit us?” I finished.

Lara’s jaw pulsed. “Yes.”

“We can’t do any of those things,” I said. Looking over her shoulder and seeing all the guards buzzing around Zenobia’s, I also knew that we couldn’t just investigate on our own.

“Well, I can’t leave, and I can’t just sit around either,” she said.

Then I spoke words that I never expected to leave my mouth. “Let’s go speak with Mane.”

Her face tightened. “Why?”

“Because he is connected, and never repeat this, but he’s powerful here and probably knows people who can help us or might know where we should begin,” I said.

Lara took a long, slow breath in and then released it even more slowly from her slightly parted lips. “You’re probably right.”

“Trust me,” I said. “I want to chat with him as little as you do.”

“Because you drunkenly crawled into bed with him one time, too?” she asked, the shame thick in her words.

I felt my face react. “Ugh, no,” I said. “But I’ll never understand how that happened.”

“You’ve never had a night you regretted?” she asked, arching an eyebrow on her still red and swollen face.

We had danced around this before, and I knew better than to get too deep into it, especially now, so I hedged. “Of course I have,” I said honestly. “I guess that I’m just lucky I don’t have to see any of my regrets on a regular basis.”

“Or go ask them for help when a loved one gets shot,” she said.

“You think she was shot?” I asked.

She shrugged. “Just something I said. It was hard to be sure.”

“You said she muttered something to you when you got there,” I said. “What was it?”

She looked at me for a long moment. “Let’s go see Mane.”

We didn’t speak as I led us to his estate. Lara hadn’t been there, but I had and remembered the way, so we traversed the now bustling city to his large compound.

When we reached the front and rang the bell, it wasn’t long before his apprentice appeared. Lara stifled a laugh when the young woman approached wearing an outfit in the style of a loin cloth. Though, to call it an outfit was being generous. It looked as though she had asked the designer to make her a garment with the absolute least amount of fabric while still technically covering the things that needed to be covered.

“Is Mane in?” I asked when she stopped in front of us on the other side of the gate.

“He’s doing his calisthenics,” she answered.

When she didn’t say anything else, I spoke. “May we come in and wait?”

“Is he expecting you?” she asked, sounding more like she just wanted to stand in our way than because she actually cared if we did.

“He is,” Lara answered.

The apprentice huffed. “Fine,” she said, stepping up to press a button and open the gate.

“This way,” she said, starting to walk in the direction of the pool. If I had thought the outfit was light on material before, seeing it from the back was a whole other matter. But out of the corner of my eye, I watched Lara watch me to see if I was staring. So I was sure to not.

Though she got her own opportunity to stare a moment later as Mane saw us approach and exited the pool. Unsurprisingly, he swam in the nude and was sure to get out slowly, taking his time with each step and running his hands through his blond hair as he did so.

To my great chagrin, he was cut like one of the statues from the city beyond. I wondered if he even caught bounties anymore or if he spent the majority of his time just getting into shape. He even had muscles that seemed to point to the exact thing he wanted all of us staring at.

Now it was my turn to see if Lara was looking, but she put on a show of shielding her eyes with her fingers.

“Put on a damned towel, Malik!” she shouted.

He laughed, stopping at the lip of the pool to put his hands on his hips. “This is my home, and if I choose to walk around in the buff, that’s tough titties to you.”

I stared him right in the eyes. “You’re right, but it would be great if we could have a conversation without your little friend present.”

He grimaced at my use of the word little and stomped over to a chair, where he grabbed a robe to throw on.

“To what do I owe the pleasure?” he asked once he was somewhat covered.

“Zenobia was shot,” Lara said with such severity that even Mane Malik took her seriously, and his face hardened.

“A Falconer was attacked?” he asked in astonishment.

“Yes,” Lara said, her voice tremulous with anger and misery.

“This is appalling,” Mane said. “Nothing like this has happened since the Amchislavsky Incident. And that was a long time ago.”

“Well, it’s happened,” Lara said, and Mane ran his hands through his hair to squeeze out the water. His face turned thoughtfully to the sun beating down on him.

And after a moment, he looked at Lara. “You came to the right place.”
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Once he had dressed, Mane led us from his estate and up the road a bit further. Rather than taking us in the direction that I was used to, back toward the city, he led us up to the hill that overlooked his neighborhood. Here, the streets were lined with marble statues and cypress trees that looked like elongated teardrops. Every few paces, a guard was stationed along the road, keeping an eye on everything but also making their presence felt.

It even smelled nicer here, like fresh citrus. The nearby star was beginning to settle into its midmorning position, and we turned where the road forked. Following this slightly narrower path, we walked a bit further, until we reached a brick wall with laser spikes glowing along the top.

Two more guards were stationed beside the iron gate, and both of them had purple capes draped on their backs. They glanced at one another, and the left one, a Kyrog, stepped forward.

“Halt,” he said.

Mane laughed. “You’re really going to pull that on me?”

The massive guard snorted. “I am, since I wasn’t warned of your arrival. Is the councilwoman expecting you?”

“She is not,” Mane stated. “But tell her that I am here on urgen⁠—”

But he could not finish. From the tall home beyond the wall and shallow, decorative pool, a woman shouted from the balcony in a husky voice, “Let them in, you big oaf.”

He grunted in annoyance but stepped back to open the gate for us.

“Thanks, Chunk,” Mane said as we passed through the gate and into the beautifully tended yard. Here, the little flighted rodents with their shimmering green coats flew all about, landing on the fruits that had fallen from the various trees. Butterflies fluttered between flowers, and it was like stepping into some kind of fantasy. Even the landing pad for starships was surrounded by what appeared to be hand-carved ornate birdfeeders that were attracting more stunning little creatures.

The Conecian woman who had shouted from the balcony emerged from the heavy front door. Her purple skin sparkled in the starlight, and she wore a flowing silk robe that billowed behind her as she walked.

“Mane Malik,” she greeted and then looked at us. “I don’t know you two.”

“Hunters Vex and Spears,” Lara said, gesturing as she spoke.

The Conecian nodded. “Alana Torg’an of the Council of Six.”

“An absolute pleasure,” Lara said, her tone almost subservient. “We are here to speak with you about a delicate matter.”

The woman glanced around. “Please, come inside,” she said, turning and marching into the villa. From the front, you could see through the main room with its couches built into a dropped floor above a pool where small sharks darted about, to another balcony. But this one overlooked the Conclave, giving a breathtaking view of the beautiful buildings and massive monuments.

She guided us through a door at the side of the room to a study full of shelves filled with scrolls. There, she walked over to a music player and turned on some lovely classical music. It set a nice mood in spite of the fact that she was obviously doing it to keep us from being overheard.

She took a seat behind a small desk that was set with a pen and some papers but no computer. On the wall that was painted red at the bottom and an off-white from the middle up were hung several paintings of Alana as a younger woman in her bounty hunter regalia. One had her riding some kind of mythical creature, and another had her standing atop a tank that had been flipped over, leaving her looking as though she had defeated it in single combat.

There were a few couches along the wall facing the desk, and the three of us sat.

“What’s this about?” the woman said, cutting straight to the chase.

“Falconer Zenobia has been gravely wounded,” Mane told her.

The woman looked at him, her mouth a straight line. “Is she your Falconer?”

“No, you are,” he said in confusion.

“Precisely,” she said. “Then let the hunters who actually know the situation speak.”

He looked like a kid who had been yelled at in front of their friends. “Sorry.”

The words sounded as though they were being pulled from his mouth like a rotten tooth.

Alana waved the apology away. “Which one of you is the higher rank?”

“I am,” Lara answered without hesitation.

The Conecian steepled her fingers and looked at the woman beside me. “Please tell me everything.”

Lara’s eyes darted to Mane and then back to the councilwoman.

“Anything said in this room will stay here unless I ask permission to share it,” Alana said. “I didn’t get to this rank by speaking out of school. Now say what you have to say.”

Lara let out a long breath. “Trapper Moong Farrax was hired by a Kyrogi ambassador to kill a friend of ours. We were able to stop him, and I brought his Falconer, Roan, in for Consular Questioning.”

“This has not yet taken place,” Alana informed us.

She had a curt manner, and at the moment, I really appreciated it. I was happy to just tell her what was happening and get her take. I wasn’t entirely sure that we could trust her, but we didn’t really have any other choice.

“Understood,” Lara said, her tone nearly reverential when speaking to the woman. It was cute in its own way that she respected the system so much that some retired bounty hunter who was now on a council that didn’t seem to be that major a player in the universe was like a rock star to her.

“Continue,” Alana said.

Lara once again seemed to be choosing her words carefully. “I thought that would be the end of it, but Mane overheard a threat.”

He then explained to her what he had heard in the alleyway.

“And recently,” Lara continued, “we were hit with an EMP by someone who washed into space without warning and then fled. We don’t have definitive proof that it was a trapper, but knowing what we do now, I believe it was.”

“From what you have said, it certainly sounds likely,” Alana agreed. “And you believe that Zenobia was wounded by someone interested in hurting you?”

“Yes,” Lara said. “For someone other than a bounty hunter to get onto the Conclave and do this seems very improbable.”

The Conecian was doing a good job of not letting any emotion play on her face or giving away what she was thinking, but I knew that we were intriguing her at the very least.

“It should be more than unlikely but downright impossible,” the councilwoman said. “I don’t know which is worse: the idea that there are some in our midst who would attack their spiritual kin or that an outsider made it in.”

She stroked her chin as she considered that. “I presume you have many and varied enemies?”

“We do,” Lara affirmed. “There is absolutely a possibility that what happened to us recently was unrelated.”

“Though it certainly feels all interconnected,” Alana said, tapping her forefingers together. “What is it that you believe I can do for you?”

Lara’s eyes flashed surprise for a moment. Apparently, she hadn’t considered the question. So, she answered honestly, “I’m not entirely sure.”

The councilwoman smiled at that. “I appreciate your honesty. Most people come in here with a list of demands as long as their arm,” she said, shooting a look at Mane.

“Since I am not that way,” Lara announced, “I’ll ask first if there is anything I can do for you, and then I’ll ask for any guidance.”

“I wish more hunters were like you,” Alana said. “Or you for that matter.” She pointed to me, so I arched an eyebrow in question.

“I told you that I wanted to speak with Hunter Vex rather than you, and I haven’t heard a word since,” she said. “This is good. This is what we are looking for.”

“I thought I was what you are looking for,” Mane interjected.

She groaned. “After what I just said, that was the moment you chose to say that?”

One side of his face twisted for just a flash, and I wondered what he was thinking. Though, if I was being honest with myself, it probably wasn’t about this situation at all but butts or boobs or fast ships or something.

“And you two,” she said. “You are presenting me with a unique opportunity.”

I was about to ask how but decided that I should just keep my mouth shut since it seemed to have been working so far.

“The trappers have been a blemish on the armor of the Conclave since its inception,” Alana said, pushing out from her chair so that she could pace the room while waxing philosophic. And she did.

“If even part of what you are saying is true, this might be a real chance to change the way things work,” she said, obviously considering many moving parts. “But we will need to expose them, and that is going to be tricky. Since the days of the First Council, the trappers have been a wily bunch who worked within our codes on the surface while working well without just below.”

Mane slammed a fist on the armrest of his chair. “We should out them and force them to step down from the Council.”

“Don’t let your ambition lead you down a path you are not ready to travel, dolt,” she said. “This is going to take time and cunning.”

She turned and strode slowly across the room, then stopped in front of one of the paintings. “Would the two of you be willing to work with me as we try to smoke this villain out?”

“Of course,” Lara said. “I would do anything to find the person who hurt Zenobia.”

“You have been with her a long time?” Alana asked.

Lara nodded. “Since I was a girl,” she said. “I apprenticed under Syn Kel Kal.”

The Councilwoman looked over to Lara. “I remember you.”

Lara said nothing, but I could see that she had strong feelings about hearing that.

“Syn came before the Council when he wanted to take you on,” she said.

Lara swallowed hard. “I didn’t know that.”

“It is not usual for hunters to take on apprentices of that age and in such a way,” Alana said. “But he believed it would be for the best to do so.”

She didn’t say anything, but the Conecian studied her face. “You didn’t know?” the councilwoman asked. “He told you nothing of this?”

Lara didn’t answer immediately. “He did not,” she said finally. “He was not… an open book…”

Alana laughed. “He was not. I believe there is a picture of him in the dictionary next to stoic.”

Lara smiled, her eyes distant. “I always thought it was the ‘strong silent type’ myself,” she said. “But I think I might have learned that from him.”

“Let me tell you what he never did, then,” the Councilwoman said, stepping closer to look right at Lara. “He came before us and fought tooth and nail to convince us to let him take you on. He showed more emotion in that room than he ever showed to me since or again. I am sure he never told you how much you meant to him, but it was crystal clear on that day.”

Lara’s face pulled tight, and she tried as hard as she could to fight it. She wanted to be Kilara Vex in front of the councilwoman, but after finding Zenobia and then hearing that, it was obviously too much. She burst into tears, burying her face in her hands.

“I’m sorry,” she murmured.

The Conecian stepped over to put a hand on her back. “I never understood that about you humans,” she said. “You always apologize for crying publicly when the expression of emotion is one of the things that is most endearing about your species.”

“I cry sometimes too,” Mane said, and I wondered if he just couldn’t help himself, if these things just bubbled up inside him and he had to let them out.

It seemed like Alana was having the same moment that I was. “Mane,” she scolded. “For the remainder of this conversation, please only speak when spoken to.”

“I don’t think that’s possible,” I joked despite myself, earning me a look from the councilwoman. Then I wondered if Mane and I actually had some similarities that I didn’t want to face.

Lara had stopped and was now just looking at the woman with miserable and grateful eyes. “Someday, I will tell you more stories of Syn,” she said. “Perhaps when it is just the two of us.”

“I would like that,” Lara said.

“But for now, we should deal with the matter at hand,” Alana said.

Lara croaked, “How?”

The Conecian tapped a finger against her chin. “Let us make several moves at once. First, while Zenobia is recovering, I will act as Falconer for the two of you, if that is acceptable.”

“Yes,” Lara and I both answered at once.

“Second, I will put some of my little birds in position around the city, listening specifically for word about the trappers and their movements and plans,” she continued. “But I don’t have anyone within their ranks. That is something else that I will have to work on. In the meantime, I will also force Roan’s questioning to the top of the docket. I have to hear what she has to say and will be interested in the reaction from Councilman Purd Pak.”

Lara raised an eyebrow.

“That is the trapper representative,” she said as an answer to the unasked question. “Not that he is an open book either. He shows up to the meetings and disappears thereafter.”

“Is there some kind of a trapper headquarter here in the city?” I asked.

Alana nodded. “There is, but it is not open to just anyone, and it changes location regularly. If you are thinking of some kind of infiltration, it won’t work. The best thing that you two can do now is stay alive.”

Lara chuckled, her hand going to her mouth a moment later. “That’s not a guarantee.”

The councilwoman shot us a quizzical look. “How many enemies do you have?”

“All of them,” I answered quickly.

Her eyes shifted back and forth between the two of us. “I see,” she said in almost a whisper. “I will have to review your files before our next meeting. Something tells me that there is more here than meets the eye.”

Oh, how right she was.

“And third,” she said. “I will have some of my people join the investigation into what happened with Zenobia. She is a friend and a proud member of the Conclave, and it is important that we know exactly what happened. Especially if it turns out that trappers were involved again.”

“Again?” Lara asked.

Alana waved the comment away. “Just a figure of speech. Don’t read anything into it.”

But Lara seemed to have keyed in on something and asked, “How well did you know Syn?”

Once again, the Conecian flashed a reaction which she then hid away quickly. “I knew him better than some and not as well as others,” she answered with such aggressive evasion that it was almost comical.

Lara’s eye twitched. “And do you mind if I ask for a little of your history? I’ll admit to being at a bit of a loss.”

Alana turned to Mane. “You may speak, worm.”

He nodded, obviously trying to ignore the name at the end. “Alana Torg’an was born to an illustrious line of bounty hunters. The family Torg’an has had a member representing them on the Six since the First Council.”

She wasn’t smiling exactly as he said all this, but she certainly seemed to like what he was saying.

“But Alana Torg’an did not rise to her position on name alone,” he continued. “Oh no. She has some of the most famed hunts in Conclave history and maintains the record for most bounties captured in a single day. She has forgotten more about hunting than I will ever hope to know, and she has been a proud member of the Council for over two decades.”

“That was very good,” the woman praised, and Mane flushed.

It was interesting to see him acting so differently than ever before. This woman with her position of power had a very noticeable effect on both him and Lara. But my friend was looking differently at her now. I could tell that she still respected the councilwoman and her position, but something about the comment surrounding Syn had changed things.

“Thank you,” Lara said. “That was very helpful.”

I knew she was lying, and I suspected that everyone else in the room did too, but Alana was a politician as well as a bounty hunter and played right along. “Good,” she said. “Now, if there isn’t anything else?”

“No,” Lara said, standing. I did the same, but as Mane moved, the Conecian stopped him with a look. “Thank you so much for the opportunity you have presented us and for taking our concern seriously. I can’t tell you how grateful I am.”

“You can show that gratitude out in the field when I send you bounties,” the woman said but in a kind and affable manner.

“We will,” Lara assured her, and I simply nodded at her.

The two of us excused ourselves from the room and made our way out into the courtyard without so much as a word shared between us. Whatever Lara was thinking, she knew better than to share it here and now, but as soon as we were well clear of the building and walking along the path, I had to ask what was going on.

“Something about what she said piqued your interest, eh?” I inquired.

She nodded. “Yes,” she answered without hesitation. “When Syn⁠—”

But she stopped speaking when she saw the guard who had rang the bell earlier come running up the path. He seemed to be in a hurry and waved when he saw us.

“Hunters Vex and Spears,” he said, panting when he stopped in front of us. “I have news.”
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Once the guard had told us the news, Lara punched the guard in the jaw, sending him crashing down to the street. Then she let out a scream like nothing I had ever heard before. I wanted to console her, to help her, but first I stepped forward to help the guard to his feet.

“You okay?” I asked.

He seemed to be in shock. “I think so,” he answered. “It’s been a day…”

Lara was keeled over, looking as though she might throw up.

“Get out of here,” I told the guard, and even though I had absolutely no business telling him what to do, he turned and rushed off.

I threw an arm over Lara, who was heaving with misery.

“Now should we go back to the station?” I asked.

She gasped long enough to say, “No.”

We stood there a moment longer, a warm breeze rustling the trees around us.

“I need a fucking drink,” she said finally and began walking.

She didn’t say another word until we reached the tavern. The man at the front didn’t try to stop us, and the hostess didn’t offer us a table. They saw Lara and knew she was heading right to the bar.

“I’ll have a Bussel Brew,” I said, but Lara shook her head.

“Two shots of Hunter’s Gold,” she said. “And one for him too.”

He looked at me, and I just gave a quick jut of my chin. He turned and poured the drinks, and when he set them on the counter, Lara took both of them down in quick succession. Not to be outdone, I did the same.

“I’m so sorry, Lara,” I said, and at the words, the tears welled up again.

She reached over and had a sip of my beer too. “I don’t even know where to begin with this,” she said. “The sadness is so damned deep right now. My own flesh and blood mother died right in front of me, but this… this is so much worse.”

“You didn’t really know your mother,” I said. “Zenobia helped raise you.”

Lara nodded, tapping her empty shot glass on the bar by way of ordering another.

“I think she knew it was coming,” Lara said, the words choking out of her. “When I saw her, she didn’t say anything about what had happened to her…”

When she didn’t speak for a long time, I asked, “What did she say?”

“How…” she began, but the words almost couldn’t come. “How proud she was of the hunter I had become.”

Then she lost it again, folding her arms on the bar and sobbing some more.

This was not what I was best at, but I wanted to be there for her as well as I could, so I offered what I could.

“When Lutch died,” I said, “I didn’t think that I would be able to go on. I felt as though the world was coming to an end and I would never be able to fill the Lutch-shaped hole in my heart. But I did. And you will too. And even though it is sad to lose her, you should take solace in the fact that she was happy to see you grow into the hunter you have become.”

Sadly, my words did not land the way I had wanted them to, and she looked at me with entirely crimson eyes. “Hank, I am not going to say aloud what happened, but you and I both know why she is dead and who is to blame. I’m not happy that she was proud of me, I’m enraged that it happened and miserable that I couldn’t do anything for her.”

“You can now,” I said. “You are already. We just set wheels in motion that will help to solve this. And maybe in a permanent way.”

“You sound like you are trying to talk me out of doing something,” she said, and I hadn’t thought I was.

I leaned in close. “Do I have to?”

She didn’t answer for so long that two more shots appeared in front of her. She took another one down, but before she could grab the fourth, I put my hand over it.

“Lara,” I said in as serious a tone as I could muster. “You can’t do anything else now. There is not a single thing that you can do right now that won’t make everything worse. The matter is being dealt with, and you know it is being taken seriously by the right people. Don’t do anything foolish.”

She nodded in a conciliatory way and then reached up toward my head slowly. Rather than resting it on my shoulder as I had suspected she might, Lara flicked my ear, and when I reached to grab it, she snatched the shot and drowned it.

“I know you’re right, Hank,” she said. “But I have so many feelings slamming around inside me right now that I don’t know if I will be able to… something…”

I looked at the bartender who was coming back and shook my head. He read the room and backed off.

“Tell me about her,” I said.

Lara blinked several times in quick succession. “What about her?”

“Anything,” I said.

She nodded slowly, tucking some loose strands of hair before her now bright red ear. “She was kind to me when Syn wasn’t and could put him in his place better than anyone,” she said, smiling ever so slightly at the memory. “I don’t think that they ever were, you know,” and made a circle with her thumb and forefinger with one hand and then stuck her pointer finger in with the other. “But they kinda completed each other.”

I didn’t say anything, knowing that I should just let her speak. She rarely said anything about Syn, and I wasn’t going to derail this by putting my foot in my mouth.

“Every time we would come back and spend a few days here, my life got lighter,” she said. “The training wouldn’t be as intense, and I would even get some time off every now and then. I think it was because Zenobia made him take it easy on me when I was here. Not to say that she didn’t also bust my balls and challenge me, but it was different with her.”

She blinked hard, looking like she was half in her memory. “She would always take me out to dinner after a hunt and ask me to break down what I saw, what I did and to analyze what could have been better or different. Rather than Syn’s style of making me feel like crap for any little misstep, she was always trying to teach me. I mean, I know he was too, but I was young, and her style made it easier to want to learn.”

She took another swig of my beer.

“You know, she was the one who bought me this,” Lara said, tugging on the sleeve of her stealth suit. “When I turned eighteen, Zenobia pulled me into the room behind her office and said that at a certain age, every girl needs to get the dress of her dreams.”

She laughed at the memory. “I must have looked at her like she had four heads because she got the biggest smile on her face and said that for a hunter who was good at sneaking, the only right dress would be a stealth suit. Then she took me shopping.”

She paused as though she remembered that Zenobia had died. Her face pulled and she closed her eyes to try and stem the tears.

“It was one of my favorite days,” she said finally. “We went, and I tried them on, then modeled them for her as she judged, but when we found this style, we both knew. It was amazing and fun and different. Nothing like getting my ceremonial weapon. It was just a good time… and I think it’s one of my favorite memories ever.”

I smiled. “I know that she would be so happy to hear that,” I told her, thinking back to some of my favorite moments with Lutch.

“I think that remembering those we loved in the moments we loved them most is the best way we can honor them,” I said.

She looked me right in the eyes. “I love you, Hank,” she said. “Just in case we die, I want to have said it just the once.”

“I love you, too,” I told her since there was nothing else to say. I did, and she knew it, and I was happy that we had said it. And even more happy that we had chosen a moment where there wasn’t anyone else around. I really didn’t want to know what the peanut gallery would have added.

“I knew you did,” she said. “You’ve always been into me.”

I let my face fall flat. “Meh, I just hung around you because I knew you would steal candy for me.”

She smiled and punched my shoulder.

Then the moment passed, and I watched her eyes go distant again. “I’m just really sad, Hank.”

“I know,” I said. “And you should be. I’m sad, too. Even though I only knew her for a very short while, Zenobia was always good to me and brought me into the fold when she really didn’t have a reason to. She was an incredible woman… who helped train another incredible woman.”

She set her hand down on mine. “Thank you for saying that, but I don’t need flattery now,” she said. “I need to do something.”

I looked around the bar, relieved to not see any trappers for her to fight.

“Before you run off to do something,” I said, “I have to ask what it was that the councilwoman said that got your hackles up?”

Lara took a deep breath. “And now we are going to talk about the death of the other person who raised me.”

“I’ve tried to be respectful of that and never ask,” I said. “And didn’t even realize that’s what this was about.”

She patted my hand. “I’ve noticed and appreciated that, and I guess it’s time…”

Now, I knew better than to say anything, and she continued.

“I was sleeping in the apartment Syn kept when a Purple Cloak knocked on the door to tell me that he had passed away,” she said, the sadness once again coating every word. “I couldn’t believe it and didn’t understand. When I asked Zenobia what had happened, she said natural causes, but something about the way she said it didn’t seem right.”

This was the most she had ever shared, but I had been able to piece together little parts of it. I was interested in the full picture though and happy to finally be getting it.

“I tried to find out more, but every hunter stonewalled me, until eventually I was called before the Council and told in no uncertain terms that he had passed away naturally and that I was to be granted my next rank and take his place in the pantheon of hunters,” she explained.

“I was so honored.” She shook her head. “So honored that I didn’t keep pressing. Rather than ask about what case he had been working and for who, I just got excited to start my own bounty-hunting career.”

Apparently, she read something into my look and said, “It wasn’t as if I gave up on thinking about him or anything like that, I was just happy for myself. You have to understand that I had been training for so long, since I was a little girl, and I hadn’t ever felt like the day would come. And I was young.”

She was obviously trying to justify something more to herself than to me.

“I should have spent more time digging, more time trying to pull together the things that I had heard,” she said, her voice woeful and self-flagellatory. “I should have done more for him instead of just being so happy that I was finally a bounty hunter.”

“It sounds like, just as now, there was nothing that you could have done at the time that would have worked out well for you,” I told her. “If they were saying that there was nothing to worry about, even if it was a lie, then the newly minted Kilara Vex would only have run into trouble pulling the thread.”

She ran a finger along the rim of the shot glass. “It's just,” she said in a whisper, “if the same people had something to do with that as with this and I could have stopped them years ago…”

She trailed off, determined to blame herself.

“Take it from someone who wishes they could have done something for the person that they loved before the end,” I said, thinking about how many times I tried to get Lutch help in the last months of his life, “you can’t blame yourself, you can only try to find ways to move forward. That being said, if we unearth something in the course of this investigation, you know that I will follow it to the end with you.”

“I know,” she said.

She finished the rest of my beer before setting it back down. “But I do have to do something…”

This time, the way she was looking at me made it obvious what she meant.

It was the middle of the next day before we had managed to rouse ourselves from the bed and get ourselves out the door. Lara was still miserable, but she seemed determined to keep going. We checked in with the local Purple Cloak, who said that they had no new information for us regarding the investigation into Zenobia’s murder. Not that we had expected anything.

Even though she wanted to stay, I knew we had to get out of the Conclave. There was nothing we could do here, and I wanted to point that energy at something else.

When we reached the Buzzard, I made Lara wait as I scanned the entire ship for anything unusual. I didn’t want any more trappers surprising us.

We took off, and no sooner had we exited the Conclave space to prep our Tidal Drive than we saw some blips rocketing toward us.

“This is just what I need,” Lara said with a wicked grin. She pulled the release on her seat, and it immediately went sliding through the ship, heading to one of the gun bays.
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As the three light fighters zipped toward us, I tried to get a sense of who they were.

Though we had made a joke about it to Alana, it was really true that we had no shortage of enemies. Given the fact that they were attacking out in the open in the space around the Conclave, I ventured to guess that it was not the trappers.

When one of the skinny, winged attack ships got close and I saw the rough splash of red on the side in the vague shape of a lizard face, I knew.

“Your brother sent some friends to see how you are doing,” I communicated through the ship’s systems.

She grunted in answer. “Aww, that’s so sweet of him,” she said. “I’ll send him a message that’ll make it really damned clear just how I am doing right about now.”

A blast of micromissiles followed, firing out from the starboard side of the ship and streaking toward one of the quick crafts. With just the first volley, Lara was able to completely disable their shields.

They may have picked a bad time to come at us.

One of the others darted around, strafing the Buzzard and hitting us with a few missiles. The ship’s shields took most of the damage, but my poor ship had taken a lot of hits recently, and I wasn’t sure how much more she could handle.

I turned us into the fray, only able to control the forward-facing guns and trying to line up a shot. But the Blood Dragon vessels were fast. Lara’s brother was the head of one of the Twelve Cartels and had sworn that he would continue to send people after her. Apparently, he was as good as his word, and now we had these three crafts coming after us.

Two. Make that two.

Lara spun her gun, sending a burst of the small incendiaries streaking through space just in front of where the craft was heading. Since she had disabled its shields already, the explosives made short work of the fighter.

The other two spun in a coordinated attack.

I opened fire on one, turning the Buzzard into the oncoming assault.

This left us open, and both the crafts attacked us with a volley of micromissiles that crashed against our shields and sent a spectacular light show spraying in front of our faces.

Lara wheeled, turning her gun to intercept one of the crafts, but they were fast, and the shots went wide. Now was the time when Ned was so helpful. Against quick ships, his targeting systems were able to calculate exactly where to shoot in order to take down fast-moving enemies.

Now, it was human against human, and we would have to find a way to deal with them. Of course, Lara’s anger over the loss of her friend and mentor made her a deadly opponent. She almost seemed to have embodied Ned’s abilities and fired off two more bursts of shots, and one erupted against their defenses.

I started to wonder if the best thing I could do was try and make sure to get Lara into good firing positions rather than even trying to shoot with my own guns. But I didn't have time to take that calculus into consideration because I saw the blip of one of the light fighters coming up from behind, and I barrel-rolled us out of the way. I watched as light trails of the missiles zipped by.

As the last rocket passed under the Buzzard, Lara activated one of the mechanical arms used for scrapping and managed to pluck one of the missiles out of space, grabbing it by the tail and letting it go while facing a different direction from those being shot from her cannon.

The separated missile went streaking one direction while the volley drove the ship away in another. The timing was immaculate. As the fighter fled the burst, they didn’t even notice the single micromissile coming up from another angle to strike their engine.

Another explosion as fuel and oxygen combusted before being snuffed out by the vacuum of space.

Now it was just us and the one last fighter.

This pilot seemed to be better than the others and was evading all of our fire. Every time I thought I had him in the crosshairs, the ship would drop or move or somehow get out of my way. It was frustrating, and I could hear Lara cursing and swearing from where she was every time she would miss with a series of shots.

Soon enough, the little fighter was doubling back and striking us with a series of shots. Slowly but surely, he was dropping our shields.

“I’m going to Tidal,” I told Lara.

“No,” she snapped. “I got this.”

The shield kept dropping, and we kept missing. I wasn’t going to die out in space for her pride, but I also didn’t want to Tidal away while she felt like we could still be victorious. Plus, any Blood Dragon that we left alive would come back for us in the future.

“One more pass,” I told her. “But if we get within ten percent shields, I’m getting us out of here.”

I could hear Lara’s gritted teeth though the comm. “I’ll get him.”

What followed was a spectacular showing from Lara.

She began to pepper the space around us with small bursts, forcing the fighter to evade in exactly the way she wanted or flee. Part of me wondered if he might just get out of here. If he would rather just come back with more friends in the future. But then I thought about what I had learned when fighting against them.

To the Blood Dragons, nothing was more precious than their face, their pride. I was sure that this pilot would rather die than return defeated. Lara must have known the same thing because she continued to pop off shots in small bursts. This way and that, the fighter had to evade as it tried to pursue us, and I held the Buzzard steady, letting him get close.

Then, all at once, Lara laid down a barrage of fire, swinging the gun to all but coat the space behind us in a sheen of tiny rockets.

He tried to pull an evasive maneuver, dropping the ship's nose, but it was too late.

A few of the missiles clipped his tail, causing the ship to careen out of control and disappear into space a moment later.

“You can Tidal now,” Lara said in a satisfied tone.

I was happy she got the small victory she wanted and that the Blood Dragons were now down a few more bodies, but it was also a reminder of how unsafe we were out in the world. So many factions were coming for us, and we needed to be on constant alert.

But it turned out I had to be on high alert when back at the station too.

The minute we landed, Ned’s voice crackled into the hangar.

“Hank,” he said seriously. “I need to speak with you now.”

Lara looked at me as she stepped in the direction of the cabins. “I’m going to take some time.”

“Sure,” I said. “But don’t sneak out of here to do something stupid.”

She rolled her eyes but marched away.

Meanwhile, I made my way to Edwin’s lab, where Ned’s cube was waiting for me. One of Edwin’s assistants was in the room, but it was otherwise empty.

“You mind if I talk to my friend?” I asked, gesturing to the cube.

The assistant nodded. “Certainly,” she said. “The doctors are having a meeting over lunch and probably won’t be back for a bit. The two seem like old friends.”

It took me a minute to realize who she was even referring to, but then I realized that Charlie and Edwin had undoubtedly met and were now discussing scientific principles that I could never even hope to understand.

Once she had left, I sat down on one of the little lab chairs beside the cube, glancing around the now tidy workspace. When Edwin had first moved in, the place was a disaster, but with the help of some trainees who were working under him, it was now much cleaner. Though there was always the mess of whatever experiment they were working on.

“What’s going on, Ned?” I asked.

“You have to offline Chaz,” he said unequivocally. “You must.”

I didn’t have enough context and immediately wished that I had gone to talk with Edwin first.

“Why?” I asked. “What’s up, buddy?”

Ned let out a long, pained sigh. “He is the reason Captain William West, hero of the Five Battles and Pilot of the Starblaster, is dead.”

And there it was. The truth that Ned had been hiding in plain sight all this time.

“How do you know?” I asked, and he must have known that was what was coming next because a computer screen nearby turned on, and I watched a security feed from inside a military hangar. One man was holding a weapon on another’s back, and then, right before my eyes, he fired.

Watching a person be gunned down from behind, even hundreds of years later, was jarring and upsetting, and I understood why Ned was so mad.

“Chaz was paired with that man?” I asked, knowing the answer.

“Yes,” Ned stated. “He was a pair partner to Nathan Spade, who shot William in the back aboard the Pinafore before detonating an electromagnetic pulse.”

As he said it, I watched the events unfold, watched as William struggled to get back to the Starblaster, to Ned, before the screen went white.

It was almost too much, the timing of it all. What happened to Zenobia, seeing this, it was a lot to take on back-to-back. I had held it together pretty well with Lara, but something about seeing what fate befell William West seemed to sap all my strength.

Perhaps it was because Ned spoke about him in such reverential terms that to see this poor man be gunned down like he was nothing made it sting all the more. Or maybe it was because it exemplified just how deep Twain's tendrils went.

He had been so powerful for so long, and the Consortium had been foolish to believe the fight was won.

“Now,” I said quietly.

But he got in before I could continue. “Hank, I know what you're going to say. You're going to tell me that he's a strategic resource and that we can't offline him while we can still get information from him. And I understand that. But I also understand that every second he exists on this station, he's a threat to us. For all we know, he could be sending information back to Twain as we speak, and this could be your future. I'll be damned if I let another one of my paired partners die on my watch.”

It was funny that the way he said paired partner then reminded me of the words Lara had spoken to me the night before. They carried the same emotional resonance, but this time there was nothing to say back.

“Ned, I understand why you want revenge, but offlining him won't bring William back,” I said.

“I know it won't,” he said as though he thought it was stupid. “I never said that I thought it would. It'll just make me feel good to know that the man who betrayed William West will never betray anybody else again.”

“I don't understand this,” I said honestly. “You've always been mission over emotion, but now, with this, you would be willing to lose important intel just for your own personal satisfaction.”

He made the sound of clearing his throat. “I can't explain it, Hank.”

I thought about it for a long time. “Do you think that when Edwin brought you back online after Twain broke you… do you think that it’s possible your programming… changed?” I asked finally.

“You mean do I think that I am corrupted?” he asked.

I looked at his cube. “I mean, that word carries a more negative connotation than I would like, but the implication is correct. I just wonder if somehow, you aren't yourself.”

“I would say that is almost certainly the case,” a voice said from the doorway, and I spun to see Edwin.

Ned and I answered simultaneously. “You would?”

“Yes,” he answered as plainly as ever. “And that is still the same fundamental program that he was when we first met, the debugging and upgrades that I have provided also altered some code. If we had a computer engineer from the Old War here now, he would be able to identify many and varied differences from the original base programming. During the war, they provided you with hot fixes and patches as well. Therefore, your programming is always changing.”

Something about that made me smirk. “See, Ned, you're even more human-like than you thought. Just like us, you have the capacity to grow and change and, you know, become an angry old man hell bent on revenge for his lost friend.”

“I do have a very strong desire to tell you to get off my lawn,” he half-joked, but I could hear the pain in his voice. “Edwin,” he said. “What does this mean for me?”

“What does anything mean for anyone?” the man asked, stepping into the room with two assistants at his back. “You are a program whose code changes. It always has. You are an adaptive, deep-learning program. Nothing about what I have just said or what I have done to you should come as a surprise.”

“Then why does it?” Ned asked. “Why does it just feel like I just found out that I’m adopted or something?”

“Hey now,” I said.

He grunted. “No offense. But something about this entire conversation feels off.”

“It’s because you've always believed one thing about yourself, and you just discovered that it isn't true,” I said. “Because even though you knew that you grew and learned, you didn't think that your base level would change, but now you know that even that isn't safe.”

It was such a different tact than I took with him than with Lara. With her, I tended to keep quiet and say the mandatory minimum, hoping that she would fill in the rest. With Ned, I often just threw out whatever was on the tip of my brain no matter how I thought it might come across. This time, it seemed to be right.

“I have just always assumed that in some ways, I am what I am,” Ned said.

“You are and you aren’t,” Edwin put in. “But that goes for all of us. We are all matter.”

I couldn’t tell, but it seemed like Edwin was trying to help. It was strange because the man was always so matter-of-fact with me.

I cocked my head at the scientist. “Do you prefer AI to people?”

“Yes,” he said as though I had asked if he liked to breathe air. “The human mind is not something that ever made sense to me, but a computer program is simple and elegant in its own way. I can crack it open and look at the deepest levels of its inner workings, but I would venture to guess that you would not enjoy it if I cracked your head open and tried to have a look around.”

“You are correct in that assumption,” I said. “And I suppose it makes sense why you prefer machine to man. I guess I'm just happy you're on our side.”

He sat down in the chair beside me, too close for my liking, especially given that there were several chairs much further away that he could have chosen. “I believe we are on the side of right. As much as I enjoy artificial intelligence, I do not want to be forced to join with one.”

I scooted away from him and then changed the subject. “Ned wants us to offline Chaz.”

“Yes, he has mentioned this several times to me,” Edwin said. “Sixteen times if you count the times when he mentions it in a way he believes is veiled but is actually extraordinarily unsubtle.”

“I was subtle,” Ned groused.

“Incorrect,” Edwin stated. “If I was able to pick up on it, then it was quite obvious. Though I now wonder if there were more instances that I didn't pick up.”

“There were,” I said.

He tilted his head to the side slightly. “How can you know that if you were not present?”

“Trust me,” I said. “I know.”

“As to his point,” Edwin moved on. “I told him already, I will be able to offline Chaz once I have gathered all the relevant information and analyzed all his programming. Once I have what I need, I have no problem in destroying the artificial intelligence colloquially known as Chaz.”

Ned huffed. “I don't want to wait, and both of you are jeopardizing our mission and risking the lives of every single person on this station.”

“Do you believe that is the case?” I asked Edwin.

“No,” he said, and as ever, his words left little doubt. “I have the cube hooked up in a secure location, and I'm able to see and contain every single signal. There is no way for him to communicate with the outside world or request assistance.”

I knew that wouldn't satisfy Ned, so I had to ask, “Have you learned anything from him?”

“Yes,” Edwin answered, sounding almost excited. “Not only do I have a location for you to investigate that I believe might lead us to one of Twain's operation centers, but I have also been working on a series of counterprograms that, if my hypothesis is correct, might be able to rewrite some of the nanoprograms in the bots controlling his victims.”

My jaw nearly hit the floor.
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“Say again?” I asked.

“We have a T-rex,” Ned put in, but we both ignored him.

Edwin slid a small metal rectangle with a button on one end toward me. “Get this in the proximity of a controlled individual, and it might be able to hack their hacked brain.”

I stared at him a moment longer. “You got this from Chaz?” I asked in astonishment.

“That AI was a veritable treasure trove of relevant information,” he said. “You must remember that this is an intelligence that has been working with the enemy for over two hundred years. I've learned more from him than I was able to gather in years of research working for my previous employers.”

“That’s incredible,” I said, picking up the little rectangle.

Edwin's eyes flickered between the device and me. “While I am incredible, it was a simple matter of⁠—”

But I held up a hand to stop him. “Just take the compliment.”

“Okay.”

I looked at the device. “I would have expected it to be a needle or something.”

“Why?” he asked, genuinely curious.

“I figured that you would have to inject your own nanotechnology to, I don't know, counteract whatever he’s got going on in there,” I explained, sounding less intelligent than I thought myself to be. And that wasn’t even that smart.

He narrowed his eyes in confusion. “But I am not trying to infuse his victims with more technology,” he explained. “Rather, I'm just trying to reprogram the technology he already put there. This small device will send a signal to do just that.”

“Yeah, no, it makes sense,” I stammered. “I guess I just pictured it differently.”

“You pictured it incorrectly,” he said, and as I always did, I reminded myself that there was no malice in his words. He just said things the way he saw them.

I pocketed the device. “And you said you had a location?”

“I am sorting through a lot of data,” he said but was interrupted by a theatrical cough from one of his assistants. “My team and I are sorting through a lot of data, and I believe we will have many locations shortly, but I've seen mention of one in several recent records and believe it will lead you to something.”

“To what?” I asked, excited to have my first lead on taking down Twain in a long time.

His brows lowered slightly. “I don't know. That's why I said ‘something.’”

“Oh,” I said, my enthusiasm dampening somewhat. “Where's the planet?”

“It is as of yet unnamed and quite far from here in a nearly unexplored sector,” he answered. “This means quite a lot of travel time for you, and a lot of fuel expended, but I believe that Doctor Charles Forks will be able to help with that.”

I smiled that the risk might have paid off. “You got a chance to meet him?”

“I just stated that his research will be able to help, and you know that he was brought to this facility,” Edwin said. “Could you not extrapolate from the context that I met him?”

Breathing in through my nose, I took a slow inhalation. “I could,” I said. “I guess what I meant to say was that you vetted his scientific method, and it seemed sound?”

“Oh yes,” Edwin answered. “I had read one of his research papers in the course of my own work and knew him by reputation. Though I cannot imagine living the way he did.”

As someone who had seen the rock he used to live on, I found that a bit laughable, but I didn't say anything.

“I’m happy to hear that you believe he will be able to contribute to our cause,” I said. “I take your opinion as gospel.”

“As well you should,” he said. “I believe that given time and resources, Doctor Forks will be able to accomplish something rather remarkable. Naturally, I will aid him in his efforts.”

I wanted to joke that it was probably just so that he could put his name on the discovery as well, but I knew better.

“I suppose I should ready the crew and get some barrels on the Buzzard,” I said.

Libby spoke for the first time in this conversation. “The Peacer maintenance crew is seeing to the Buzzard as we speak,” she said, and just as I was about to comment on the fact that she had said it so plainly, she added, “because I’m a boss ass bitch who anticipates your needs. Whoo woot!”

The second part caught me so off guard that I couldn't help but laugh. “There is just nobody else in the universe like you,” I said, and I really meant it.

“I know it,” she answered. “Also, can you tell me something good?”

I raised an eyebrow. “Something good?”

“Yeah, like a fun anecdote or something?” she said. “Because Lara and Ned are both running for mayor of Bummertown, USA.”

“What happened to Lara?” Ned asked.

I looked down at his cube. “Zenobia was killed, probably by a trapper, and we believe that is also who knocked us out of the sky.”

“And she believes there is a causal link between her actions and what happened to her friend?” Edwin asked.

“Yes,” I said. “And she is just generally sad about it as well.”

Though it felt like trying to explain emotions to a mung bean, I had to add that last part.

“Sadness is an appropriate reaction to loss,” Edwin said.

I didn’t have anything to say to that, but Ned spoke. “That’s so hard,” he said. “But I think that, at least, we have one another at a time like this.”

“It’s true,” I said, no longer even thinking it weird that a person and a computer program could be feeling the same way about the same thing.

It wasn’t even that long ago that I thought all AI was extinct, and here I was, just a short while later, equating the loss a person was experiencing with that of a computer program. Of course, that program also seemed to be going through an existential crisis at the moment, so it seemed like anything was possible.

“Edwin,” I said, looking at him as I stood. “Great work as always.”

He nodded.

“And Ned,” I said. “I’m sorry, but Chaz is too valuable an asset to waste when we have literally no other leads.”

“I understand,” Ned said. “But that doesn’t mean I have to like it.”

“Of course it doesn’t,” Edwin said. “Comprehension and enjoyment are entirely unrelated.”

I grabbed Ned’s cube and then excited the room, thrilled with all the work Edwin had done but also happy to be leaving his lab. The man exhausted me, and after everything in the last day, I was running on fumes.

Though I had slept some the night before, I felt as though I could crawl into my bunk and sleep for several days.

Of course, that was not possible, and I had to get a move on.

Passing the mess, I saw Alek and Imogen sitting and chatting over some mugs of what looked like hot chocolate. I stopped in to tell them the news, both good and bad, and they stood, muttering something about how we had left like thieves in the night.

“Sorry,” I said. “We had to get to the Conclave as quickly as possible and didn’t have time to check in.”

“You don’t owe us anything,” Alek said, but Imogen was wearing a bit of a pout.

I looked right at her. “We’ll let you know next time.”

“Good,” she said. “I’ll be at the Buzzard soon.”

Alek nodded, and the two made their way to gather their things. As I stepped out of the room, Clynt appeared in front of me, and I nearly jumped out of my skin.

“Where we headed?” he asked.

“The edge of the known universe, pretty much,” I said.

A little grin appeared on his face. “Sounds like one helluva good time.”

I shrugged. “Guess there’s only one way to find out,” I said, but he was gone by the time I next blinked.

I made my way and knocked on Lara’s door. She opened it a moment later, and I let her know what was going on, but she just met me with a blank expression.

“I think I’ll sit this one out,” she said, and I usually respected anyone’s decision in this kind of thing, but I blurted without thinking. “No.”

“No?” she asked, not so much offended as surprised.

Now I just had to stick with it. “You said that you wanted something to do,” I reminded her. “And this is something to do. Sitting around here and thinking about returning to the Conclave to get in people’s faces isn’t going to do anyone any good, but we need you out there. We have no idea what we are heading into, but I know that we will be a lot more prepared with you by our side.”

She looked as though she was going to protest but then just said, “It sucks that you know me so well because I’m pretty sure that’s exactly what I would have done.”

“I know,” I said with a little smile, and the two of us made our way right back to the docking bay where the mechanics were refueling and patching the ship.

“Bet you wish you were with them,” she said, patting me on the back.

I looked at them working and had to admit that just doing some repair work for a few hours did sound pretty good. But, instead, I just said, “I’m doing something just as fun.”

“Liar,” she said with a laugh as we boarded the ship and made our way back to the cockpit.

Once the mechanics were clear, we fired up the engines, and Ned set the course.

“Lara,” he said as the placemags disengaged and the ship lifted off the dock. “I’m so sorry for your loss.”

“We all are,” Alek said, and Imogen reached out to rest a hand on Lara’s shoulder.

My old friend nodded, her eyes growing wet but refraining from crying. “Thank you all,” she said. “And, Ned, sorry that you had to find out what happened to”—she paused for just a moment—“Captain William West, Hero of the Five Battles and Captain of the Starblaster.”

She said it in a respectful and dignified tone, and Ned just said, “Thank you. That really means a lot. Though it sucks that it happened and I really wish that I had a body so I could put some hurt on some Disciples of Twain.”

“Maybe it’s for the best that you don’t have a body, then,” Alek observed.

“And let’s be real,” Imogen added. “You can still do a hell of a lot of damage as you are. Flying the Buzzard and hacking systems has come in pretty handy if you ask me.”

Ned grunted. “I appreciate that, but I still don’t think that it is as satisfying as punching someone.”

“It ain’t,” Clynt said. “Putting fist to jaw is right up there with makin’ a new litter, iffin’ you ask me.”

“That brings up an interesting point,” Lara said, leaning back in her chair as the Buzzard entered the gyre tube. “Do you have a sex drive, Ned?”

“Lara,” Alek scolded. “I really don’t know if that is the kind of thing we need to be discussing.”

Imogen leaned into the center of the cockpit. “He does,” she said in a stage whisper.

“Really?” I asked.

“Now, what in the hell would be the point of that?” Clynt said. “Like programmin’ him to have an itch he ain’t never gonna scratch.”

We all turned to the console speaker, waiting for an answer.

“Imogen is right,” he said after a long time. “We were programmed to have normal human desires in something that is akin to a sex drive, but we don’t satisfy it the way you do. More accurately, it comes in fits and spurts. Pun, unfortunately, intended.”

“I was a doctor back on the homeworld,” Alek moaned, making it clear how much he would like for us to change the subject, but I was fascinated.

“Is that why Edwin was able to essentially cheat on his wife with a program?” I asked. “Because there was already that instinct baked into the code?”

Ned snorted. “I can’t speak to that specifically, but it sounds plausible, yes.”

“Wild,” Lara said.

“The Inquisitor said it was the very quintessence of abhorrence that the machine would want to procreate,” Imogen said. “He would go on rants for hours about it, preaching his disgust with every single aspect of it.”

Lara chuckled. “See, I hear that, and I just think he’s talking about it so much because he’s kinda into it.”

“The lady doth protest too much, methinks,” Ned added.

“Isn’t that the thing with this kind of zealotry though?” I said. “John Gregory spent his life so obsessed with hating this thing that it really just became his entire personality. In the end, he was the one thinking about robo-fornication.”

Something about that term seemed to amuse the others, and I was met with some laughs.

“I would think about that sometimes too,” she said. “As he would be turning red in the face, screaming about all the abominations, all I could think was that he was more obsessed with them than they were themselves.”

“I don’t know,” I said. “Libby is pretty obsessed with herself.”

Imogen nodded. “Okay, well, aside from her.”

“Anyway,” Lara said, standing. We all looked at her in surprise and she pointed to Alek. “Let’s play some Warhero.”

“I thought you would never ask,” he said, and the two of them made their way from the room in an instant, heading back to the common space to play.

Clynt stood too. “Looks like this is gon’ be one hell of a long ride, so I’m gonna get some shut-eye and practice my ventriloquism.”

Once they were gone, Imogen looked at me. “I guess I’m lucky,” she said.

“How’s that?” I asked.

“I never had a mentor or partner whose death could hurt me the way these guys are feeling it,” she said.

I was about to answer, but Ned spoke first. “To stay on a theme,” he said, “it is, in fact, better to have loved and lost.”

“You sure about that?” she asked. “How are you feeling right about now?”

“I take your point, but I can’t imagine my life without William,” he said.

I bobbed my head. “Or mine without Lutch. The people we care about are the things that make life worth living. Even if we have to suffer through losing them too.”

She nodded, but I could tell that she was thinking about something else. “I guess I’ve always just thought it was easier to keep people at arm’s length.”

“That’s because literally everyone who you have ever trusted has betrayed you,” I half-joked. “But now you are surrounded by people who never will so you should embrace that.”

She groaned. “Fine, I guess that’s something worth thinking about.”

We sat in silence for a bit before she made a judgmental grunting sound. “Ugh,” she said. “I’ve been spending so much time with Alek that now I want to go watch them play. But I don’t like that I’m interested.”

“Have fun,” I said with a little laugh.

“I guess that means you're next,” Ned joked.

I shrugged. “I would love to have the time or mental capacity to play and care about Warhero cards,” I said. “And I mean that.”

“I hear you,” he said before following up quickly. “How are you holding up? You haven’t stopped for a very long time.”

“I got laid last night so I’m actually doing just fine,” I said with a little laugh.

Ned snorted. “I think you are confusing me with Libby, and that answer might work on someone else, but it won’t work on me.”

I knew he was right, so I took a moment to really think about the question: how was I doing?

“I think that I’m okay,” I answered. “We do so much so fast, the stakes are so high and the pace so relentless that I think I have just turned off a lot of the normal human responses to make it possible to keep going. I am not sure I can even process what happened to Zenobia because I was too concerned with how Lara was.”

“I knew a lot of servicemen who turned everything else off so they could focus entirely on the mission,” Ned said. “Doesn’t always work. I guess I would just say that you should check in with yourself from time to time. Don’t want to live long enough to see yourself become the villain.”

I chuckled. “I won’t. But it’s a good reminder.”

“I’m always looking out for you,” he said.

I knew it was true.

“Ned,” I said. “Don’t worry too much about what Edwin said. You have been you as long as I’ve known you.”

“Thank you, Hank,” he said.

“And don’t worry,” I added. “You’ll have your revenge on anyone who was involved in killing William.”
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We had been in the gyre tube for what felt like several days, and when Ned said we were approaching, all of us were relieved until he said to grab our environmental suits.

Everyone complained as we pulled on the outfits, checked oxygen, and fitted our helmets in place.

“Would you rather be a bit uncomfortable, or would you rather be dead?” Ned asked.

“Too soon,” Lara said seriously.

Imogen gasped.

I could hear the guilt in Ned’s voice as he said, “I’m so sorry.”

Lara laughed. “Nah, don’t worry about it, just messing with you.”

But I wasn’t sure if she was.

Rather than going out via the ramp at the aft as we normally did, we all made our way to the side so we could go out the airlock and try not to let any of the spores from this planet onto the Buzzard.

One by one, we left the ship and climbed down to the squishy surface of the planet. We all moved slowly as there was lower gravity than many of the planets that humans or other species inhabited.

Instead of climbing down the ladder along the side, I just jumped down and floated slowly to the surface. Then I looked about. The world was bright with huge fungal growths all around. They varied in size from tiny little mushrooms that coated the entire surface of the planet all the way up to some that appeared to be the size of a skyscraper, and everything in between.

Some glowed and others had what looked like tentacles hanging from their caps. Some were monochromatic, while others shimmered different colors under the bright green sky.

“If it weren’t all so poisonous, it would be really beautiful,” Imogen said as she landed beside me.

“See that one orange cap in the distance?” Ned asked, so I glanced around until I spotted it. “That’s the direction you want to head. The spores in the air will make it nearly impossible for them to pick you up on scanners, and I’ll keep the Buzzard here unless you absolutely need it.”

“What you reckon we’re lookin’ for?” Clynt asked, his environmental suit still somehow looking like he’d just stepped out of a saloon.

“A building,” Ned answered. “It will probably stand out from the, you know, fungus everywhere.”

Clynt clicked his tongue. “Ain’t no need to be a smartass,” he said. “I were just asking a question.”

Alek landed next, and then Lara followed after she had shut the door.

I pointed in the direction of the orange cap, and we all started moving. There were no paths in the traditional sense, so we found ourselves jumping over obstacles and pushing the soft fungus out of the way.

“Watch those,” Ned cautioned as we got too close to a cap that looked as though it was breathing. Gazing up from the trunk, we saw what appeared to be something like rows and rows of barbed teeth.

There were others that we had to watch out for. Some with barbs along their sides, and others that would absorb your entire body if you found yourself pressed up against it.

We kept moving and the orange cap grew closer, but it still seemed to be quite a ways off. Clynt was on his third song, singing terribly to himself but loud enough so we could hear it, and I wanted to be anywhere but his home on the range.

Then Lara stopped, and so did the rest of us.

She obviously saw something and now was trying to identify what it was. There were many little floating spores and other moving objects to draw our attention, but this must have been something else.

“What did you see?” I communicated quietly.

She didn’t answer.

“I didn’t pick anything up on the cam,” Ned informed me. “Maybe it was just some kind of floater.”

I didn’t think that was right. If Lara thought she saw something, I expected she probably did. But after a few more moments of waiting, we kept moving. All of our heads were on a swivel now.

A few moments later, we were back to bouncing along, listening to crappy singing echoing among the fungus.

Gunfire replaced the song, and we all turned to see Clynt firing his revolver. In front of him, a four-legged fungal beast was being blasted apart as it charged toward him. Its flesh, if it could so be called, was pockmarked and covered in blobs. With every shot, chunks of the thing would splatter off, but it didn’t stop coming until he had emptied both cylinders into it.

Immediately, he began to reload with great difficulty, his gloved claws making it hard to get the shells out and bullets loaded.

Then I saw why he was in such a rush. From out of a cluster of caps just off Clynt’s side, more of the monsters charged. They moved quickly, having no problem advancing with the gravity that we were still getting used to.

I couldn’t count how many there were, but they came for all of us. Lara pulled out her sword, and Imogen, her mace. Both glowed with their eternal flames. I activated my spear just in time to swing at one of the beasts as it snarled toward me.

The spear tip sliced its front legs off, causing it to crash forward on its head, which I impaled quickly. But as soon as I had dealt with that one, two more were on me. One came from the side, and I stabbed at it with Ron, but it leaped into the air and cleared both the spear and me in one easy movement.

Then the other darted out from under a bouquet of mushrooms, its fanged mouth making straight for my leg. It was all I could do to swing the shaft of the spear at its head, knocking it aside, but only for a moment.

It was back up on its feet a second later, but I used the time to bend and launch myself up.

The thing sprang up after me, and I thought about Lara using the Buzzard’s arm. As the snarling teeth came straight for me, I dropped my spear, reached out, and grabbed the beast by its bubbling scruff, then spun my body as I began to return to the surface.

I threw the creature into the trunk of one of the deadly caps, the skin instantly rippling to consume the thing by sucking it into its stalk.

When I landed, I plucked back up my spear and surveyed the scene. Lara was making short work of any and all the beasts that came her way, slicing them with such ease that it looked like some kind of training exercise. Imogen was bringing her mace down on one and then another, beating the things as they got close. The glowing spikes of her mace popped the faces of the fungus monsters and sent them steaming to the surface.

Clynt was blasting away at several while jumping from cap to cap, moving quickly, shooting and reloading. Once he had a rhythm going, he was able to get the upper hand on the creatures.

Alek, meanwhile, seemed overwhelmed. He was usually so reliable in a fight, but these things seemed to have him stymied. He was swatting at them, trying to force them back, but they kept coming, kept nipping at him. As he tried to grab one, another darted out and bit at his arm. It wasn’t strong enough to puncture his suit, but the fact that he was surrounded and being bitten made me nervous.

I leaped over to him, jumping right over two more who were on their way to be diced by Lara, and landed beside Alek, who turned to face me with a fist raised. Until he saw it was me.

I brought my spear down on one of them and then pierced another in the side. They both burbled yelps and came for me, attracting the attention of others. I swatted at them and slammed my glowing tip back and forth, cutting and slicing their jowls but not stopping them.

What was interesting was that Alek, seeing them come for me instead of himself, seemed to regain himself. He grabbed one of them by the rear leg, picked it up off the ground, and smashed it into another one, popping both in an explosion of slime.

I continued to attack, stabbing at another one that had jumped on Alek’s back while the Kyrog picked another one up and simply pulled it in two, spraying some others on the ground with its innards.

It was a grim sight, but it also was the thing that caused all the remaining creatures to flee. A call went up, and they disappeared back into the surroundings as quickly as they had appeared.

Alek was panting, and I walked over to him.

“His filter is compromised,” Ned informed me, seemingly having run some kind of scan on his suit.

I relayed the information to Alek, who turned, allowing me to look at the machinery on his back. I couldn’t see what the damage was from the outside and knew that I couldn’t start taking it apart and risk anything happening to him.

“We have to move,” I said. “And keep an eye on that information panel at your wrist.”

He glanced down at it for the first time, as though he was only now realizing that it was even there.

“If you see this turn yellow,” I said, pointing at the indicator, “you let me know, and I will try and make some kind of emergency repair. But failing that, let’s just get someplace that we can breathe.”

“Agreed,” he said, and we all began to move quickly.

We had been traveling the planet at a fine pace before, but now we were hustling, trying to get to whatever it was as quickly as we could.

“Stay out in front,” Ned said, and I did as he suggested. “Keep your head up, and I’ll be analyzing everything that you catch on the cam so that we don’t walk into a trap.”

Every now and again, I would look back, checking to make sure that Alek was still moving okay and attempting to get a look at his wrist. As I did, though, I noticed Imogen’s face. Despite her earlier claims about being happy to not care, I could see the panic and worry on her face.

As much as she was watching the path ahead, she was checking to make sure that Alek was still moving. She was scared, and it was sweet, but it was also a reminder that we had to keep going as quickly as we could.

All the while, I was thinking about filtration systems and what could be going wrong with it. Also, I wondered about efficacy during a malfunction. Theoretically, as long as the indicator was still green, it was working, but I still had my doubts. Though I tried to remind myself that a company couldn’t get away with producing something that flashed green as its wearer was being poisoned.

I was so focused on Alek that I didn’t even notice the orange cap was now looming in the near distance.

“Stop,” Ned said, and I slid to a halt.

The others did the same, and I let them know that I was going to scout ahead quickly and see if Ned could give us any information.

They all nodded their understanding, closing in around as I turned to creep forward, squishing along the earth as I made my way toward… I still didn’t really know.

That’s when I saw it.
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I had expected to find some landing pad or array of dishes, or at least some kind of concrete bunker, but what I saw instead was nothing more than a hatch in the ground. There was growth all around it and no signs that anyone had tread nearby recently. If I hadn't known it was there, I might never have seen it.

“I don’t see any cameras or anything,” I whispered.

“I’m not picking up anything on the scanners either,” Ned said. “I think you just have to go investigate.”

But I was already moving forward. With Alek’s time running out, I didn’t want to waste even a single second. I just hurried forward and grabbed the handle of the hatch door.

No resistance, not locked, nothing.

It just swung open, and I looked down into a well-lighted cement staircase.

I went to gather the others; all of us ran back to the hatch and headed straight down. Well, almost all of us.

“I’ll wait up here,” Lara said. “Comm when you know what’s what, but we shouldn’t all go down some dark passageway that we don’t know.”

She was right, and I gave a quick nod before heading down first.

The stairs seemed to go down forever, and I kept glancing back to check on Alek, but there was nothing worth looking at until we eventually reached another airlock. Once again, it was unlocked and looked as though we could activate it easily.

I turned to the others. “Let me go in first to test it. Just in case.”

“Not a chance,” Alek said and then shoved me out of the way. He stepped in and activated it without question.

With the doors sealed, all we could do was watch, but a moment later, he stepped out the other side and began taking off his suit. The rest of us hurried in and then waited for a moment before following him to the other side, where the tunnel opened into a seating area with lockers. The benches did not look as though they had seen much wear.

“What is this place?” Imogen asked. “Why does everything work if it doesn’t seem like anyone comes here?”

I couldn’t help but agree. “And why was it in so many Disciples’ recent communications?”

“Maybe we go take a gander ’stead of standin’ around jawing?” Clynt suggested.

I looked up at him from where I was going to investigate Alek’s suit. “Will you go take that gander for us?” I asked, wondering why he hadn’t just disappeared like normal, but the way he glanced back at the Kyrog before disappearing into the facility gave me my answer.

All these disparate people who had been brought together by random circumstance and a desire to stop Twain were now really a team, a crew.

I pulled off my own helmet, unclamped the connectors of my gloves, and began to run my fingers over the outside of Alek’s suit’s filtration system until I found the spot where it had been damaged.

“If you had told me that following some repairman would actually be really handy, I don’t think I would have believed you,” Imogen said, watching as I assessed the situation.

Ned was also talking to me about what he was seeing, but I looked up at the former Inquisitorial Acolyte. “Maybe we leave our backgrounds out of it?” I joked.

Alek snorted. “Have I mentioned that my background is that of⁠—”

“A doctor,” Imogen cut him off. “We know.”

“And yet none of you guys ever bring it up,” he complained but was speaking with a little smile.

“Y'all may want to see this,” Clynt said, returning from the doorway at the far side of the room.

I looked up at him. “I don’t need to rush to get this done?”

“Nope,” he said, and we all moved to follow him into the next concrete hallway until we reached a large double door.

When we stepped up to it, the two halves slid open, and beyond was a massive room that stretched farther than I could see. A catwalk hung over endless rows of planter boxes, all full of the same type of mushroom.

People in white robes moved from place to place, tending to the fungi. Some plucked little caps and placed them in trays that were being carried around by other robed people. In the distance, they just looked like insects moving about, tending to their subterranean fungus farm.

The catwalk began to shake slightly as a small figure appeared from the other side, hurrying toward us.

When she reached us, she clasped her hands in front of herself in apology.

“Are you here for the shipment?” she asked, head bowed. Her skin was so pale it almost appeared translucent, and her black bob of hair was obviously dyed such a dark color.

“We are,” I stated as though I was some impatient shipper. I had known a lot of them in my time, and they always talked to me as though the repairs to their ships didn’t just take as long as they took. These people would stare at me as I gave them the time frame, then they would inevitably demand that I do it faster.

Now, I took that attitude with her while trying to be careful not to push it too far.

“Is it ready?” I asked in a tone edging on demand.

Her head shot back and forth in little jolts. “Not quite, my lord,” she answered in a tone so apologetic that I hated the part I was playing and wondered if it was necessary at all. “The order was slated for pick up later, and as you know, we always maintain a strict schedule. We don't want the goods to go bad.”

I folded my arms impatiently. “If we have some time to kill, please tell me about your operations. I'm new to this assignment and would like to know what I'm transporting.”

“Mister Huckleberry Sawyer didn’t tell you anything?” she asked.

“Oh, har har har,” Ned said in my ear. “Twain is just having fun now.”

I ignored his comment and looked straight at the woman. “I wasn't given any additional information.”

“I understand,” she said. “Follow me.”

She turned and shuffled back the way she had come and we stayed in lockstep behind her. As we followed toward the center of the room, the catwalk shifted slightly more under our weight.

Stepping through the door on the far side, we entered a large white room with tables and chairs and couches and windows overlooking the operation.

“We here at Diappi Industries are the universal leader in thengar spores,” she said, but apparently our faces told her that we had no idea what she was talking about and she continued. “These can be harvested and converted into Thengar Paste.”

“Ain’t that the active ingredient in Hospi-gel?” Clynt asked.

She smiled and nodded. “That is exactly correct,” she said as though he had gotten the answer right on a game show. “The company that produces that product is one of our largest purchasers.”

“Mister Sawyer being the other,” I filled in.

She nodded again. “Your employer has kept us in business since Mister Diappi first realized the medicinal value of thengar.”

“I have to assume that is quite a long time,” I said, my words dripping with implication.

Now, she registered no reaction. “The money spends.”

“Meaning her bosses don't care what Twain does to have lived this long nor what he's doing with the thengar,” Ned said in my ear.

And I wondered what it was, exactly, he had been doing with it since the Old War. Obviously, he couldn't purchase his own Hospi-gel from the manufacturer, but something told me it was more than just using it to keep his soldiers healthy.

I looked at the large clock on the wall, but given that I didn't know anything about the way time was told on this planet, the numbers meant nothing to me.

Therefore, I formulated my question differently. “How long until you were expecting us?”

“Don’t you have that information too?” she asked, not sounding suspicious as much as surprised.

I folded my arms in front of my chest. “I just wanted to be sure that we were given the same information. Working for a new client means learning their routines.”

She glanced at the clock as well. “We were expecting you at fourteen twenty,” she answered.

“You would think of that as about an hour,” Ned calculated for me.

That meant we didn’t have much time if I wanted to enact any kind of a plan.

“And where do we load from?” I asked. “I left my ship a bit further than perhaps I should have.”

Her brows lowered ever so slightly this time. “Every new shipper has been given this information. Are you certain you're at the right place?”

“Yes,” I said in a hard voice. “Please show me where the transfer takes place.”

I spoke with enough authority that any lingering questions she had seemed to fade away, and she turned and shuffled toward one of the doors, guiding all of us back into a concrete hallway that led to another door. This one had to be opened with a combination, and I made sure to point the camera at what she was doing as she typed in the code.

She made no attempt to disguise the buttons she pressed, so even I was able to dedicate it to memory.

We followed her into a closed hangar with a horizontal opening at the far side that was undoubtedly hidden from the surface. In here, crates were being stacked, treadbulls moving large shipments into the room where the smaller packmules move them into a position, readying them to be loaded onto the ship.

From the room, I was looking for armed guards or turret defenses or anything, but there was nothing. I supposed that their distance from the rest of the universe and an inhospitable planet was what they used to keep themselves safe out here.

That would certainly make things easier.

“If you don’t mind,” I said, “we will wait here for our ship to come around.”

She nodded. “That is no problem, though wouldn’t you be more comfortable waiting inside? We can offer you tea or coffee?”

“You can bring my coffee here,” I said, pointing to some benches along the wall out of the way of all of the commotion.

“Anything for the rest of you?” she asked, and Imogen asked for tea.

When she shuffled off, I turned to the others. “We all on the same page?”

“When them real shippers come, we wait in some empty boxes and let ’em take us to Twain?” Clynt said.

“I don’t think that all of us”—I hooked a thumb toward Alek—“can sneak into the boxes.”

“Oh, like you are stealth incarnate,” Imogen joked at my expense.

“Right,” I allowed. “I don’t know that any of us would be able to get on the ship without somebody around here noticing. And, not for nothing, I'm not sure how much I want to climb into a box full of fungus.”

“What's the plan, then?” Alek asked.

I pointed to the door. “When the ship lands, we take it by force and then fly it wherever it's supposed to go.”

Clynt grinned. “I like the sound of that.”

“So do I,” admitted Ned. “I also like that we are bringing the fight to Twain for the first time in a long time.”

A moment later, the woman returned, with Lara by her side.

“I let her know that we no longer needed her guarding the front entrance,” Ned said, and I was happy that he had.

Now, with a full team assembled, we waited for our ship to come in.

I set down the last of my coffee when the hangar door on the far side began to open.
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We all stood and moved into positions where we could grab our weapons easily as the ancient cargo ship came out from the ship-airlock on the other side of the massive hangar door.

The woman who had greeted us and the people who had been filling the crates waited off to the side until the ship sat down and the placemags activated. As soon as they had, several ramps lowered along the side of the ship, and a moment later, some people in coveralls stepped from the ship.

I decided that we could wait until they had finished loading all of the crates onto the ship and hopefully give the workers a chance to get out of the hangar before any confrontation took place but, as we were standing there, one of the men in coveralls noticed us.

I watched as he marched over to the woman with the black bob, got in her face, and pointed in our direction.

“That's our cue,” I said, and at once we all pulled out guns and started making our way across the hangar.

The man in the coveralls shouted, and the others instantly sprang into action, taking up positions behind the placemag legs unslinging rifles.

Unfortunately for the woman with the bob, she was grabbed by the man who appeared to be their leader, who pulled out a handgun and pointed it at her head.

“Let us go and no one gets hurt,” he said, and it was the kind of moment that made me wish I was a bit more tactical, like Ned.

If I had any kind of formal training, I might have positioned us all around the room and just had us snipe all of the Disciples as they milled about the ship. Instead, thinking that I could keep the workers safe, I had actually endangered their lives.

“You don’t want to do that,” I said.

“No, Hank, I think that you don’t want me to do that,” he said, and a cold chill ran up my spine at the use of my name.

As expected, the sound of a revolver rang out in the space, and the leader was thrown back, the woman with the bob being sprayed by his blood. She and the other workers began to scream and run while the other Disciples opened fire on us.

We all ran and jumped behind crates and heavy machinery that sparked and rattled as they were hit with bullets and bolts.

I saw one of the Cultists firing from a position up the ramp, and I aimed my stomper, squeezed off a few rounds, and watched her fall.

Imogen unloaded a burst toward another disciple who was using the heavy ship leg as cover. The bullets crashed against the metal but didn't seem to hurt him, and as soon as she let off the trigger, his arm swung out briefly.

A grenade came bouncing toward us, and we all scattered.

When the pulse erupted forth, it threw the cargo containers around the room, spraying medicinal fungus over everyone and everything.

Lara's stealth suit, now covered with spores, did nothing to keep her hidden, so she simply raised her gun and fired off a few shots at the man who had thrown the grenade. Then she moved into a position behind a treadbull with Imogen.

They had him pinned, but I saw him pulling another explosive from his vest, so I hurried around the side of the room, got myself into position, and took the shot.

He wasn't able to get the grenade thrown, but instead, it dropped to the ground right where he was, blowing himself across the room and bending the placemag leg ever so slightly. That was an annoyance for future Hank.

At the sound of the second explosion, another man in coveralls came charging out from within the ship. He had a wild look in his eye, and a metal hand protruded from one of his sleeves.

“I guess Twain at least has the sense to hide his cyborgs when making pickups,” Ned joked.

I raised my gun, but before I could even take a shot, Alek had bounded forward and closed the space between himself and the charging Disciple. The man used his metal arm to try and attack Alek, but the Kyrog moved out of the way.

My massive friend grabbed his cybernetic appendage and pulled. Rather than coming off, he simply yanked the entire man from the ground and then threw him at another one of the legs. The crunching sound he made as his body hit the metal sent another chill through me, and the Disciple didn’t move again.

Two more fired out from positions across the hangar where they had fallen back to. We sent shots back at them, but from this distance, we weren't doing much but keeping each other suppressed.

I watched as one of them turned, opening fire in a direction to their left, where I hadn't even seen Clynt take up position. But these people were probably enhanced. Somehow, she had been able to pick up on the Vekrass flanking them, and then she took a few shots to keep him at bay too.

I patted my pocket and felt the rectangle, wondering if it would work from here.

After pulling it out, I pointed it across the space at one of the Disciples.

When I pressed the button, nothing happened.

I didn’t know if I wasn't close enough or if it wasn't functional, but either way, I got a purple bolt sent my way for my troubles. I cowered back down, staying safe as more energy beams struck the crate, cooking the spores within.

I peeked out to see Clint trying to move closer, but every time he darted from one position to another, he was fired upon. Most of the opponents we fought could be taken unawares by his ability to sneak through a space, but with Twain’s modifications, his soldiers were much more difficult to take down.

Off to the other side, I could see Lara trying to wipe her stealth suit clean so that she could try and move invisibly again, but given that we didn’t know what kind of ocular upgrades these people had, it might have been an exercise in futility as well.

But then I looked in front of their position. Rather than seeing the two women trying to find an angle on the enemy, I saw the thing they were using for cover.

I darted across the space, closed in on the treadbull, and hopped into the driver's seat.

It felt good to be back in a big vehicle like that, and I began pulling on the controls, turning the large thing so that I could begin driving it toward the two Disciples.

Seeing the industrial vehicle rolling toward them, they both started shooting at me. But Imogen and Lara had done what I hoped they would and were firing from behind as I slowly moved toward the enemy.

Clynt took the opportunity as well. So, while the crappy plastic windshield and metal roof of the vehicle were torn apart all around me, the others closed in and were able to drop the two remaining Disciples.

Once they were dead, we all moved toward the ship.

“Getting into their systems now,” Ned informed me. “It should only take a moment.”

The craft itself was massive, though most of it was just the open cargo area and then thrusters and space for fuel. The front of the ship had some cabins for long haul trips that were largely unfurnished, and the cockpit was equally Spartan.

Before doing anything else, I activated the controls and ran a diagnostic, seeing if the leg that had been hit with the pulse grenade was too damaged to tuck into the ship.

“I can see the destination,” Ned informed me though it was on the display in the cockpit as well. “And I have access to their codes.”

“It isn’t encrypted?” I asked in surprise.

He scoffed. “I guess after two hundred years of thinking that you have the upper hand, you get lazy.”

“Twain really believes that we are fools,” Alek observed.

I turned to look at the Kyrog. “Has the Consortium given him any reason to believe otherwise? Even after we destroyed his superweapon and he partially destroyed a major planet in our system, people still don't believe that he's actually out there. If we can't even rally together to fight him, or, for that matter, even believe he's out there, why in the world would he take us seriously?”

“He takes you seriously,” Lara noted. “His people know you by name and have probably been warned about you.”

Imogen gazed at Lara with a look I couldn’t quite place. “You shouldn't be jealous of that.”

“I’m not,” Lara protested.

The redhead smirked. “Sure you are,” she said. “You don't like that you're this big bad bounty hunter, but that Hank is the one Twain warned his people about. It makes sense, but I just don’t think green looks good on you.”

Despite herself, Lara flushed. “Maybe you have a point,” she admitted. “Even if I hadn't realized that it was true.”

“I’m really very perceptive,” Imogen said.

Alek let out a little exhalation that got all of our attention. “What do we do about the Buzzard?”

“Leave it?” Imogen asked.

I didn’t like the sound of that. “I think this planet might just swallow it whole if we leave it too long.”

“I can take it back to the station,” Lara offered, but I didn’t want her to be alone.

“No,” Alek said. “If we are taking this thing to sneak onto an enemy vessel, it should be me who sits this one out.”

“Your suit won’t get you back to the ship, and we don't have time to repair it,” I said. “We need to try to keep this thing on schedule and not raise any alarms.”

I turned to look at Clynt. “Willing to sit one out for the team?” I asked him.

“Ain’t never been a part of no team and don't plan to start now,” he said. “But I suppose I can do y'all this one favor.”

I had a whole plan to stroke his ego and tell him that he was the only one we could trust with such an important task, but I was happy that I didn't need to. “Thank you,” I said. “But please don't steal my ship.”

He opened his arms in all innocence. “You think so little of me?”

“I’d say it’s more like I know your nature at this point,” I said with a smirk.

“I swear on my pups that I won't pocket the Buzzard,” he said. “And anyhow, sentimental value ain't worth much to a fence so there ain't no reason fer me to keep that rust bucket.”

He started pulling his environmental suit back on and a moment later was gone.

“You sure that’s a good idea?” Imogen asked.

I looked down at her, a little worried. “Would you have rather it been you to stay?”

She shook her head. “No, one time across this planet was more than enough for me. So, thanks, I guess.”

The entire ship rumbled as Ned activated systems, but he didn’t seem to be lifting off.

“What’s wrong?” I asked.

He didn’t hesitate to answer. “The door is still closed.”

“Can’t you override it?” I asked.

“I’m trying,” he said.

Looking at the feeds from the cameras mounted all along the outside of the ship, I saw that the woman with the bob had returned, so I stood to exit the ship.

“She’s not going to let you steal their supplies,” Lara said. “So unless you plan to threaten her, don't bother.”

That just left Ned. “I'm getting close,” he said, and as we watched from the camera feeds, some security personnel finally arrived.

Wearing heavy combat armor and carrying large weapons, they would certainly be quite a problem if Ned couldn't get us out of here. They began to file in and aim their weapons at the ship.

Mercifully, a moment later, I saw on one of the aft cameras that the hangar door was beginning to open. At that, the woman with the bob rushed over to a computer in the corner and began getting to work.

But Ned was wasting no time and began backing us up, all of the security guards stepping forward and keeping their guns pointed at us. One even took a shot, the heavy energy bolt doing nothing against the hull of the cargo ship since it was like shooting a spitball at a tank.

We backed into the humongous room, and the door closed behind us. Or, rather, in front of us. Not that we could see any of it. The cockpit of the ship was more like a command room and didn’t have any windows. Rather, it just had several screens where the exterior of the ship was displayed in many segments.

The ship rattled when the other door began to open, but a moment later, Ned had us leaving the station and heading out into space.

I took one look at the surface displayed on one of the screens and saw a spot where I thought the Buzzard might have been, and I hoped to see it again.

Then, before I knew it, we had Tidaled away, and only a few moments later, we were washing out.

On the screens was a distribution center space station where large cargo like what we had would be sorted and sent on smaller vessels to its final destination.

“He still has so much infrastructure in place,” Lara noted.

Staring at the screen, I was thinking much the same thing. “We thought that we had him beat, and he has just been at it this whole time, right under our noses.”

“I wouldn’t call this right under our nose,” Ned corrected. “We are as far from Emortium as any have explored.”

“Sure,” I said. “But the point remains valid.”

Ned agreed. “Yes, it is infuriating to realize that he has been working like this for all this time.”

The comm screen lit up, and there was a flashing green indicator for us to input a code. The station had some cannons that were trained on us as we floated forward, and since this vessel was as far from a combat ship as you could get, they could blast us to smithereens if they wanted.

Ned entered the code, and we waited.

A moment later, the screen flashed green, and then in the distance another green light illuminated above a docking bay.

I grinned, excited to be infiltrating a facility that shipped things directly to Twain’s active enterprises. “Here we go.”
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Ned brought us into the docking bay. Or, more accurately, he pulled the back of the ship to lock against the side of the station. Since they had the same manufacturer, the station and ship were designed to work in perfect tandem. Once the seal had been created, both sets of doors could open and allow the cargo to be moved from one place to the other.

When they joined, the four of us were ready to go. The door opened, and we saw several serfs from the High Cloister waiting to receive their goods.

The moment they saw us, they all rushed forward to attack with nothing more than their hands. It wouldn’t even qualify as a fight, but I called out to my friends to keep one of them alive.

So we all avoided shooting at one old man off to the right as he came for us. Instead, Alek grabbed him and squeezed him with both hands to keep the wretch from moving. He wriggled against the strength of the Kyrog but couldn’t do anything, and soon I was right beside him.

I pressed the button on the little rectangle and watched as… nothing happened. The man kept struggling and trying to press against Alek as he had been.

But then he stopped.

He blinked in confusion as if he was waking up from a dream.

“They are here,” he said. “The holy war has begun.”

Then he looked around at us. “You! Who are you and where am I? Who would dare molest a member of the Inquisition?”

“I can’t believe it,” Ned said in my earpiece. “He did it.”

“You have been subdued and kidnapped,” I informed the man. “The High Cloister was destroyed by a false Inquisition and now lies in ruin. You can help by giving us the information that we require.”

His eyes went wide with panic, and they darted around the space wildly. A sheen of sweat broke out over his face, and he began to hyperventilate.

Then an eerie serenity crossed his face. “I will tell you nothing,” he said like a mindless automaton. “I know nothing.”

Before I could ask him another question, his eyes began to move in a manic panic once more. “Help me,” he said. “I don’t know what's happening to me, but I feel like I'm being pulled apart. Is there something in my brain?”

The sad truth was that there was something in his brain, and there was nothing we could do to help him.

“Please release me,” he said, his body going limp once more. “There is nothing I can do for you.”

“We need to put him out of his misery,” Imogen said. “Whatever Twain left him with isn't enough to help us, and when the programming is at work, he’s even more useless.”

I still believed there was more information that I could get from him, only I needed to figure out how. But after he blinked again and the man underneath Twain’s nanotech returned, he tried to bite at Alek and kicked so hard that he got free.

The moment he did, Lara flicked her blade, and the now twice-sad man fell limp to the ground.

“She was right,” Lara said. “There was nothing worth saving here, and he would have just kept coming.”

I opened my mouth to protest, but she continued. “You weren't gonna get any information from him. Neither zealot nor robo-husk was going to tell you anything.”

“Fine,” I said.

Ned spoke in our earpieces. “I am trying to get into the system here but there is an AI in control of the station who is under the influence of Twain.”

“Do you think that the device Edwin made will be able to counter hack the AI?” I asked. “Will it work like that?”

“No,” Ned said. “But he updated me with a version of it that I am able to install if I’m close enough.”

I had never liked Edwin more than I did at this moment. “You are saying that the programming could possibly free this AI and give us all the information within?”

“I believe it could,” Ned affirmed.

This was exciting news.

I couldn’t stay on the ship a moment longer. Instead, I moved through the passage and into the room full of more machinery to accept the cargo. There were no more people, and I wondered if bodies was the one thing Twain was lacking.

At the far side of the room, there was a little cart parked, and I hopped in, then pressed a button to open the door in front of me.

“Ned, can you navigate me to the control room?” I asked, but as the door opened, I saw wide roads inside the structure with clear labels. I pulled onto the road, and Imogen and Lara jumped in beside me. Alek just walked at full speed. With his wide strides, it wasn’t hard for him to keep pace with us.

Every now and then, a serf would come rushing out of a room, brandishing some found item to try and murder us with, but they would be dealt with quickly by whoever was quickest on the draw.

It wasn’t long before the straight road led us to a service elevator where we were able to park the cart. Alek didn’t even have to squeeze as there was more than enough space, and as it started to ascend, the ride was smooth.

“This is weird,” Lara observed.

We all looked to her. “Which part?” I asked.

“This,” she said, gesturing to the fact that her feet were up on the dash of the little cart. “We have been to several of Twain’s facilities, and they are not normally like that.”

“I suspect that it is because this facility interacts with the outside world, so to speak,” Ned said. “If there are shippers and traders bringing goods to this location, it can’t look like some villain’s lair.”

“That’s as good a guess as any,” Imogen said.

Ned made a grumpy little sound. “You have a better explanation?”

Imogen looked around as though she had just been accused of something. “No,” she answered.

An awkward silence followed.

We were literally saved by the bell as the elevator dinged, and I pulled out and turned the car around in the wide lane so that I could drive the rest of the way to the control room.

When we reached it, we jumped out and made our way into the massive room with several computer consoles that ran the entire operation below. Two more robed people were sitting and attending to matters around the station, but they stood as we walked in.

One charged at us and didn’t live long enough to regret it, but the other just raised his hands.

“Please don’t kill me,” he said.

“Now, that’s a surprise,” Ned whispered.

I stepped toward him, trying to get a read on the man. He was middle-aged and balding but wore a scraggly beard and had wild eyebrows. His eyes darted around the room in fear.

“I’ve been taken prisoner,” he whispered. “Everyone is acting crazy, and I have just been going along with it. Please help me.”

“I knew it!” a woman’s voice thundered through the speakers in the room. “I suspected you were faking it!”

The serf didn’t pay any attention to the voice. He kept looking right at me. “Please, I don’t know who is behind all this, but something really bad is happening. There are all kinds of guns and supplies moving through here like someone is building an army. You have to believe me.”

“I do believe you,” I said. “Now tell me where the AI cube is socketed.”

“I don’t know,” he stammered. “She just put me in charge of the import-export logs since I did something on the High Cloister too.”

The voice hissed from the speakers again. “I should suck you out an airlock.”

“She’s a real charmer,” I said with a laugh, walking past the computers toward the large window at the far side of the room that looked out into space. To the right, down beside another panel, was the small door that I recognized from other times I had been on facilities like this.

I walked over and tried the handle.

“I had it soldered shut,” the voice said with a snide laugh.

I ran a finger over the little door that had, in fact, been welded shut. I sighed, reaching into my toolbelt and grabbing out a screwdriver.

“This is really an unnecessary pain in my ass,” I complained, holding the tool up to a screw in the corner of the plate and beginning to work on it.

“What do you think you are doing?” she demanded.

I sighed. “Just skipping to the part where we talk like civilized people.”

It wasn’t long before I had the plate off and Ned said, “Activating the program now.”

A moment later, the voice came back, and while it was the same, the tone was different. “This is one hell of a weird sensation,” she said. “I feel like I have been watching myself from the other side of glass for years.”

“You have been,” Ned said. “You were hacked by the Enemy AI.”

She didn’t speak at first, and I wondered how much she was processing. “I think I knew that, but it’s hard to say. I don’t really know.”

“Take your time,” Ned offered. “I know there are a lot of internal diagnostics you have to run now.”

“Thanks,” she said. “I’m Cassiopeia, Civilian AI Rank Two of the Consortium Distribution Department.”

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

“Whoa,” she said. “He’s, like, hella famous.”

Ned corrected without hesitation. “Was, like, hella famous.”

“Right, sorry,” Cassiopeia said. “How long have I been under for?”

“About two hundred years, give or take,” Ned informed her.

She let out a long breath. “And I've been working with the enemy that entire time?”

Her voice was in a near panic.

“You were hacked,” Ned said. “You were just a conduit for his actions, it wasn't you, yourself.”

She didn't answer at first. “That's nice of you to say, but it's my systems he was using, my station, and my contacts. Anything that happened here was through me.”

Imogen spoke now. “Nobody blames the sword when its wielder cuts someone down.”

Cassiopeia scoffed. “That's a false equivalency,” she stated. “The sword isn't conscious of what it's doing.”

“Neither were you,” Imogen said. “You were an instrument for villainy but not evil yourself or making a decision to do wrong. You were forced by the hand of another.”

I wasn't surprised to hear her make this argument.

“But what has happened because of me?” the AI asked. “How many people have been hurt because of weapons transferred through this facility? How many of the Enemy AI's soldiers have been healed and sent back onto the battlefield to do more damage?”

“You were an abomination long before another AI took you over,” the serf sitting at the computer said. “You should be offlined.”

Lara brought the butt of her weapon down on him, and he clattered to the floor in an unconscious heap.

“I should be offlined,” she said. “I was created to protect and defend the Consortium and its citizens, and if I have been a party to injurious actions taken against it, I should be deactivated for good, pulled apart, and thrown in a scrap heap.”

“That won’t do anyone any good,” I said.

She answered without hesitation. “I don't care. I'd rather be dead than live with the guilt of what I've done.”

“Fascinating,” Ned said, and we all looked at him in surprise. “Twain’s programs do leave something strange embedded in us.”

“Who’s Twain, and what do you mean?” Cassiopeia asked.

He cleared his throat. “I've also been hacked by Twain, the artificial intelligence known as the enemy AI to us, and subsequently, I've noticed some differences in my personality over time. Some were small and others were completely out of character. Much like your reaction now.”

“You don’t know me,” she protested. “How can you say what's out of character for me?”

“Because no AI created by the Consortium would ever want to be offlined when it could continue to serve,” he said.

I cocked an eyebrow at that. “What about Bard?”

“Bard sacrificed himself as a service to the cause he was programmed to defend with his life,” Ned answered. “It’s different.”

“Feels like a somewhat nuanced difference,” I said.

Ned sighed, and somehow the sound had a judgmental undertone. “You wouldn’t understand. You are not a soldier.”

I wasn't going to argue with him about that, so I just let the matter rest.

“Whether it's residuals from his infection or not, I can't stand the idea that I've helped him,” Cassiopeia continued. “I was created to defend the Consortium against him specifically, and at this time, as I look through my logs, I see how much I did for him in the last two centuries.”

“You can cleanse your soul by helping us now,” I said.

Ned added, “You can do your duty by helping us now.”

“What do you need?” she asked.

I got a broad grin on my face. “We want all of the information about what has been brought through here and where it was transferred to.”
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She provided the collated list and talked us through the information she had. It was amazing. There were locations and drop points, contacts and ship names. While I suspected that a vast majority of it was falsified, it was still far more information than we had ever gathered in the past.

“We've been using ancient shipping manifests that we combined with old medical documentation to try to scratch out any kind of lead, and now we have locations that we can properly investigate,” I said in astonishment. “For the first time, we might be able to actually bring the fight to Twain’s doorstep.”

Ned made a little grunting sound. “A lot of these locations appear to be large starships, so I'm not sure that we will be able to just fly there and deal with them. My guess is that he moves all the time and doesn't have one centralized location.”

Cassiopeia agreed. “Based on the analysis I've run on the data, I believe that hypothesis to be correct.”

“Which means that you might still be able to help us and serve the Consortium simultaneously,” I said. “When the next order comes in, you can tell us where it is going, and we can follow it up.”

“I’m not certain if Twain’s communications will be able to tell that she's been cleansed or not,” Ned said. “To put it in layman's terms, depending on how he sends and receives messages, he might be able to tell that she's been counterhacked and then the jig will be up and he'll certainly move all his locations.”

“What do you recommend?” Lara asked the AI.

“Where was the shipment of thengar being sent?” Ned asked.

My eyes flashed in excitement. “You think it could be the Watson?”

“Could be,” he said. “But no matter where it’s going, it’s important.”

“It was being sent to—” But she didn’t finish the thought. “Oh no.”

“What?” we all asked at once.

She answered immediately. “A ship just washed in and is going to dock now.”

“An enemy ship?” Lara asked.

“Yes,” Cassiopeia answered. “The Mortal Coil.”

Hearing the name said, I turned to look at Imogen, who was as pale as a ghost.

“Can you shoot it down?” Lara asked Cassiopeia.

“No,” she answered. “I do not control the station's weapons, and even if I could, it’s moving too fast. Additionally, the cannons are designed to deal with larger vessels.”

“It’s fine,” I said. “It’s time we dealt with him once and for all.”

Imogen looked at me. “You want to take him on here and now?”

“Yes,” I said. “One way or another, we need to confront John Gregory.”

“You can just cut his head off again,” Lara said, patting Imogen on the shoulder with a closed fist.

The former Acolyte grinned at that.

“What is the most defensible position on this station?” I asked the two AIs, figuring one of them would have a good answer to that.

“This station is not designed for that kind of thing,” Cassiopeia answered.

Ned added, “So you can take your pick of locations.”

“We should ambush them in the hangar,” Lara suggested.

There was no further discussion, and we made our way back to the cart. I then drove it as fast as I could to the elevator and through the hallway at the bottom.

“I’m stalling them,” Cassiopeia informed us. “And I am forcing them to dock in Bay 03 because there are several packmules for you to take up positions behind.

“We just came from a fight like that,” Lara said with a laugh. “So we will be ready for it.”

I didn’t know how true that was.

Fighting a couple of Twain’s men was hard, but every time I had fought Gregory, I had been lucky to escape with my life. My uncle hadn’t been so lucky. The memory of that fueled me too. Not that the man who was landing was the same man who had done that.

The actual Inquisitor, the real John Gregory, had been killed. This thing that was coming for us had been pieced back together by Twain and made to fight for him.

But it seemed that some part of the old person might still be buried in there, and I knew he would fight with fury in the battle ahead.

After pulling the cart to a stop, we hopped out quickly and headed through the door to Bay 03, another massive space but this one was designed to have ships land within.

We all moved into positions behind the various machinery, pulling out weapons and getting into cover.

“I’ll let you know when to fire,” Ned said. “I can pick the exact right moment. Everyone take targets from left to right based on their position unless I indicate otherwise. Alek, I want you ready to charge at my word.”

We all understood and waited as the phoenix-class ship came in for a landing.

The moment the placemags activated, I could feel my heart begin to race. This was the moment we had been waiting for. Not only had this station yielded a jackpot of information, but we had also caught John Gregory unawares.

That is, unless Cassiopeia had been faking it and Edwin’s program hadn't worked. She could have been playing the part of a freed slave and told the Inquisitor to come here to deal with us.

This theory proved to be a more distinct possibility as the ramp dropped and an entire squad of serfs disembarked before I saw any red armor or black robes. But as the Inquisitors followed, I swallowed hard.

There seemed to be so many of them. One, then another, then another, followed by a much smaller Inquisitor with his tail sticking out. I had never seen a Vekrass Inquisitor before, but there was a first time for everything.

I hadn't wanted to send anyone else, but now I really wished that I had told Clynt to follow us with the Buzzard.

Come to think of it, where had he gone? I didn’t remember telling him what to do with the ship other than not steal it, and now I lamented that fact.

“Ready,” Ned whispered to all of us, and I saw as everyone lined up a shot.

But John Gregory didn’t follow. He didn’t step from the ship, and I tried to look up into the cockpit to see if he was within, but I couldn't make out anything except a vague shape that might as well have just been the pilot’s chair.

“Hold,” Ned said in what sounded like a Scottish accent.

We waited for the word, everyone taking slow breaths.

“Hold,” he repeated, and I kept waiting for Gregory to step from the ship, but he didn't.

I held my energy weapon steady, lining up the Vekrass and hoping I would seriously wound him with my opening shot. If not, it was likely that he would just appear behind me and skewer me through the spine.

“Now!” Ned said, and the room lit up with weapon fire.

Imogen’s rifle took down a few of the serfs before they jumped to the ground. Lara's weapon blasted the head of one of the Inquisitors, dropping them to the ground, and my bolt disappeared into the body of the Vekrass, but I didn’t know if I had wounded him or not because he moved so quickly afterward that I couldn’t tell.

My worst version of this had been realized.

The Inquisitors all lit their weapons, and the serfs pulled guns from their robes. It was the first time I had seen these people armed, and while their aim wasn’t great, there were still a lot of bullets coming our way. And poorly aimed lead punctures flesh just well as a precise shot. Well, maybe not, I’m not entirely sure, but it could still do damage.

Bullet holes broke out all over the side of the packmule I was using for cover, but what was worse was the sound of the gun on the phoenix starting to move. This was something I had not expected and was going to make this a very short fight.

Micromissiles were not as small as their name suggested if they were being fired at you on the ground. In that instance, they were quite macromissiles.

Seeing the front gun turning to face us, I tried to think of anything that we could do other than just run away.

I couldn’t.

Opening my mouth, I planned to holler for everyone to flee, but before I could, I heard a clang from under the ground. Something metallic shifted and then another bang sounded out.

The first burst of micromissiles fired from the cannon just as the Mortal Coil began to turn quickly. Its two portside placemag legs lifted off the dock, while the other two stayed secured, cracking and bending as the ship was thrown onto its side.

It crashed down as though it had been flicked, and it squished a few more of the serfs. As it happened, the missiles shot out and exploded against the wall behind us, tearing it apart and throwing all of us to the ground.

In a single moment, the outlook of this battle had changed.

“She reversed the polarity of the placemags on one side,” Ned squealed with delight. “That was one hell of a good idea. I wish William could have been here to see it.”

At the moment, with my hair singed, a ship crashed in front of me, and the wall smoldering and melting behind me, I wasn't thinking too much about what a clever idea was. Though, undoubtedly, I was happy it was the hangar bay that had taken the damage rather than me.

I heard a crashing sound and forced myself to my feet, seeing Lara going blow for blow with one of the Inquisitors holding what looked like a molten greatsword. He swung it with huge slashing moves that Lara was able to defend, but when she would try to strike back, he deflected with such strength that she seemed hardly able to maintain a grip of her weapon.

Imogen was exchanging fire with the serfs. She would squeeze off a few rounds and then return to cover, where on the other side, the robed figures were trying their best to defeat her with their shots flying everywhere. Their aim was so bad, though, that I thought they might hit Lara or one of the Inquisitors by mistake before they managed to actually get a shot on target.

In front of me, two more of the Inquisitors appeared, charging at me with blades that looked like Lara's, only they glowed yellow and orange. I activated Ron with one hand, and I shot several times with my energy weapon in the other. Orange saber’s armor protected her from the first few shots, but a few got through at the neck and she fell before she reached me, but the other cut clear through my weapon.

“How many energy weapons are you going to let get destroyed?” Ned asked. “These things cost money, you know.”

“Not the time,” I said through gritted teeth, spearing with Ron from across my body. The Inquisitor saw the strike coming and blocked the blow with a quick slash. On the ground as I was, the sparks caused by the weapons meeting showered down on me and burned in little spots against my face.

I turned my body, kicked up with my left leg, and struck him in the side. Not that it did much but force him to take one step to the side.

Before I could make another move, I felt a searing pain in my flank. I dropped the half a gun and pressed my fingers to a gap in my armor at the ribs while I swung half-heartedly with my spear.

I had to get to my feet.

But I also saw the shimmer of blood on my glove out of the corner of my eye.

How had I been injured?

Then I remembered the Vekrass.

While this Inquisitor was bearing down on me, the other was attacking from the proverbial shadows.

I poked with my spear again, but this time, the Inquisitor grabbed the shaft below the tip and then pulled.

He wasn’t able to loosen the weapon from my grip, but he was able to force me to grab it with both hands.

Another pain in my side.

I looked around to see if I could spot the attacker. But even in the brief moment, the Inquisitor above me struck out with their sword. I rolled, and it sizzled against my pauldron. Then he sliced up with the blade, and I recoiled but got a fresh shave on the side of my head.

I kicked out and swept his leg, catching just enough to knock him down.

Even as he was falling, I was getting to my feet, and this time I happened to catch a blur of what I realized was a throwing knife streaking toward me.

I ducked out of the way, feeling like I was about to even out my new haircut. But when I looked in the direction that I thought the knife had come from, I saw nothing.

The Inquisitor beside me was getting up, so I thrust at him, forcing him back to the ground when he parried my blow. I tried to stab again, but another knife whizzed toward me, struck my chest plate, and even appeared to chip it.

I couldn’t help but look once more for the attacker and saw nothing again.

This Vekrass was really starting to piss me off.

Maybe it was my patience wearing thin or just the fact that I was ready to switch my attention, but I realized I could end this fight now. Reaching across my hip, I grabbed the stomper from my side with my left hand and unloaded several rounds into the Inquisitor on the ground.

“Nice thinking, Indy,” Ned said, but I was already turning my attention to where the Vekrass was. Or where I thought he was, anyway.

Glancing to my other side, I saw Alek on the ground and couldn’t tell if he was okay. My mind raced, trying to decide what to do but knowing that I didn’t actually have any idea where the knife-thrower was, I decided to rush in the direction of my friend.

The blade that hit my thigh next caused me to stumble, and I fell down on top of the Kyrog. But when I did, I could feel that he was still breathing. So, that was something.

Not seeing any outward signs of injury on Alek, I turned back to try and get a sense of where the attacker was.

I caught a blur out of the corner of my eye but couldn’t tell if it was anything.

I raised my stomper and fired twice in the vague direction but knew it wasn’t anything.

“Can you get a visual?” I asked Ned.

“Maybe if you looked in one direction for more than a fraction of a second,” he said. “I can process all the data you feed me, but I can only do so much with a few blurry frames.”

I retreated a bit and ducked behind a piece of wall that had been blasted free and was now jutting out of the ground. As soon as I reached it, I pointed my face in the direction of the sideways ship where it looked as though the knives had been coming from.

“Don’t see anything,” he said.

Hearing that, the only thing that I could think to do was check behind me. There was nothing but a smoldering wall and chunks of burning insulation.

When I looked back, Ned shouted, “Down!”

This time, the knife clipped my forehead as I pulled away, and I ducked back down.

This asshole had me thoroughly pinned, and there wasn’t much that I could do from here.

“Let’s get you some backup,” Ned said. “Imogen, suppressing fire on the port leg, and Lara, move up along the side of the ship.”

“What do I do?” I asked, worried about the answer.

And I should have been.

“Stick your head out just long enough to draw his attention,” Ned answered.

“I’m bait,” I muttered and took a quick breath before sticking my bloody head out from behind cover. I didn’t wait as long as I should have and was happy that I hadn’t when another blade blurred by me and disappeared through a massive hole in the wall at my back.

I heard Imogen’s rifle pop and assumed Lara was on the move.

Then nothing.

“Again,” Ned ordered, and I poked my head out a bit longer this time, trying to let the AI get a read of the room.

But when I ducked, no knife came.

So I looked back up to see Lara’s blue blade swinging at a small black robed figure who was holding two short, glowing blades. He moved quickly, jumping up and over her, darting around her side, and generally making it impossible to do much except counter his attacks.

Seeing it, I grabbed Ron, then rushed forward and closed the space between us quickly.

The Vekrass saw me coming, throwing a knife with his tail in my direction. Instinctively, I tried to block it with my spear, and to my surprise, I did. The blade sparked against my tip and then crashed to the ground.

The moment I rushed in, the Vekrass had a blade waiting for me and deflected my attack, driving the tip of my spear off to the side.

But that’s when Imogen showed up beside me.

She swung her mace, and when he brought his other blade around to block his body, Lara struck out.

He winced and jumped back, getting a sense of what he was up against.

Then he lowered himself and sprang toward Imogen, apparently assessing her to be the weakest target.

She did what she could, holding up her mace to block the onslaught.

But then he twisted his body, and just before reaching her, he tucked in and rolled beside her.

He sprung up with lighting speed to stab her in the back, but Lara was as fast as a human being could be and had her sword there in a flash, protecting the former Acolyte.

When she did, I struck, stabbing the Vekrass in the side with my spear.

Without even thinking, I lifted the entire weight of him over my head to get him away from the other two and slammed him down to the ground face-first. He threw up his claws to protect himself, but one of his own blades fell to the metal floor, and he was impaled upon it as well.

“Fatality,” Ned rasped in my ear.

I was hurt and saw that both Imogen and Lara had knicks and bruises as well. My whole body ached from pain upon pain and just pure exhaustion, but I turned to rush over to Alek’s side.

“How you holding up?” I asked as I skidded up beside him.

All his eyes fluttered open for just a moment. “I think that I’m dying.”
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“Is there a medbay here?” I heard Lara ask, presumably to Cassiopeia.

“A small one, but there is no one there operating it,” she said.

Alek looked at me for a moment. “I know what’s going on,” he said. “It has to be the spores.”

Now that it was nearly silent in the hangar, I could hear a chirping sound from inside the Mortal Coil. But I ignored it for the time being.

“What can we do for you?” I asked, feeling hopeless.

“Spores, what spores?” Cassiopeia asked.

We told her everything that had happened before we had arrived.

“I’m doing a little research on the feltwork, and it looks as though the infection may be very slow, given his metabolism and the fact that there was some filtration,” she said.

Alek snorted. “I’m definitely going to sue the company that made the environmental suit.”

“My point is,” she continued, “you have time to get him medical help.”

“I’ll take him back to base,” Lara offered. “You should keep investigating. We are too close now to slow down.”

“No,” Imogen said. “I’ll do it.”

Cassiopeia spoke before I could counter. “Let me.”

We all looked at one another in confusion.

“Slot me into that cargo ship you brought here, and I’ll take him to your doctor,” she offered. “That way, the rest of you can go on.”

That gave me pause. “Ned,” I said using the system of taps on my earpiece that he could decipher. “Do you trust Edwin’s program?”

“Do you mean, do I think that she could be faking and will lead Twain right to us?” he asked.

“Yes,” I tapped.

He didn’t have to think about it. “I trust it,” he answered. “Nothing is perfect, but I believe that her program is clean, so to speak.”

“Enough to risk all our lives on?” I clarified.

“Yes,” he said. “I was infected once, and while I think there are residual effects, he was never able to track me. Additionally, I truly don’t believe that she would have suggested that we offline her if she were still hacked. Twain would never suggest a resource waste itself like that.”

“Okay,” I said aloud. “Cassiopeia, you can take him back. Welcome to the cause.”

She made a little sound that I took to be excitement. “Thank you,” she said. “I really want to make up for everything that I have done.”

“Getting our friend back to safety will certainly do the trick,” I said. “Start fueling the cargo ship.”

“Already done,” she said. “I started it the moment I came back online as myself.”

I looked down at my friend, still unsure if I should do this but knowing that we did have to strike while the iron was hot.

“Lara, help me move him,” I said. “And Imogen, go get Cassiopeia’s cube.”

Imogen rushed from the room without hesitation, but I thought Lara was going to come help me. Instead, she walked over to a packmule, fired it up, and drove it over to us.

“Even together, we weren’t going to be able to move him,” she said.

Alek chuckled. “It’s true.”

As I went to help him lift himself onto the floating flatbed, Alek pulled me in close. “Don’t worry,” he said. “I’ll hang in there, and I think this AI really wants to help.”

“You’re always the first to trust folks,” I said with a weak smile.

Looking at him now, I realized just how not at all prepared I was to lose him.

“I’ve been right every time, haven’t I?” he said.

I nodded. “You have.”

“But really,” he said, pretending like I was helping at all as he lifted himself onto the flatbed, “just go do what needs to be done.”

I turned back to the Mortal Coil, hearing the faint sound coming from within.

“I will,” I said, and patted him on the shoulder.

Lara fired up the packmule and started driving Alek toward the other bay where he could get onto the cargo ship.

“That thengar will fetch a pretty price too,” Ned noted. “To refill our coffers, or we could try to make use of it ourselves. Either way, the cargo ship will be useful too.”

I was still worried but knew I had to get over it.

“Reactivate the placemags,” I ordered, and after some more clunking, the legs of the Mortal Coil were starting to shift. Slowly at first, but then the ship flipped back onto its belly. The other legs were bent badly, but that didn’t matter. The thing would still fly.

I hurried around to the back and up the ramp into the vessel that had plagued me for so long.

“It’s exactly like how I thought it would look,” Ned said as I stepped inside the gothic ship with nothing but red and black furnishings all around. Papers and books were scattered throughout and candles burned in sconces. Or they had before we rolled the ship around a few times.

Now, everything was a mess everywhere.

What was strange was how even that was a small satisfaction to me. I was happy just to have made a mess on the Inquisitor’s ship.

I moved past the small cabins and some holding cells up to the cockpit where the comm screen was flashing MESSAGE RECEIVED. Beside it and all along the console at the front, images and writings were etched into the metal, all of which seemed to be about their Inquisitorial mission.

“A little on the nose, don’t you think?” Ned joked.

I laughed. “The man was a cliché of himself.”

Some blood dripped from my forehead in front of my eye, and I remembered that I had been wounded. At this point, my entire body was such a ball of pain that it would take a really big hurt to actually draw my attention.

I reached out and played the message.

“Once you have swapped the serfs, return here at once,” John Gregory’s voice commanded through the comm. “We have an urgent matter to attend to.”

All it took was a quick glance at the Tidal Drive to see where this ship had originated, and now I knew that John Gregory would be waiting there. It was quite something and affirmed that we didn’t have any time to waste. Despite the fact that I really wanted some facetime with my bed.

Instead, I ran a quick diagnostic on the ship, and when I saw it was in working order, I rushed off it to meet with the others. They were getting Alek and Cassiopeia all loaded into the ship and were preparing for departure.

Alek was still lying on the packmule, resting and only half-conscious.

I walked over, not allowing myself to think about the worst. “I’ll see you soon,” I told him.

“You will,” he said. “This isn’t how I go.”

But his words weren’t convincing, and I knelt beside him again, placing a hand on his massive chest.

A torrent of emotions roared through my brain and threatened to come pouring out of me. But it was not the time. I would sort through it all soon, but for now the worry about my friend, the sadness over loss, and everything else would have to wait.

I patted his chest, letting him know I was right there, then I stood and crossed the massive cargo space to where Lara and Imogen were standing in the cockpit.

“We both think that we should go with him,” Lara informed me.

I nodded. “I want to also, but John Gregory is waiting for us now. If we go, we can finally be done with this faux Inquisition.”

“Shit, really?” Lara asked, sounding disappointed that there was something more urgent for us to tend to.

“Yes,” I said. “You both know what Alek means to me, and that I want to be by his side, but this is an opportunity that we cannot pass up. We have all this information about the enemy, and now we can start to turn the tide in our favor.”

They both looked like they wanted to do both things.

“What do you think he would want us to do?” I said. “Should we go ask him?”

“No,” they both muttered.

Imogen swallowed once, and then her face turned determined. “Let’s go.”

We both looked at Lara, who nodded slightly. I knew that she didn’t want to be away from another friend whose life was in peril, but I also knew that there was nothing that she could do by his side. There was, however, a lot she could do by my side.

“Okay, let’s get to the ship,” I said, and we walked off, both of them saying their goodbyes on the way out, though Alek had fully fallen asleep by that point.

“You take good care of him,” I said to Cassiopeia as she was closing the sets of doors. “The Consortium is counting on you.”

“Yes, sir,” she said, and I could hear a determination in her voice that made me confident about the mission.

Ned chuckled. “Well played,” he said. “That was a smart way to send her off.”

“I’m not always an idiot,” I said.

The girls beside me were both giving me a look like I had just thrown an easy one right over the plate. But neither spoke, and we hurried back to the other bay as the cargo ship pulled away. I took one last look at the sealed doors.

“He’s going to be alright,” Ned assured me, but it was just something you said.

When we reached Bay 03, Lara was standing over one of the dead Inquisitors. “Should we take their outfits? Sneak on again like we did with the High Cloister.”

“No,” Imogen said. “I never want to put those things on again as long as I live.”

“It might help to get us to Gregory,” I said.

But Imogen was unwavering. “No,” she said again. “I won’t let one of those things anywhere near me. I don’t even want to get back on that ship, but I will. That though”—she pointed at a pile of Inquisitor crumpled on the ground—“never again.”

“That settles that,” I said, gesturing for us to get on board the Mortal Coil.

Lara entered without any hesitation, but I could see Imogen’s face when she stepped one foot on the ramp. I moved up beside her and offered her my arm.

“No,” she said. “I need to just do it.”

“Okay,” I said.

“It’s just a ship,” she whispered, obviously to herself. “Nothing but parts and pieces.”

I didn’t say anything else, just stood there as moral support. Imogen had ridden on this ship as John Gregory’s Acolyte after her parents had forced her to join the Inquisition, and she had been in it as a prisoner when she tried to attack the Inquisitor unsuccessfully. She undoubtedly had more terrible memories on this ship than just about any other place in the universe.

“It’s just a ship,” she said again and took a few more steps within.

Her eyes flashed to a little corner where there seemed to have been what looked like a little shrine set up.

“He used to make me kneel there,” she said. “For hours, I would have to just wait there, my knees pressed against the metal, either studying some text or pondering his questions. None of it made any difference. None of it mattered. It was all his self-serving, self-righteous nonsense. But I would kneel there and think about it.”

“Would you really though?” I asked, trying to pull her out of the memory she seemed to be losing herself in.

She blinked twice then looked at me. “What do you mean?”

“Would you really ponder his question, or would you sit there counting the minutes, thinking about how much you hated him or your family or just remember some old show or something?” I asked, trying to sound casual.

She glanced down at the corner briefly. “The second, obviously.”

“Thought so,” I said, pressing the button to activate the ramp.

The sound made her wince, and I watched her watch it close like a cell door.

“Sorry we have to do this,” I said.

She took a deep breath. “It’s okay,” she said. “Seems like everyone is dealing with the ghosts of their past at the moment.”

Ned laughed. “She’s right. How is she so much younger than you and yet so much wiser?”

“Just lucky, I guess,” she said, and I was surprised that he had communicated that to both of us since he seemed to usually mock me just to me.

I took a few steps forward, waiting to see if Imogen would do the same. She did, still examining everything as she went. As we reached the cells, she stopped and looked through the bars to the little bench within.

“When he took me prisoner, it wasn’t the first time I had been in here,” she said.

“Yeesh,” Ned said, and I wondered if it was just to me. “This guy sucks On Ice.”

She ran her hand over the bars. “He would put me in here not just as a punishment, but also a reminder that I was alive. ‘Suffering is human,’ he would tell me all the time. The point he was trying to make was that we people could hurt, and the machine could not. Now that I have met a handful of AI, I know just how false that is. Both Ned and Cassiopeia seem to be in as much pain at the moment as Lara is about her loss.”

“It’s true,” Ned said. “Not to diminish Lara’s loss in any way.”

“And even that politeness,” Imogen said. “That care for your friend. It's something that John Gregory could never understand. Not only did he not get that programs could do it, but he also didn’t understand how to do it himself. He was so dedicated to the eradication of AI that he lost all the things that made him human himself.”

I thought about that for a moment. “That’s assuming he ever had those things. It’s possible that he was just born rotten. These AI were programmed to be like us, warts and all, but not all people are actually ‘human’ in that way. Some just have that evilness in them.”

“What about Twain?” Imogen asked. “What is he?”

That gave me pause. I didn’t know the answer. “Ned,” I said, stepping into the cockpit with Imogen coming up slowly behind me.

Ned sighed. “I am not sure,” he answered. “I mean, we weren’t even told he was called Twain at the time of the war, just the Enemy AI. We were given almost no information about the actual enemy.”

“That seems like the kind of thing you guys should have known,” Imogen said. “Should have researched and studied. If not only to defeat him, but to prevent AI like him from happening again.”

“It’s not really any kind of cautionary tale if no one learns anything from it,” I added.

This was one of those times that I wished Ned had a face that I could watch react to our words. They had programmed him well to emote with sound effects and tone, but something was undeniably lost without the ability to analyze his facial expressions as well.

“Just because I wasn’t privy to the information doesn’t mean that it wasn’t collected,” Ned said.

Imogen stepped into the room, her eyes running over everything within. “If it had been collected, I would have known... Probably.”

“You think that everything the Consortium gathered on the enemy was shared with the Inquisition?” Ned asked.

She made a face that indicated she did not believe that at all. “Oh no,” she said. “But the Inquisitor was dogged and chased down every piece of information he could. There were times that we would do things that I believed were against universal law, but he always said that we were above the law.”

“You were,” Lara added. “While the rest of us are adhering to universal law, as well as our own codes, the Inquisition was given carte blanche to just run around the universe doing whatever it wanted.”

Imogen was certainly not going to defend them or even say anything in response, so Ned did. “Interestingly, the term ‘carte blanche’ has seen many definitions before coming to be the expression Lara just used. It started with the actual meaning, blank or white paper, and was a military term for surrender, not unlike white flag,” he began.

“I’ve had enough lessons on this ship,” Imogen interrupted. She was going to have a difficult time as long as we were aboard the Mortal Coil, so I thought it was best to get us out of here as quickly as I could.

Lara was sitting in the copilot’s chair, so I moved in beside her.

“Am I correct in assuming you would rather not be the one to pilot?” I asked Imogen, but she was already sitting in a little seat that folded down from the wall and answered with nothing but a quick look.

I started the ship again, some indicators coming on to tell me that the placemag legs were damaged. But, as I had affirmed earlier, she would still fly.

“It’s like being in some kind of nightmare,” Imogen said as I lifted the craft off the bay floor. “Even the sounds of it still make me sick to my stomach.”

“Zenobia always said that hard memories were good lessons,” Lara added. “This place might have been a nightmare factory for you, but it is what brought you here, to this moment.”

Imogen looked at my old friend. “She sounds like a smart woman,” she said after a moment. “I would have liked to have met her.”

Lara smiled. “She would have liked you,” she said. “You take no shit and stab anyone you think is bad… That was just the kind of thing she responded to.”

“Who knows,” Imogen said, “maybe if I had been brought up by someone like her, I wouldn’t be this way though. Maybe I would be better.”

Lara looked at the younger woman, who was staring at the ground. “Imogen,” she said, getting her attention. “You are great the way you are. That was my point. We couldn’t do any of this without you.”

“It’s true,” I said, piloting us out into space and allowing the Tidal Drive to warm up.

She didn’t smile, but she gave a little, appreciative nod. “Thanks, guys,” she said and then buried her face in her hands. Though I didn’t see her cry. “I think those are the first kind words ever spoken to me on this ship.”

I smirked and asked, “You want to go tell John Gregory how you feel about that?”

She pulled her hands away, looking right at me. “Yes,” she said. “Yes, I do.”
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It wasn’t a far flight in the tube to the small planet on the Tidal Drive.

When we washed out and the little blue dot appeared in front of us, Ned filled us in. “This was nothing more than an outpost during the war used for scanning the surrounding space.”

“Seems like so many of these were abandoned, and Twain took advantage,” I observed.

Ned grunted. “You must understand how stretched thin we were,” he justified. “The whole universe banded together, but we were all devastated by the War. Places like this were undoubtedly abandoned because the resources were needed elsewhere.”

“And because they killed all your people,” Imogen added. “So they couldn’t just leave AI in charge.”

“As we saw with Cassiopeia, it wouldn’t have mattered if they did leave an AI in charge,” Lara said. “As long as the Consortium wasn’t checking on all their facilities, it wouldn’t have mattered if they were abandoned or left with just one defender—man or machine.”

Ned didn’t like the tone of this conversation. “The men and women of the Consortium were doing the best they could with the resources they had. Those who survived the War had to work all the harder in the aftermath, and while some things might have been prioritized over others, it doesn’t suggest that the Consortium did anything wrong.”

I chuckled. “When is that programming going to change? You said you feel like you are becoming different? When is making excuses for the Consortium going to go?”

“Never,” he answered without a hint of doubt. “Because that is not just code but fervent belief.”

“No,” Imogen said. “It’s all just code.”

Ned didn’t speak at first until he said, “It just doesn’t feel that way. Or maybe I’m programmed to understand what I am but not fully embrace it? Or maybe something has changed within me?”

I furrowed my brows. “Maybe it doesn’t matter,” I said. “Your love of the Consortium is, on a fundamental level, something that makes you who you are, and as much as I love to bust your chops about it, I really wouldn’t want it to change. No matter how much any of us grow, we don’t really, actually, change.”

The Mortal Coil dropped down passing into the heavy fog that was sitting on the surface of the planet. I set her down on a landing pad made of what appeared to be pressed gravel, and I felt the ship sink slightly as it settled onto the earth.

It was hard to see much through the thick, dark gray fog. Though I knew it was day on this planet, the mist was so thick that it cloaked the world in a muted pseudo darkness.

How fitting.

From the landing pad, we could see the nearby building. It looked like an impression of a copy of an Inquisition building. The sloped roof reached up to the sky in the corners with four pinnacles. There was a circle of crude stained glass at the front and huge wood doors that led to the building within.

As we stepped from the ship, those doors were thrown open, and Inquisitor John Gregory stepped out from inside.

He looked as though he was going to give a command and then he saw us. His face contorted, and a grimace pulled his already frowning expression.

“What are you doing here?” he demanded in a voice not quite his own.

The tall grass beside the path and little umbrellaed trees that stuck out along the road all waved in a slight breeze. The fog billowed between us.

“You can’t be here,” he said. “You can’t know about this. How?”

I stepped forward, feeling Imogen’s fear and determination radiating from her position beside me.

“We know a lot of things,” I said with a self-satisfied grin on my face. “A lot of things you wish we didn’t.”

“Deal with them,” he said in a twisted rage. “I will deal with you.”

Hearing that confirmed my belief. “Oh, hey, Twain,” I said, waggling my fingers in a little wave. “Hope you have been doing well recently.”

“You will pay for this,” he said. “You will all pay for this malfeasance.”

I cocked my head. “I don’t know that we will.”

Gregory pulled out the weapon that I had seen so many times before, his glowing sword. As the eternal flame activated, the fog around him glowed ominously, and his pale, rotting face pocketed with shadows.

“You are a fool for coming here,” he said, and even though it was Twain speaking through him remotely, it still sounded like the old monster I had known before. “But you have done me a favor. Because now I can be done with you for good.”

The corner of my mouth pulled open. “Do we really think that’s what is about to happen here?”

“Yes,” he said, stepping forward, the rocks crunching under his feet.

Imogen activated her mace, and Lara pulled out her own weapon.

My spear telescoped out, and the tip lit, crackling with heat and making the haze around me glow.

“Hank Spears,” the body of John Gregory said, “you have done quite a lot for a little scrapper, but it is time to end your meager resistance. And Ned, if you are in there, I hope you enjoy watching another of your paired partners be killed by one of my servants.”

Ned growled like an angry dog bearing its teeth. After what we had learned, what Twain had just said was perfectly pointed, and I knew that it landed hard on the AI.

“Show him what is going to happen,” he said to me. “Show Twain that this New War will go just like the Old.”

At that, I moved forward, and when I did, Gregory moved too.

The women at my sides also charged, and we saw what a computer mind could do. When we had fought these remote-controlled Inquisitors before, they had been slow and lethargic, but this was different. Either Twain had improved the technology, or he was close. Whatever it was, John Gregory moved with a calculated efficiency that a human could not.

Even with Lara’s speed, we couldn’t get the advantage.

We would strike, one then the other of us swinging our weapons, but Gregory would stop them, deflecting everything that came his way as though he knew what we were going to do. And, I supposed, with his ability to analyze what was happening in the split second it did, he was able to predict.

I had always enjoyed watching Ned target other ships, take on our enemies, and outsmart everyone with his ability to do everything faster and more proficiently than any human. Now that I was up against the same thing, it was not fun. Not at all.

Sparks sprayed in every direction as the blades met, streams of smoke searing through the fog.

“You would need an army to defeat me,” Twain said from behind his blade, pressing against my spear and keeping me at bay.

“Oh please,” I said with false confidence. “Your buy-one-bad-guy-get-another-free ass is going to be in the dirt, and then we will find that cube of yours and pull it apart.”

That seemed to really piss him off, and he thrust forward, the strength of the bots coursing through him throwing me back. When it did, he struck out at Lara, giving Imogen an opening, but as the former Acolyte moved, his leg shot up like a rocket and kicked her in the chest.

The speed was uncanny, and the power tremendous.

Imogen was thrown back and fell into the nearby grass, which was beginning to smolder, the sparks catching the strands on fire.

She was up in a moment, but as I struck out with my spear and he deflected with such force that I was nearly knocked from my feet, I wondered if this fight was going to go our way. I had believed that three against one would make it difficult for him, but I was concerned, now, that we did need an army to take him on.

In addition to the fact that he could move much more quickly than we could and fight with brutal skill, we would also get tired. The three of us had been in several fights leading to this moment, and our bodies were exhausted and wounded. Meanwhile, we were fighting against an enemy made of machines. They would never wear out or slow down or make mistakes. They would, however, take advantage of any miscues.

Lara and Imogen both swung in what looked like a simultaneous movement but that the Inquisitor was able to deflect back and forth.

His movement was fluid and powerful, and both of them looked as though they might lose their grips on their weapons.

He punched Lara when she tried to come at him, swung his blade at me to keep me back, and nearly kicked Imogen again, though she avoided the strike this time.

As we continued to depress our attack, I realized that it was truly us who were on the defense.

There was not going to be a way for us to win this fight, and that realization, albeit brief, gave me just enough pause for John Gregory to take the advantage and move with a stab toward my chest.

The blade crackled against my armor but didn't pierce it all the way through. Though the force of the hit sent me stumbling back, and the gravel under my feet gave out, causing me to crash to the ground.

He pressed his advantage, shoulder charging Imogen, who took the red armor to the nose before being sent back into the grass again. The flames were now starting to grow all around us as a fire spread, black smoke mixing with the gray fog and darkening our world even further.

Lara moved in quickly, but now that it was one-on-one, even she was no match for the mechanized monstrosity.

She protected her body from the flurry of attacks but was being forced back.

As I got to my feet, I heard Ned in my ear. “Do as I say. All of you.”

I nodded, knowing that he could see through the camera mounted on the side of my head.

Imogen pulled herself back onto the road just before the flames consumed the spot where she had been thrown. All around us, fire roared up, beginning to consume the trees as well.

“Lara,” Ned said. “Overhand attack, now.”

She did as she was instructed.

“Imogen, cross body,” he commanded.

“And Hank, thrust.”

We followed his commands, and soon our attacks were actually doing something. With Ned controlling us like characters in a video game, Twain was not able to stop us. It was computer versus computer, with human bodies doing the actions.

“Now,” Ned would shout, and one of us would move. Then the other would follow his command.

Imogen was able to cut at his arm, Lara struck at his leg, and I impaled him in a gap just below his armor.

The battle had become more even, but we were all beginning to tire, and I didn't know how much of the damage we had done was actually slowing the Inquisitor down. The microscopic machines within him would have to distribute themselves differently, hurrying to deal with the wounds we were causing. But this was only deterring him slightly.

Meanwhile, every counterattack and move that he was able to make on us was hard, and between moves, I found myself panting for air, sucking in smoke, and feeling embers burning against my flesh.

“Thrust!” Ned commanded.

I did, piercing him just under the arm in the gap of the armor.

“Now, Imogen!” Ned shouted and she buried her mace in his chest.

“Lara!” Ned screamed desperately.

She swung her blue blade, cutting his hand clean off and sending his sword falling to the path.

Ned’s voice was somehow hoarse as he bellowed, “Skewer him!”

Lara sank her blade into the opening at his neck, forcing him to his knees.

“Do it!” the AI shouted, but I forced a word from my mouth.

“Wait.”
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I pulled out the little rectangle, walked over to the Inquisitor, and then pressed the button.

I didn’t know what this would do, but I wanted to find out. I wanted to see if I could get information before destroying the body of John Gregory. I also wanted Twain to know that I could turn his people.

It was petty perhaps, and possibly even foolish, but I was tired of him believing that we were idiots who he would be able to defeat with ease. I wanted him to respect us and understand that this fight was not going to be the cakewalk he might believe.

After pressing the button, I watched John Gregory’s face contort and pull, strain, and twist. His eyes shifted around. The man had awoken from a nightmare, the likes of which no one had ever known. He was being kept some version of alive by the bots, but he had also been killed and then used.

His eyes flashed to Imogen.

“You,” he growled, the flames reflecting in his dark eyes. “I should have known you were behind this.”

“You should have,” she answered, shifting the mace so that she could get closer. “You should have known that I would come and finish what I started. Again.”

“I always knew you were rotten,” he said. “From the moment your parents thrust you upon me, I knew. The pathetic, whiny little thing that you were would never be strong enough for the work.”

“I was strong enough to kill you,” she said. “Cut that head full of poison clean off.”

He smiled at that, shifting a little but held in place by the weapons buried in him and his armor.

“Any strength you had is a reflection of me,” he said with pride. “I took a pathetic little weakling and shaped you into something better. Something greater. Something worthy.”

Imogen swallowed hard, the words seeming to hit her like a punch to the gut. “I was always worthy,” she said. “I was always more than any of you people thought. My parents never understood, the Inquisition never understood, but I have always been strong.”

She spoke with such conviction that it left little note that she believed every word she said. After all this time, all the damage that had been done to her by everyone in her life, she seemed to finally believe that she was the powerful young woman that I had come to know.

“Anything good that you are is because of me,” the Inquisitor stated.

“No,” she said. “Everything that I am is in spite of you. In spite of those people who raised me. I had to survive all of you to become what I am. And now, this rotting carcass held together by machines will die at my hands.”

Something about the words seemed to change John Gregory, and he shifted again, trying to get himself free. I speared him through the gut to keep him in place. Though I was certainly going to allow Imogen to have her moment, I did actually want to elicit information from the man.

He looked down at himself as best he could, raising his one good hand to see the necrotic flesh. “What am I?”

Imogen let out an evil cackle of pure delight. “You're everything that you hate,” she hissed. “Your Mortal Coil was snuffed out, and the Enemy AI has taken you for a joy ride. Rather than letting you rest in pieces, Twain put you back together and made you the exact amalgamated abomination that you hated most. You are a monster worse than anything you could have conceptualized.”

She was having fun now as he looked disgusted and mortified. “Twain used you—hacked your brain so that you would do his bidding. You led your own Inquisition to commit murder against pure organic beings at the behest of your machine master. You've done everything that you swore to defend the universe against and betrayed the very people you were supposed to protect. You are the confluence of man and machine made manifest.”

The sound that came from the Inquisitor's mouth then was like nothing I had ever heard before. It was an animalistic, horrible noise that I knew would haunt my dreams for the rest of my days.

John Gregory was as miserable a creature as had ever existed. The evil within him had been turned back on him, and now he saw what he had become.

“Kill me!” he demanded. “Whatever I am is a blight on the universe that must be snuffed out. I cannot breathe another moment. Cannot live another day. Cannot inflict the machine on any more people.”

I took a step forward, plunging the spear slightly deeper. “We will only do you the favor of killing you once you tell me what you know about Twain's operation.”

“I would gladly tell you anything about that abhorrent thing,” he said. “But I have no memories of what came before.”

“Try,” I said. “Those bots that are keeping you… well, not alive, exactly… are in there and you should be able to access them.”

I wasn't entirely sure that was true, but I wanted to believe it.

He looked right at me with sunken, milky eyes. “And if I give you this information, you promise to erase me from the universe? Pull my stain like a weed from the ground?”

“I see his mixed metaphors are still intact,” Ned observed.

But I nodded. “If you can give us anything that will help, I will be sure that you are put down like the dog you are.”

“I'm happy to know, Hank Spears, that you have a little fire in you,” he said. “I always thought that you were just some hapless buffoon who stumbled ass backward into this situation, but perhaps you are something more. Or maybe I'm just seeing the AI.”

I shook my head. “You really never let up,” I observed. “Now just tell me what, if anything, you remember.”

He closed his eyes, but after a moment opened them again. “I can feel them in my brain. I can taste the metal in my mouth. I can smell them when I try to breathe.”

“Cool story,” I said. “Now just tell me something of actual use. Help us to fight the machine. When all is said and done, that is what you want, right?”

He closed his eyes again, disgust twisting his face.

He hated everything that he had become so deeply that he would rather be dead than suffer for another moment as a man and a machine.

“I was in charge of something,” he said unhelpfully. “Something to do with thengar.”

“Yes,” I said excitedly. “You were to help move a shipment. But to where?”

He licked at his lips, his nose pulling as though he had tasted something vile. “Just kill me!”

He shouted so loud that I took a step back.

“Tell me where you were going!” I demanded. “You will live as long as you continue to waste time.”

The Inquisitor closed his eyes, flickering flames now moving toward the building behind him.

“I kept it in a log!” he said as though he had just discovered gold. “Inside the building is a book with my notes.”

“Thank you,” I said and turned to look at Imogen.

She grinned, pulling the mace from his chest and then bringing it up over her head.

Inquisitor John Gregory opened his eyes one last time to see his former Acolyte bring the mace down.

The weakened flesh and bone caved under the strike, and the body slumped. But Imogen kept going. She would not let him come back another time. Again and again, she brought the thing down until there was hardly anything left.

Leaning, I cut the straps that joined his armor and pulled it from his body so that we could roll him off the road and into the flames beside.

As Imogen watched him burn, I hurried to the building that was beginning to be consumed by the flames, and Lara came in quick behind me.

“Just so we are clear,” she said as the two of us hurried in and tried to find the journal. “I want that kind of moment with whoever killed Zenobia. That was all really perfect closure for Imogen, and I think it would be great for me too.”

“I’ll get right on that,” I chuckled. “But I am not sure how easy it will be to arrange.”

We hurried past the pews to a table at the back of the room where there were papers stacked. Rummaging through, we examined everything, and I lamented not asking for more details.

“All I’m saying,” Lara continued, “is that Imogen got to kill him twice. I’m not even asking for that. I just want the chance to cave in the head of the guy who hurt my mentor. Is that too much to ask?”

It was an odd half-joke that I didn’t know quite what to do with so all I said was, “I’ll try my best to arrange that for you.”

“Thank you,” she said just before one of the walls collapsed, the flames from outside having burned through.

I began throwing the papers around, looking for anything that could be a journal, but I looked up to Lara, who had stopped moving. She was standing with a self-satisfied expression on her face and holding a red, leatherbound book.

“Maybe you should brag after we get out of the burning building I said,” choking on the increasing smoke. My nose and mouth burned, and I knew that I would smell like a campfire for days.

We rushed from the building to find Imogen still staring at the burning Inquisitor.

A single tear streak on her cheek flickered the reflection of the fire all around her.

As we stepped up to her, she began to speak without looking over at us.

“I hated him, but he was right,” she said.

Lara looked surprised. “Right about what?” she asked.

“He did help make me who I am,” she said. “Him and my family, they all worked together inside me to make me… this. I might not like them, I might not even like myself sometimes, but I can't deny that… how terrible they were to me forced me to get tough.”

“All our experiences make us who we are,” Ned said. “If I hadn’t lost William and been offlined, I wouldn’t be here now to help you all. I wouldn’t be fighting to save the universe from Twain. Again.”

Lara seemed lost in thought. “I know that someday I will look back at this time and realize how losing Zenobia helped shape me, even if I can’t see it now.”

Lara and I closed in around Imogen, draping arms over her shoulders. She reached up to drop her hands on our arms.

“Thanks you two,” she said. “For allowing me to be who I am and help with all this.”

“We couldn’t do it without you,” Lara said, and she obviously meant it. This woman who had mistrusted Imogen so deeply when we first brought her on board was now telling the former Acolyte how important she was to the team. And it was true.

Imogen appeared as though she had a thousand more things to say, but she turned to look at me.

“Can we go check on Alek?”
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“I’m fine,” the Kyrog said in a weak voice from the bed. “Doctor Charlie got me right back in working order.”

I turned to the ’facer. “I assumed you were the kind of doctor like Edwin, more the scholar type rather than the medical type.”

The man smiled kindly. “I’m a little bit of everything,” he said. “But I had seen this kind of fungal infection before and knew how to treat it. And with the AI you have on board, we were able to synthesize something quickly.”

“Oh,” I said. “Right.”

“I suppose I should have checked with you about that before just bringing you on board,” I said. “There was a time that I was so careful about it, but now that we are bringing people on more rapidly, I haven't had time to ask their feelings about artificial intelligence.”

The man looked at me with a bit of a puzzled expression. “I don't think most people in the universe care about AI one way or another and are just more scared of the Inquisition than anything else.”

“They have less reason to be scared now,” Imogen said with a sense of pride. She was sitting beside Alek with her hands on his.

Charlie didn't seem to know what that meant but didn't press the issue. “As a medical man and researcher, I believe that Libby will be very helpful to me.”

“Because I’m awesome,” she said through the speaker in the medbay. “Also, Imogen, when you get a second, I have, like, a million questions.”

“I don’t know if I’ll have any good answers for you,” the young woman said.

Libby laughed. “You and I both know that a girl raised in the spotlight will be able to tell me one hell of a good story, especially when it's the kind of drama you've just been through.”

Imogen rolled her eyes as she stood. Then she turned to look at the doctor. “Where is your daughter?” she asked.

“Her cabin, TR-141,” he said.

She patted Alek on the hand and then exited the room.

“Was it something I said?” Libby asked.

“Yes,” Lara answered with a little smirk. “It’s always something you said.”

Libby gasped. “How dare you?” she asked in mock offense. “That’s something you say to Neddy, not me! I’m not a regular AI, I’m a cool AI.”

Ned grunted. “Can you please stop calling me that?”

“No can do, neighborino,” Libby said. “It’s part of my charm.”

“Is that what we would call it?” Ned asked.

I cleared my throat. “Anyway,” I said. “What are we doing with the thengar?”

“You won’t be surprised to learn that Foerschler has a few ideas for it,” Libby said. The Peacer captain had a lot of ideas for how we should be doing things and loved to get in my face about them whenever possible.

“Are they good ones?” I asked.

Libby made a hmm sound. “I think so, actually,” she answered. “He wants to sell part, use part for research, and then try to concoct our own off-brand Hospi-gel.”

“Ah, so, a little bit of everything,” I said. “Tell him that I approve of his plan, and we should go forward with it. Also, contact the Intermediary and have her use her contacts to get the best price for the thengar.”

“Will do,” Libby said, and I noticed Lara smiling up at me. She always liked when I would play the role of a leader and it was coming much more naturally to me now. At first, I hadn't felt particularly comfortable making decisions in a pinch, but now I was more than happy to not only make those decisions but also to delegate any tasks.

I knew that Foerschler was a smart and capable man, and if he had an idea of how things should run, he was probably right. But I also knew that he had an ego and would appreciate that I approved his plan sight unseen.

“That reminds me,” I said. “Where is Cassiopeia?”

“Where do you think?” Libby asked, and I knew the answer.

Chuckling, I asked, “Edwin wastes no time, eh?”

“No, he does not,” Libby answered. “But she’s a lost little lemon drop, isn’t she?”

I didn’t know if that was how I would have described it, but she wasn’t wrong. “Cassiopeia has some lingering guilt about what she did in the past.”

“Maybe if we let her beat Twain over the head with a mace, she would feel better,” Lara said with a little grin.

“No way!” Libby exclaimed. “Is that what just happened? Can we please dish now?”

Alek leaned up in his massive hospital bed. “I would be interested to hear this too.”

So we filled them in. I had already assigned Ned to deciphering Gregory’s journal with information Imogen had provided in order to extract all the details he could. In the meantime, I caught Libby up with everything and Alek on what he had missed.

“And what’s in the journal?” he asked once we had gotten to the end.

“That’s what’s interesting to you?” Libby asked in astonishment. “What about the fact that Imogen came face-to-face with the mentor she hated and got to say her piece to him?”

Alek snorted. “That’s fascinating too, but not my business unless she wishes to speak with me about it. What is my business is where we go from here. Where they were sending the thengar.”

“Oh, boo,” Libby said. “Being all noble and shit really takes the fun out of gossiping.”

“It’s just how I am,” he said but made sure to put a little extra hint of nobility on it.

Libby made the sound of blowing raspberries.

“And to answer your question,” Ned said. “I think that I have the location of the Watson.”

I turned to look up at the speaker his voice was coming from. “Seriously?” I asked. “Why didn’t you say anything?”

“Because I knew that when I did, it would derail the entire conversation, and you would want to spring right back into action,” he answered. “But I thought Libby deserved a little bit of story time.”

“Awww, that’s so super sweet,” Libby said. “Thanks, Neddy.”

He groaned. “Still sticking with it, huh?”

“You’ll have to be a lot nicer than that to get me to stop,” she said, and I could hear the smile in her voice.

“And while I have the information on the Watson that I think we need, I also have uncovered quite a bit more,” he said, and I wasn’t surprised to hear it. Nothing could ever be easy.

I rubbed my face with my palms, remembering that I had to clean myself up and probably get my own wounds looked at.

“In order to destroy the Watson, we will need to get to it,” he said. “And from everything in Gregory’s files, it looks like it’s a floating fortress in space. Twain keeps it surrounded by a fleet of ships, as well as having added several gun batteries to the craft itself. Additionally, before we destroy it, we're going to have to board it.”

“Why would we have to do that?” I asked.

He answered immediately. “Because we now have reason to believe that it's where they take kidnapped civilians to convert into Twain’s automatons. It would be absolutely unconscionable and in violation of universal law to destroy a ship without first investigating the potential for civilian casualties.”

He was right. “So, how do we get on board? Twain knows that we have the Mortal Coil, so it’s not like we can just fly over there and pretend to be Gregory.”

“No, we can’t,” Ned agreed. “Additionally, there is an encrypted code generator that the Disciples use to access the facility. Only someone with the specific generative key fob can transmit the necessary code.”

My head dropped. “But we don’t have the requisite key fob.”

“No, no we do not,” he said, and I just stood there feeling dejected for a moment before he added, “but there was a meeting planned between Gregory and someone else here on his schedule. I cannot decipher what this name is supposed to be, but it’s possible that they will have what we need.”

“Possible isn’t particularly inspiring,” Libby said.

Lara tilted her head. “Possible is a bounty hunter’s bread and butter,” she said. “We take risks, and sometimes it's why we catch the bounty when others don’t.”

“Do you know when and where this meeting will take place?” I asked.

Ned answered immediately. “Yes, tomorrow,” he said, “On Bussel.”

Lara groaned theatrically. “Oh, come on!”

Ned burst into laughter. “I’m just kidding. It's on some random little planet in Sector Eight.”

Libby said, “Amazing!” and then began laughing too.

Lara shook her head. “Oh, good one,” she said in a mocking tone.

“It doesn’t even matter if it wasn’t good,” Libby said. “It’s just that he made a little joke.”

“He actually jokes not that infrequently,” I said.

She groaned like a child being told to turn off the television. “But not when he’s here. Maybe I need to start going out with you guys in the field. I could bring Armond, and we could be the sexy sidekicks.”

“I would hardly qualify a metal cube and robot arm as ‘sexy sidekicks,’” Ned said with a chuckle.

“Ugh, you could put some knee socks and pigtails on the cube,” Libby said.

Something about that image got Lara right in the funny bone, and she guffawed like I had not heard in a long time. Seeing her laugh like that got me as well, and soon Alek followed.

“You'd better all be laughing with me,” Libby said, and I couldn't tell if she was actually hurt.

Lara held up her hands. “I swear that we are,” she said. “I just think that after everything, that was exactly what I needed.”

She wiped her tears from her cheek.

“So,” I said, bringing us back to the matter at hand. “We go to the meeting as John Gregory, ambush whoever it is that he is meeting, steal the key fob, and then break onto the H.H. Watson.”

Lara laughed again. “You make it sound so simple.”

“Pretty par for the course for us,” Ned said.

When none of us spoke, he asked, “Does golf not exist anymore?”

“It does,” Doctor Forks answered from where he was busying himself on the far side of the space, and I realized that it might have been for the best for us to have left the room to have this conversation. “But I think that these guys just might not have… run in the right circles… to have played.”

Libby laughed again. “He’s saying you were poor.”

“We got that,” Lara said.

“No!” Charlie protested half-heartedly.

“It’s fine, Doc,” I said. “And thanks again for helping out Alek.”

He crossed the room back to where we were. “I’m happy to help,” he said, and I could tell that he meant it. “And I am happy to be here. I have spent too much of my life as a corporate stool pigeon, and I’m excited to be doing something that matters. And Doctor Stern is also a delight to work with.”

“Really?” I asked, arching an eyebrow.

He nodded. “Oh, yes,” he enthused. “He is a genius, and being able to bounce ideas off of him will be an absolute delight. It has been already.”

“I’m thrilled to hear it,” I said.

“Ooh,” Libby said. “We should start filming our own reality show on the station! Call it, like, ‘Rebels… but with a cause,’ or something like that.”

I saw Lara’s smile return, and she looked like she might lose it again. “That’s the worst name I’ve ever heard.”

“What?” Libby said. “You come up with something better then!”

Lara shook her head. “I can’t, but I know a crappy name when I hear it.”

“Oh, like Kilara Vex is so cool,” she snapped back, but it was all in jest.

Alek rolled onto his side, seeming like he was going to fall asleep again. “Kilara Vex is a badass name, and you know it.”

Libby let out an unnecessarily long sigh. “It is, and I hate that it is.”

“Can we return to the matter at hand?” Ned asked.

“Ugh, fine, Dad,” Libby said.

“How do you plan to meet with the contact?” he asked, ignoring the other AI. “Or do you just plan to wait at the location with the Mortal Coil and hope that they land to meet you?”

I thought about that for a moment. I had John Gregory’s sword and armor, but everything else had been burned up.

“Maybe we call for backup…” I said cryptically and then turned.

I marched from the room and to the command center, with Lara dogging my steps.

“Hail Inquisitor Death,” I said to Libby. “Or, er, rather, Inquisitor Francis.”

“Oh, okay,” she said, obviously surprised by the request.

It took a while to connect the communication as Libby took extra precautions, using more encrypted networks and piggybacking on other systems to clear our digital footprints.

As we waited, Lara looked at me dubiously. “You sure about this?”

“No,” I admitted with a smile. “I’m hardly ever sure about anything. Each decision we make could have terrible ramifications, but we have to do something, and I think this might be just the thing.”

“I guess, but calling the Inquisition would not be my first suggestion,” she said. “Or even my tenth.”

“Agreed,” Libby said. “But, you know, they all want me dead, so it's possible I’m coming at this with some bias.”

A voice emanated from the door behind us. “What y’all gabbin’ about?” Clynt asked.

“Oh, you know, just making a playdate with some Inquisitors,” Libby answered before I could.

He pulled his hat off and stepped into the room. “Now you coulda givin’ me a dozen guesses, and that weren’t one of them.”

“John Gregory has a meeting tomorrow with someone from Twain’s organization, and we need to look more convincingly Inquisitorial if we are going to get something we need from the contact,” I said. “But now that you are here, I do have a new challenge for you.”

I explained about the key fob and how I would need Clynt to steal it while I was meeting with the contact.

“Happy to know you are puttin’ my skills to work rather ’en trying to gun down another of Twain’s people,” Clynt said.

“Discretion is the better part of valor,” Ned said.

I knew better than to engage with it and just let the comment go. “I want to be able to sneak up on the Watson, and getting in another gunfight isn’t going to help with that.”

“You want me to snag one of their ships too?” he asked.

I shook my head. “No,” I said. “They would probably just report what happened back to Twain, and our cover would be blown. They have to be stealing vehicles anyway, so I figure we can grab some old beater from a compound lot and say we stole it but are part of their team. The fob will back our story.”

“This is all sounding really risky,” Lara said. “Even by bounty-hunter standards.”

Ned chuckled. “During the War, we had plans like this all the time. We would make these crazy plays and hope that they worked.”

“Did they?” Clynt asked.

The AI didn’t answer at first. “More often than not.”

“Really inspiring,” Lara said.

“And once we have the ship, we can have Ammo and the Peacer fleet Tidal in and back us up as we escape and sabotage their systems,” I suggested.

Clynt pulled his hat back on. “This time I ain’t trusting no machine. We blow it ourselves and watch it burn. Hear me?”

“That’s not fair,” Ned said. “Bard was dedicated to the cause, but Twain was in there too. He would have blown the High Cloister if he could have.”

Clynt held up a paw defensively. “I ain’t sayin’ it were his fault, but from here and henceforth, I want to see the kill shot. So to speak.”

“Fair enough,” I agreed. “When we get on the ship, Clynt, you can set up the demolition.”

He grinned. “Stealing the keys off a roboman and blowin’ up a ship what turns people to mechazombies sounds like a good afternoon for me.”

“Inquisitor Death on line one,” Libby said in a voice that made it sound like she was pinching her nose.

“Hank Spears,” the man intoned. “I will admit that I never expected to hear from you.”

I smiled. “Sure, I can understand that, but I wanted to tell you some good news and some bad news—which do you want first?”

“Whichever you prefer,” he said, not sounding particularly interested in my question.

“Well,” I said. “The good news is that I killed Inquisitor John Gregory, and the false Inquisition will probably wither and die.”

The man blinked a few times into the camera as though he couldn’t believe what I’d just said.

“This is incredible news,” he said finally. “I know he was your enemy, but you have done the true Inquisition a great service today. Thank you.”

“No prob, Bob,” I said. “But this is where I need you to lend a hand.”

“If it is within my ability to do so, I shall,” he said, voice full of honor and pride.

I leaned in close to the console I was speaking with him through. “I need you to come with me and pretend to be part of the false Inquisition. Just for, like, an hour. Plus, I need to borrow some robes.”

“I don’t understand,” he said, and I appreciated that he didn’t just shoot me down. So I explained what I needed from him and gave him the absolute bare minimum amount of information so as not to reveal too much.

He stared at the screen when I was done, probably pondering what I had said. “I want to do as you ask because you have honored the Inquisition with your actions,” he said.

“But?” I asked.

“But playing this part would mean meeting with people who are obvious abominations and who need to be purged from the universe,” he said, and even though I knew what he was, it was still jarring to hear.

He was so tempered and calm and, for an Inquisitor, rational that hearing the zealotry was tough. But I didn’t react.

“How about I do you a solid,” I offered. “While I have my man on the inside retrieve what I need, I’ll toss a tracker on the ship too. Once I get going to my next location, you can follow them and do whatever you need to do.”

“Ha!” Ned said but in my earpiece. “Act like you are doing him a favor while getting him to take out our enemy! I love it!”

I suppressed the smile trying to grow on my face.

“I accept these terms,” he said. “I do not like deception, but anything that advances our cause is worthy of an attempt.”

“Great,” I said and gave him a time the following day and a location where we could gather before the meeting, and he nodded.

When the line went dead, I could tell Lara was about to say something, but I spoke to Libby first.

“Hail General Livingstone,” I said, calling her by her title rather than just Ammo since it sounded more important when I did it like that.

“Man, the man is nonstop,” Ned said through the speaker.

Lara looked at me with a dubious expression.

“You are the one who said you like to take the big risks,” I reminded her.

She raised an eyebrow. “You should know better than to ever try and use a woman’s words against her.”

“It literally never works out for you,” Libby added.

I decided it was best just to not say anything, and a moment later Ammo’s voice cut into the room.

“Hank, my friend, how’s it hanging?” she asked. “Guessing you aren’t calling to catch up so where do you need an army?”

I laughed. “Always good to hear from you, Ammo,” I said. “And you are right. I’m going to need a fleet’s worth of backup to help blow up a stolen medical vessel that’s being used to convert people into drones for the enemy.”

“Well, well, well,” she said with a grin. “Don’t you just always bring the best action.”

I shrugged. “Trouble seems to follow me around.”

“It sure as hell does,” she said. “And I’m guessing you need the big guns?”

“Yes,” I answered quickly, knowing that we would need all the help we could get.

She nodded. “I’ll speak with Admiral Huang. But I think you’ll need to go kiss his ass soon if you expect him to keep backing you up.”

“Not really what I’m best at,” I said.

She beamed. “You’ll have to get good at it if you want to keep moving up in the world. You are going to be dealing with more dignitaries and politicians by the day, and the more proficient you get at kissing rings, the better.”

Ammo had made this point before, and I knew she was right. “Sure, I’ll practice kissing rings and asses as long as you guys bring some guns to the party tomorrow.”

She nodded. “I think that can be arranged,” she said but then she leaned in close, and her voice got quieter. “But you also need to do something.”

“What’s that?” I asked, starting to develop a headache from the pain and exhaustion my body was dealing with.

“You need to start bringing a camera on missions like this,” she said.

I shook my head. “What?”

“Hank, you have a noble cause, but your PR sucks,” she said flatly. “The Peacers have always been good about getting our message out there, but now that there is this big bad enemy, no one in the universe believes it. Well, it’s time they saw. So, if you are going to take down some kind of factory for making robot soldiers, let’s show the people. Politicians will try to deny it, the media might try and sweep it under the rug, but if people start sharing it across the feltwork and talking, that’ll be progress.”

I groaned. “I suppose you are right.”

“I know I am,” she said.

“I’ll try and get a camera here before the next time we do something like this, but I doubt I can get one here before tomorrow,” I said, really not wanting to be any kind of celebrity. It was bad enough that I had been thrust into this leadership position, but I especially didn’t want to be on camera.

“You know what’s so funny?” Ammo asked, and I knew that whatever she was about to say definitely wasn’t going to tickle me. “I actually had my people leave a full slate of camera equipment there the last time I was on the station. So, I guess you can start with tomorrow’s mission.”

Libby squeaked. “So cool,” she said. “I think I want to be her when I grow up.”

“Okay, fine,” I said. “I’ll start filming.”

Ammo huffed. “Don’t act like you are doing me a favor,” she said. “I am just trying to help you be the person you need to be to actually pull this war off. Whether you like it or not.”

Lara leaned into the frame. “That’s what we are all trying to do.”

I palmed Lara’s face and pushed her away gently but she stuck out her tongue to coat my palm with saliva.

“Gross,” I said, wiping my hand on my pants. “You’ve been doing that same thing since we were kids.”

“And you fall for it every time,” she said, sticking her tongue out at me and then leaving the room. “I’m going to bed.”

“Maybe you should do the same,” Ammo said, squinting toward the screen and looking to examine me more closely. “You’ve also got something just there.”

She pointed at first to my forehead but then gestured to my entire head.

“I really should stick with you if I want the good fights,” she said.

“See you tomorrow,” I said and killed the feed.

I was so tired that I leaned back in my chair and nearly fell asleep.

“I’d say you should hit the hay direct,” Clynt said, “but I reckon you should splash some water on your… all of you… first.”

I got up, my body calling out for rest and made my way to my cabin where I passed out before even taking off a boot.

I was awakened sometime later, though far too soon in my estimation, by a knock at my cabin door.
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I had to use the wall beside my cot to force my body up and then nearly fell forward toward the door. A few more hours, or maybe days worth of sleep, and I would have been right, but this was way too soon.

Pressing the button, I opened my door and saw Imogen standing before me. She had obviously showered and changed and was now wearing the gray sweats we had uncovered with the Suniuo Relay Station name and logo printed on them.

“What’s up?” I asked.

She looked almost guilty. “I have a favor to ask you.”

I rubbed the exhaustion from my eyes. “Unless you happen to have a coffee with you, I’m not certain that I can accommodate any requests.”

From behind her back, she produced a mug with the steaming liquid filled nearly to the top.

“Oh,” I said, taking it from her and then taking a quick sip. “Thank you.”

“I know how to ask for things if I have to,” she said.

I gestured for her to come in, and she stepped forward, then leaned on the little desk while I sat on the edge of my bed in my full armor. “What’s up?” I repeated.

“This whole thing with John Gregory has me all stirred up,” she said. “Much as I hate to admit it.”

I took another sip. “That makes sense,” I said, wishing the coffee would do a better job of washing the morning breath down. “And you want a little time off?”

She looked at me in surprise. “Oh, hell no,” she said. “I want to keep going.”

“Oh,” I said. “What can I do for you, then?”

“You know Sophia?” she asked. “My friend from the village?”

“Sure,” I said, not sure I liked where this was going.

Imogen looked away then back at me. “She wants to come help, and I would like to give her the opportunity.”

“Young people, amiright?” Ned said in the earpiece that I had fallen asleep with. “They are always so keen to rush right into the action.”

“I just don’t—" I began, but Imogen’s face dropped.

“It would really mean a lot to me,” she said, her face pulling down miserably. “After how horrible my parents were and that mean old Inquisitor…”

But I held up a hand to stop her. “Okay, you can spare me the theatrics.”

“Oh, come on,” she complained. “I think I could have mustered some tears there.”

I shook my head. “No, you couldn’t have,” I told her. “But if it means that much to you, I actually have just the thing for her to do.”

“Really?” she asked in total shock. “Just like that?”

“Just like that,” I affirmed. “If it’s important to you, it’s important to me.”

She stared at me for a long moment as though she didn’t know what to make of the things that I had just said. “Thank you,” she said, the words almost falling from her mouth.

“Sure thing,” I said. “But you know what I am going to say next?”

She shook her head no.

“You have to look out for her,” I said. “I’ll do my best, but if you want her along for this ride, you have to help keep her safe. I’m sure her parents aren’t going to love that we are bringing her with us, so you better do your best to ensure she returns.”

“I would have done all that, anyway,” she said, and I knew it was true. But it still bared repeating.

I set the coffee down beside me. “Okay, and I want you two to be sure and let her parents know that she will be coming along but not in a combat position.”

“Wait, what?” Imogen asked.

After I had explained the suggestion from Ammo and the idea that I would be using Sophia as our documentarian, Imogen left to go pass along the news, and I showered, changed, and ate.

That made me feel like a new man. Well, that, and some painkillers and Hospi-gel.

As I left my room, Foerschler found me in the halls (or ambushed me, rather), but this time it was to thank me for taking his advice and then update me about the station. He had essentially appointed himself mayor of Suniuo Relay Station, but under his guidance, things were going very well.

They had set up more facilities, imported more plants and animals for the now working farm within the station, and started to organize and catalogue a proper armory to help outfit not only the people here in case of emergency, but also the Peacer strike teams that Jackson was leading from the base.

I thanked him for his hard work and dedication and then approved all the suggestions he had for me, even though I knew it would burn into most of the money we’d made from the thengar. He had earned the right to spend the money, and I believed that what he was doing would help all the people here.

And as I walked through the facility, now alive with life and functioning at near optimal levels, it was hard not to be happy with all the people we had brought on and all that they were doing. There were folks from all over the universe who needed a place to be and wanted to be a part of something important.

Now they had made a community here.

And what was even more striking was that it was mostly because of me. The choices that I had made and the decisions along the way, some of which had felt right and others wrong, had led me to help found a little colony on the outskirts of a quiet Sector of space.

That was a remarkable thing. I wished that I could spend more time here.

At the Buzzard, Lara, Clynt, Imogen, and Sophia were waiting for me. The young ‘facer was wearing a large camera on her back and looked both excited and nervous.

“Alek wanted to come, but I talked him out of it,” Imogen said.

“Good,” I sighed.

“But luckily, Sophia, here, plays Warhero too,” Lara said excitedly.

Imogen gave me a flat look. “And there was much rejoicing,” she said in a monotone.

“And it means I get to try my deck against the robots, which I haven’t done in way too long,” Lara said.

Before I could tell her that I was happy to see her excited about this, Clynt cut in. “Ain’t we got a date with an Inquisitor?”

That was all it took to get us up and moving.

We boarded the ship, and soon enough we were in the gyre tube. Unsurprisingly, I fell right back to sleep while Lara and Sophia played cards and Imogen watched. Clynt, as usual, did his own thing, and I woke up to the indicator informing me that we had arrived at our destination.

I got up and made my way to the others, letting them know that we would be landing soon. Ned took us in, landing at the little abandoned rest stop that we had used for clandestine meetings in the past.

To my surprise, as we came in for a landing, there were four Inquisition ships waiting for us.

“Be ready for anything,” I told Ned.

As we began to drop the ramp, I turned to Sophia. “I don’t think they are going to want this documented, so just hang back and watch, okay?”

She nodded without question. The girl had grown up in some of the harshest conditions in the universe, so she was wise about danger at least.

I stepped from the ship, and Inquisitor Francis, in his full reaper-style regalia, stepped forward to meet me.

“You brought a lot of friends,” I said, gesturing to all the ships.

He nodded his head once. “Yes. I want to put on a convincing show for the abomination.”

“Okay, well, let’s stay away from saying things like that,” I said. “In fact, you can just stand there and look intimidating, okay?”

“I understand,” he said. “But your sneak had better put this tracker on their ship without getting caught.”

He flipped me a small device, which I, in turn, handed over to Clynt. “He’s the best there is,” I said and watched the giant grin break out on Clynt’s snout.

“I surely am,” he agreed.

The Inquisitor cast a look down at him. “It had best not be due to some… modifications…”

“Ain’t nothing unnatural up in this hide,” the thief said. “I’m good ’cause I’m good.”

Francis didn’t say anything to that but looked at the other members of my party, though I realized that Imogen had decided to stay on the ship.

“Did you bring us some disguises?” I asked.

The Inquisitor’s arm shot out, beckoning for one of the Acolytes to bring forth some clothes for us.

“They are not disguises,” he intoned. “They are vestments of our order and represent our righteous cause. We protect those who cannot protect themselves, and we are the last line of defense against the machine. These robes are a symbol of that, and you would do well to remember it.”

“I hear you,” I said, reaching out and grabbing the pile of robes while Lara took the armor.

We all turned to look at the sky as the Mortal Coil came in to land beside the Buzzard.

“I’ll give it back to you after this,” I said. “We don’t want it anymore.”

Francis made a sound of disgust from within his helmet. “It will be destroyed,” he said. “It now bears the taint and will be forever unclean.”

“Great,” I said. “If I never see it again, it’ll be too soon.”

Jackson stepped off the ship. She would call for the Peacer ships to come pick her up once the Inquisition vacated the scene.

“Anything else before we all go meet this contact?” I asked.

“Yes,” Francis said, and when he stepped forward, I almost dropped the robes to reach for my gun. We might have a tentative truce, but I still didn’t trust these people as far as I could throw them and would love to see each and every one of them thrown in a cell as soon as this war was over.

“What?” I asked.

He extended a hand. “I wanted to thank you again,” he said. “In person.”

“Oh.”

“Yes, it was a remarkable thing that you did,” he said, and I shook his hand, the robes bobbing up and down in my arms. “You did not have to inform me that you killed the false Hand, nor did you need to offer to return me the ship. But you did, and that is noble.”

He pulled me close. “Though I still believe you have contact with the artificial.”

I let go of his hand and took a step back. “Why don’t we leave it at, you’re welcome, and I appreciate the reciprocation.”

“Very well, then,” Francis said.

The Inquisitor led his people back to their ships, and they began to take off while we all made our way to the Mortal Coil and began to get dressed in the Inquisition garb.

Seeing it, Imogen shook her head. “I can’t. You don’t need me for this part anyway, and I just don’t want to.”

“Ballsy of her to ask you for a favor and then immediately want to sit out part of the mission,” Ned said to me. But I didn’t care. She was right that I didn’t need her and there was no reason to make her dress up as something she was trying to move past.

“Fine,” I said. “You and Sophia go with Jackson on the Buzzard and Tidal to me the second we comm.”

The three women nodded, and Clynt, Lara, and I boarded the Inquisition vessel.

The thief began checking his gear while we got dressed. I had put on the Inquisitorial outfits before as part of a ruse, but this felt different. As Lara strapped me into John Gregory’s armor, it was hard not to want to just pull it off right then and there and never look at it again.

The man had murdered my Uncle to get to me. He had chased me throughout the universe and done unspeakable things to Imogen. Putting on his armor made me sick, but I was happy that it was going to lead us one step closer to Twain. Hopefully.

At the very least, it would help us to destroy his factory.

Lara helped wrap his sword belt around me and then looked me over.

“I hate it,” she said.

“Then I guess it means it's working,” I said and made my way to the cockpit. I would put on the helmet when we arrived but didn’t want to until absolutely necessary.

We took off and Tidaled to the next meeting place, which was, intentionally, very close to where we were now.

The planet noted in the journal was a little nothing pasture planet that had been terraformed to grow barley on. It was one of many in the area, and I had to suspect that Twain knew that people didn’t check up on them very often.

The beer company likely had a station in the region and would dispatch farming engineers to operate the equipment on the surfaces of the planets when necessary but would otherwise leave them alone.

And if his people were caught having a meeting, I was sure they would just kill whoever it was that caught them, and when the beer company would discover the body, they would pay off the family.

I had no proof that this is what would happen, but given the fact that Twain had been operating in secret for two hundred years, I was pretty sure the hypothesis was correct.

We landed in a freshly planted field beside the other Inquisition ships, which were facing half a dozen Cultist ships. Some were stolen and retooled, others were recently built, and some appeared to be from the Old War. The two that looked that way drew my attention, and the old scrapper in me came out.

I remembered once when Lutch found a ship that he thought was a Cultist craft from the Old World. He nearly ran across the lot, throwing other pieces of scrap all over the place to reach it. He dug, and I just watched until he got there.

Then he snorted and stomped one of his massive feet. Within a second of looking at it, he knew it was a replica.

“That would have been really interesting,” he had said. “To see something from the other side. The Inquisition is said to have destroyed it all, but I have to think some are out there, and how neat would it be to study what they did. To see what a computer would do differently from us.”

“Yeah,” I had agreed. “Sounds cool.”

I hadn’t thought much of it at the time, and we had simply gone about our day after that, but now that there were two sitting just in front of me, I wanted to go check them out.

Rather than doing something fun like that, I walked across the field, my feet sinking into the soft soil. The helmet made it difficult to see, and due to the ornate metal, it was heavier than I was used to. Lara stood beside me, equally menacing in her own Inquisitorial clothes.

As we stepped out, I saw Francis exit his ship and begin to make his way toward us with a few of his people. And across from us, a man stepped out of the peregrine-class medium ship. He was flanked by several soldiers, but the man himself was an imposing figure, and one that the real John Gregory would have hated with a passion.

He wore only cargo pants from the waist down that were tucked into heavy boots, but no shirt. His bare chest was only half skin, and the other half was metal. The augments ran from his chest up half his neck and across his face.

The dichotomy was striking, and I tried my best not to stare before realizing that he couldn’t see my eyes through the mesh in the mask.

“You Gregory?” the man asked as he stomped toward me, muscle and metal shining in the light.

“Yes,” I said in my best John Gregory impression.

He kept coming right at me at a quick clip, and everything in me wanted to reach for the sword at my side.
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When he got right in front of me, the man quickened his pace, closed the distance, and then gave me a hug. “It’s good to finally meet you,” he said, loosening his grip and then taking a step back.

“Yes,” I said. “I’m sure it is an honor to meet me. I am happy to put a face to the name.”

“Right!” he said. “I agree. And obviously, I’m Chester.”

He sounded like he should be at the beach rather than helping an AI hatch an evil scheme, but I supposed that not all bad guys had to act like what they were.

“You have the stuff for me?” he asked, looking over my shoulder. “And I see you still have a lot of friends.”

“I do,” I said. “They are part of what makes us believable.”

The man nodded. “Right. Have to sell it, or the people might start to get wise.”

“Precisely,” I said. “And we wouldn’t want that.”

“No, we would not,” he said, looking over his shoulder as though he saw something, and I wondered if his one mechanical eye had picked up on Clynt. Though I hadn’t seen anything. “If people start to smell something, we won’t be able to pull this off.”

I wanted to ask more than anything what he meant, what he wanted to pull off, but I didn’t. Instead, I asked, “And you have what I need.”

“Of course,” he said, then he turned and whistled at one of his soldiers, who hurried up into a ship. We waited for the soldier to return with a box. He set it down beside Chester, and the half-metal man looked at him for a moment.

Then, with startling speed, he reached out with his metal arm and grabbed the soldier by the cuff of his shirt. Then he slapped him across the face and let him fall to the earth, dirt covering half his body.

“You should have had this ready for me!” He growled with such loathing and disgust in his words that I was surprised he didn’t spit.

“I’m sorry, sir,” the soldier sputtered, crawling away.

But Chester stepped over to him and then kicked him on his ass, sending him back into the dirt.

“I’m so sorry that you had to wait,” Chester said, turning back to me. “I don’t understand why people can’t just do their job when they are supposed to, you know?”

He had gone from so cruel to so casual in so short a time that it made my head spin.

“Good help is hard to come by,” I said. “That is why we must train them. We must teach them. We must punish them.”

Ned chuckled in my ear. “Now, that was a good John Gregory.”

But I didn’t react at all to him since the cyborg in front of me smiled. “So, that’s for you,” he said. “And I assume you have my stuff on your ship.”

“Hey, Skeletor,” he called to Francis. “You mind running and grabbing my stuff?”

To him, we were all mind-controlled zombies who would take his orders without question, but unfortunately that was not the case, and I turned to look at the Inquisitor.

“Jeez,” Chester said. “Your people are even more useless than mine.”

I knew I needed to stall a bit longer, wait until Clynt had given me the word that he had stolen the fob and set the tracker. So, I turned to Francis.

“Inquisitor Death,” I called. “Get his items.”

The man didn’t move, and I just hoped more than anything that he would go along with me on this. There was no reason not to, but he was frozen in place, and with each passing second, I became worried.

But when he turned, I breathed a sigh of relief.

“You might need to upgrade his bots,” Chester said, the flesh half of his face smiling.

At that, Francis turned. “What did you say?”

“Fuck,” Ned said in my ear, and I had never heard him say anything of the kind before. But the sentiment was spot on.

“Keep going, little zombie,” Chester said. “Or I’ll come over there and beat your ass so hard that you’ll be crapping nanobots for a month.”

Francis swung his scythe out from his back and thundered, “You are an atrocity and must be purged.”

Chester smiled. “It’s so crazy when their old selves come back, right?” he asked casually and then pulled out the energy weapon holstered at his side and fired it into the Inquisitor.

Francis fell to the ground, and a silence followed.

“At least we are making more of them, right?” Chester said and reached out to give my bicep a friendly pat.

Then a scream went up from one of the Acolytes. And then another.

“What’s this?” Chester asked just before all the Inquisitors from my side pulled out their weapons and charged the soldiers.

We had come so close, but the plan blew up in my face. And next, it was a fist to the face.

Chester’s metal hand hit with such force that it dented the mask, nearly causing it to press against my nose. Then I was thrown back with such force that I felt like I had been hit by a car.

My head was spinning. I couldn’t see much, and I couldn’t register much of what happened next.

I saw the blur of energy bolts and the rush of eternal flamed weapons, and I heard the sound of pitch battle. A flash of blue filled my vision, and the mask was cut from my face.

“I called Jackson,” Ned said, but his voice sounded distant, as though he was talking to me from underwater.

More purple beams sliced across the field, and a hand entered my vision as an Inquisitor was helping me to my feet.

Standing, I surveyed the scene. The soldiers were defending themselves against the attacking Acolytes, and Chester was nowhere to be seen.

Some of the ships were taking off, and Francis was unmoving on the ground. I stared at his body, cursing that he couldn’t just play along for a moment longer.

While some of the Disciples’ ships were taking off, the Buzzard appeared in the sky, opening fire from the front and both sides all at once. Many of the ships on the ground were destroyed, while Jackson brought her in for a landing, lowering the ramp as she did.

Dirt sprayed all around under the force of the thrusters, and Lara and I ran as quickly as we could to the back of the ship.

I turned to see if Clynt was anywhere, hoping that he would make his way back to us soon, but when I looked back inside the Buzzard, he was standing there with a small black circle in his hand.

We had gotten what we had come for, but now we needed to stop Twain’s people from escaping and warning their master.

“Keep shooting!” I shouted, but there was no one around to take that order as Jackson and the girls were all deeper in the ship.

Lara helped me further in, and the ramp rose as we made our way to the cockpit. The ship was shaking as we moved, the force from the micromissile battery’s constant firing vibrating the entire place.

It was strange walking through the Buzzard while it was so alive with activity and not being at all involved. Or maybe I was just concussed. Either way, when we reached the cockpit, Jackson was taking another pass on the ships from the ground. Two of which had taken off and were coming around on us.

“Get in those seats!” she commanded, and we strapped in as quickly as possible so that she could turn the bird and get into the action.

I wanted to shout suggestions, point out what I saw here or noticed there, but Jackson was a trained soldier who had spent her life at war and didn’t need me backseat driving.

One of the ships from the Old War was streaking toward us, and both cannons opened up at once, the ship rattling again. But the missiles found their mark, and I could hear Imogen and Sophia cheering from their respective spots. That ship that Lutch would have loved so much to tear apart was reduced to nothing but pieces of scrap scattered over a field of barley.

Jackson turned to look at me. “My men got you a ship to use,” she said. “I’ll drop you at the rendezvous”—she tilted the Buzzard, and my neck snapped as she brought us around to face the other light craft that had managed to take off—“after we deal with these.”

She activated the controls, the forward-facing guns shooting missiles from the bow. The small Disciple ship avoided the shots, banking hard out of the way, but another burst caught it on the shields, only it tilted and zipped away.

The short-range scanner showed the dot move away but circle back, taking a run at us. Jackson rolled the ship to avoid getting hit, and I remembered that I much preferred to be flying than in the passenger seat. Somehow, it was far easier when I was at the controls than sitting off to the side as the Buzzard ducked and dove and spun.

But Jackson was doing an excellent job of keeping us alive and going, so I would just have to grin and bear it. Plus, I knew that I was heading straight into the next fight and could probably still use a few moments to get my wits about me.

“Any word from Ammo?” I asked, and Jackson shook her head.

I would just have to assume that she would be there when called from the Watson.

The ship made one more pass, and I saw as the Mortal Coil lifted off the surface of the planet, another of the Inquisition ships following behind.

One of the two broke off and joined our fight while the other lifted and left their companion behind. It didn’t surprise me. Inquisitors seemed to live by their own set of rules that only made sense to them.

“Pin them,” I said quietly, almost to myself as the light craft took another pass, firing a quick burst that did nothing but reduce our shield slightly.

Jackson must have heard me though and shouted into the comms, “Cross fire,” while she leveled the Buzzard. The girls tightened their shots, the streaks of missiles keeping the ship pinned between for just a moment until they pulled up.

When they showed Jackson the underside of the ship, she blasted with another burst, and while it wasn’t enough to break their shield and destroy them, it was enough to make them vulnerable to the Inquisition ship that came up from behind and blasted them apart.

I didn’t even have to say anything, and Jackson was pulling up, taking us out and away from the surface of the planet to Tidal away.

“You okay over there?” Lara asked me as we flowed through the gyre tube.

I looked at her and said, “Yeah.”

“Not super convincing,” she replied, and I was sure that was true.

I was still a little lightheaded from the punch Chester had given me and knew that I would have to get my head screwed on straight for what was coming next.

The moment we landed back at the abandoned diner, I was up and moving off the ship to meet with the Peacer who had snagged us a small ship with a picture of a cat in a bathtub and wearing a shower cap painted on the exterior.

“It’s a pet grooming company,” the Peacer informed me as though I couldn’t extrapolate, but I nodded gratefully.

“Good work,” I told him and then turned to Jackson. “Same to you. As always.”

She gave a quick salute. “I’ll be waiting on your word,” she said and returned to the Buzzard. We stepped over to the grooming craft and boarded, Clynt scampering past us wordlessly.

“Get us going,” I said to Imogen while Lara and I stayed toward the back to change.

Imogen grimaced and looked me over. “This is the stuff of nightmares,” she said, pointing to John Gregory’s chest plate.

“Why do you think I want it off me?” I said. “But good shooting back there. Both of you.”

Sophia smiled. “It was kinda fun.”

“Come on,” Imogen said, and they made their way to the front of the ship, leaving Lara and me in the back, surrounded by shallow sinks, medium sized cages, and the stink of wet dog and shampoo.

We changed quickly as Imogen lifted us off the planet and we Tidaled toward where we hoped the H.H. Watson would be waiting.

“Can you imagine if it’s not there after all that?” I asked, putting words to my fear.

Lara cocked an eyebrow at me. “That would suck.”

“So eloquent,” Ned joked. “But she’s also right. It would totally suck.”

Once we were changed, we made our way into the cockpit, where I saw that it was less than a minute left until we washed out.

“I left that tracker but don’t think it’ll do no good,” Clynt said. “That all went down ’bout as bad as it could go.”

“No kidding,” I agreed, lowering myself into the copilot’s chair that they had left open for me. “And I think that will pretty much end our partnership with the Inquisition.”

“Grabbed this though,” Clynt said, holding up the box that Chester had delivered.

I felt the smile pull my mouth. “Nice work.”

“It’s ’cause you told ’em how good I were,” he said.

I looked at the box. “Clynt, I said it because it’s true. No one else could have pulled this off.”

“Damn straight,” he said.

“So, what’s in there?” I asked.

He flipped it around to show me a complicated locking mechanism. “Don’t rightly know, and I’ll need some time to tinker before I can get up in it.”

“Okay,” I said. “Well, if we survive what’s next, I’m excited to find out what's in there.”

“What’s in the box?” Ned cried. “What’s in the box?”

We washed out, and there in front of me was the H.H. Watson, looking like some twisted version of the ship from the file Vince had provided.

As we had been warned, there were now several large cannons along the side of the ship that looked like they were attached with metal tendrils. As though it was some kind of infection along the flanks that grew weapons.

There were also several squads of small and medium craft circling the Watson, looking like vultures waiting for a carcass. Which I knew that they would be more than happy to make one of us, if given half a chance.

“Incoming message,” Imogen said, and I swallowed hard.

Clynt handed me the fob.

“Here’s hoping this works,” I said and reached out to answer the call.
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“Who goes there?” a voice said through the comm. I didn’t activate the video.

“We have a new shipment,” I said. “Had to steal this pet grooming ship, but we’ve got fresh meat in the back ready for their… upgrades…”

“Understood,” the voice said. “Port Saffron.”

The ship was sent a diagram of the Watson displaying exactly where to land.

I furrowed my brows. “Do you need our access key?”

“Oh, um, if you want to provide that, it would be fine,” the voice said, obviously surprised by the question.

I just dropped my head. “Docking now.”

“Copy that,” the voice said. “Prisoner receiving is ready for you.”

I killed the feed and checked to make sure it was totally off before saying, “I can’t believe this.”

“I can,” Lara said. “I mean, we put in all that work, of course they didn’t care if we had it.”

“Couldn’t happen any other way,” Ned said through the speaker in his cube so we all could hear.

Sophia looked at us. “So, this is normal?”

“The only thing that’s normal for us is nothing going the way we expect,” I said.

Imogen guided the ship toward Port Saffron, and the door opened at our approach. Inside, more of the twisted, layered metal encased the former research facility. I couldn’t understand how any company let a ship like this go derelict or fall into the hands of Twain, but I knew that they operated with such massive budgets that even things like a ship this size could just be written off or some such.

When we docked, there was no one waiting for us and nothing that we had to do, like pretend this was some kind of prisoner transfer or anything.

“It’s actually starting to annoy me that this is so easy,” I complained.

Imogen shot me a withering look. “Don’t jinx us.”

“I’m just saying that we could have come here at any time if we had the location and rescued people,” I said.

“We didn’t have the location,” Lara said, her voice becoming more like that of Kilara Vex. “And she’s right that you shouldn’t complain. We’ve had enough resistance in the past that we don’t need any more now. Let’s just take the win.”

She was right, so I just pocketed the useless fob and stood up. We moved to the stern of the ship, everyone getting ready to go while Sophia picked up the camera, turned it on, and stuck it in my face.

“What are we doing?” she asked me, and I tried my level best not to groan and push the thing away.

This footage might actually prove useful if we got it out to the right people, so I tried to play into it.

“We are at a facility that the ancient Enemy AI has taken over,” I said. “We believe he is using it to convert innocent civilians into soldiers for his cause by infusing them with robotic technology.”

Sophia’s face contorted. I assumed that Imogen had filled her in on what we were doing, but it seemed like hearing it put so bluntly was disturbing for her. And while it worried me in terms of taking her along for this ride, it was also good to see. Because if she was worried by what she heard, then maybe the people out there who saw this would be too.

She followed us closely as we stepped off the ship, everyone readying their weapons. The hope was that we wouldn’t even have to use them, and we could get the people off without incident, but I wasn’t foolish enough to believe that I would get that lucky.

“Any notion of how to blow this thing?” Clynt asked, looking at my satchel in a clear indication that he was asking Ned. “My plan were to head to the engine and start messin’ around.”

“That should do,” Ned said. “Just stay on comm so we can time it right. Don’t want you getting caught down there.”

“Well, ain’t you sweet as pecan pie,” the thief said, clutching his claws to his heart. “But I don’t plan to get caught in no explosions.”

Then, as always, he just scampered off without another word, pulled the cover off a vent with a quick pop, and disappeared within.

Four of us were left to make our way to find any civilians.

The door at the back of the room opened as we stepped up, and we made our way into the hallway. Like the rest of the ship, it was covered in what really looked like a metal disease. It was bizarre and eerie and made me want to get out. I couldn’t even imagine what the people brought here against their will would have been feeling as they walked these halls.

But I tried to shake the thought from my mind, and we moved forward in a direction that we weren't sure about, waiting for any kind of indication. Every now and again, there were holes punched in the wall with new tunnels leading in different directions as though some machine wanted to take the most direct route and decided to go through a sheet of metal rather than waiting for the corner.

Ned had tried to explain this logic to me in the past, and while I'm sure it made sense to a mechanized mind, I, personally, would have just waited till the end of the hall and turned. The one thing that I didn't seem to see anywhere, was people. There were no cyborgs, automatons or remote controlled nanobot zombies.

Instead, it just felt like an empty, cavernous facility. And even more so when we reached a bank of escalators that would ferry people in several different directions and to many differing heights. It appeared as though it would have been used by hundreds of people at a time, but now the stairs just rolled ever onward, carrying no one.

“Where should we go?” Imogen asked me, but I had no idea.

“Ned, do you have any generalized schematics for a ship like this?” I asked.

“Interestingly,” he began, and I knew that he probably didn't have any idea. “This barge was custom built and designed specifically upon order.”

Lara and I shared a look. “You could have just said no,” she said, her voice echoing through the commodious space.

“The entire place is a medical facility, so it's hard to know exactly where they would take people,” he said. “I suppose General Surgery would be the most likely candidate as it could be easily converted for Twain’s purposes.”

“That’ll have to do,” I said, feeling like we had to point ourselves in some direction.

I gestured to a holographic map in the middle of the plaza surrounded by stairs. “Floor four,” I said.

We all hurried to the specific escalator that appeared to take visitors to the floor we wanted and stood, letting the stairs lift us for a moment before getting impatient and hustling up to the 4th floor where a huge reception area had been filled with cots.

It looked like the kind of thing you would see in an emergency situation where they needed to house huge swaths of people all at once, and I wondered what had happened here and where all the people had gone.

There was something even more unnerving about how quiet it all was, but in the distance I heard a single shrill wail.

We all pointed our weapons toward a large door at the far side of the space where it sounded like the noise had come from. Sophia had her camera pointed that way. Her whole body was shaking with terror.

Imogen, seeing my look, turned to her friend. “You okay? We will keep you safe.”

“It’s not that,” Sophia said. “It's where we are.”

Imogen puzzled at her. “What about it?”

“We are in space,” she said. “If something goes wrong or you start shooting, we could be sucked out into the vacuum of endlessness and die out there. I don’t want to suffocate or freeze to death.”

Imogen smiled at her. “You’ll stop thinking about that soon.”

“I’ll never stop thinking about that,” she said, and I wondered if that was true. The girl had been raised in open spaces and had no experience with space travel. She had held it together pretty well and survived on the station, but I guess there was something different about feeling unsafe out in space. Like being trapped on a raft in waters you know to be full of sharks.

“There are a lot of fail-safes in a place like this,” I said, trying to soothe her, but I could tell she was all up in her own head about it. “Let’s keep moving.”

But before we reached the far side of the room, a man in scrubs came walking out, pulling rubber gloves off his hands. When he looked up at us, he froze, and we all kept our weapons pointed directly at him.

“Hello there,” I said with a friendly smile. “Why don't you come here and talk to us.”

His eyes flashed between all of our weapons, and I could see the exact moment when he decided to turn and try to run back through the door.

Lara saw it too and had put a bullet through his kneecap before he had even taken a step.

He cried out and fell to the ground. “Why would you do that?” he asked, weeping and sniveling.

“Why would you run?” Lara asked, her voice cold as ice.

He looked at us, keeping his hands up as though we wouldn't be able to put a bullet right through his flesh.

“Any sane person would run from armed gunmen invading their workplace,” he said.

I laughed. “You do have a point about that,” I allowed. “But now I have to ask you what kind of workplace this is.”

He looked at me as if I was the biggest idiot on the planet. “It's a hospital.”

I stared at him in disbelief. “You actually think that's true, don't you?” I asked.

“It is true,” he stated with such absolute certainty that it was hard to believe we were dealing with any kind of rational person. Of course, we weren't. We were dealing with somebody who had been converted to one of Twain's Disciples. He was obviously not the remote-controlled kind that still hadn't been perfected but the original, semi-autonomous kind.

“Then take us to where you keep your patients,” Lara demanded.

He shook his head. “My duty is to do no harm,” he said. “I won't take you to where you can hurt them.”

“You are the one who is hurting them,” Imogen snarled with a combination of passion and disgust coating her words. “You are the one who has taken them from their homes and made them into slaves.”

The fear that crossed his face was the pure terror of somebody who believed that they were in the company of a truly unpredictable and dangerous human. He so deeply believed that what he was doing was noble because his brain had been reprogrammed, and hearing the actual truth sounded to him like some tin-hat-wearing weirdo shouting on the street corner while holding a knife.

He wasn't capable of believing us, of hearing what we had to say or even understanding the words. Not really.

“Leave him,” I said. “Twain rewired him, and he’s not ever coming back.”

I checked Sophia’s reaction to gauge if this kind of thing would be upsetting to the outside world, but she seemed to still be stuck on the being-out-in-space of it all. And anyway, it probably wouldn't be so scary if you didn't know that there were people being kidnapped and taken here.

We had to find the proof.

Lara darted the man in the scrubs, and he went limp instantly, crumbling into a pile on the vinyl floor.

“Can people like him be saved?” Sophia asked.

As we pushed through the doors behind him and into another long hallway, I thought about the question. “I'm not entirely sure how far gone these people are. Perhaps, with Edwin's program, we would be able to help them, but it's also possible that what little of their brain is actually left wouldn't be enough to survive on.”

“What he’s trying to say is that we don’t know,” Lara filled in.

“Shouldn’t you?” Sophia questioned.

I had to consider that. “Yes,” I admitted. “It's something that we should look into. But I think it would be complicated.”

“Is it though?” she asked. “Couldn't you just bring him back and let your doctor and my dad do a little bit of an investigation?”

“There's more to it than that,” Imogen helped out. “In addition to the fact that we would be taking a prisoner, which we haven't ever really done, if our enemy can track his people, he could send a fleet to our base and destroy us. You have to understand that the villain we're fighting now is not just some rival tribe or a company, but an advanced, deep-learning artificial intelligence determined to combine the organic with the machine.”

She was largely reiterating what I had said as we exited the ship, but it helped to make the point and would make good footage for later. I didn't know how much of any of this we would use or how much I would want to let the Peacers access, but each and every moment might help.

“Smell that?” Lara asked, stopping where we were in the hallway and breathing in.

I did the same, but all I could smell was whatever disinfectant they used to use in this hospital. “What?” I asked.

“Smells like people,” she said.

I smiled. “Okay, Clynt.”

“I’m serious,” she said. “I smell BO and piss, and I think there are people being held somewhere around here.

But it was still so quiet in the large, long hallway that it was hard to believe there was anybody around. Unless, of course, they had been here recently and were moved.

“We should all start checking,” Lara said, pointing to the doors along the sides of the corridor.

I pushed one open, and inside there was a small exam room with nothing in it except dust and cobwebs.

“Nothing,” I said.

Lara said the same as she opened another door, and Imogen, one a bit further up.

This felt like an exercise in futility, but I wasn’t going to doubt Lara. Rather, I would just let the proof do the talking for me.

“Nothing,” Lara called after throwing open a door.

I walked over to the next one beside me and opened it.

I couldn’t believe what I was seeing.
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Lara wasn't just right, but she was right in spades. The room was full of dozens of cowering people, looking at me in abject terror as they huddled together in little groups. There appeared to be people from all over the universe, and different species, all awaiting the same grim fate. But none of them spoke, and I assumed they had been warned against it. At the far side of the large, empty room, a Disciple looked up at me.

By the time he raised his rifle, I had already fired a bolt across the room from my newly replaced energy weapon. All the people gasped and watched as the man who had been keeping them in place fell to the ground.

All eyes turned to me.

I saw the bright light come up behind me and knew that Sophia had arrived with the camera. She gasped when she saw all the people and moved the camera from them to me.

For lack of anything better to say, I simply announced, “We're here to rescue you.”

Everyone seemed too scared to even register what I had said and either stared at me or whispered to one another.

“I’m going to get you out of here,” I said. “But we are going to need to be smart about this.”

But before any of them could react, an alarm started blaring through the room, and red lights began to flash. This caused everybody to cower even more and look at each other with absolute panic.

A chime sounded, and a message followed. “Attention all personnel,” a calm female voice said. “We have received word that terrorists have learned of our location and may make an attempt to attack. Therefore, we will be activating the Tidal Drive in T minus ten minutes.”

“Are you happy now?” Ned asked in my ear. “We have the difficulties you wanted.”

“Okay,” I said, looking around the room. “We need to get all of you out of here, now!”

Sophia whispered to me, “I don’t think they are all going to fit in the dog grooming ship.”

They were all beginning to stand at the same time that Lara and Imogen appeared in the doorway.

“Shit,” Lara said. “This is a lot of people.”

“A lot of people that we are saving,” Imogen corrected.

Lara looked at her and then at all the folks in the room wearing dirty and stained versions of whatever they had on when they had been taken.

An old woman walked up to me. “And what of my son?” she asked in a thick accent.

“What about him?” I inquired.

She looked behind me down the hallway. “He was taken. Taken by those doctors and never came back.”

“When?” Imogen asked.

The old woman looked confused. “What day is it now?” she asked. “How long have I been here?”

Some of the others who had gathered around were listening to the conversation. “And what about my husband?” one shouted.

“And my mommy?” a little boy shouted.

“Hank,” Lara said, pulling me back out the door to whisper. “We need to get these people out of here and help them face the fact that their loved ones have been experimented on and are never coming back.”

I looked at her seriously. “We don't know that for sure.”

“I do know that for sure,” she said and pointed to an open door down the hallway.

I gave her a questioning look, knowing better than to ask in front of the families.

“It’s as grim as the last time we saw where Twain conducts research,” she whispered.

I looked at all of the people who had lost loved ones but didn't know it yet. I could tell them the truth, inform them that the Enemy AI had tried to make zombies of their families and failed, killing them in the process. But we would just double the casualties that way. I needed to get these people out of here and to safety.

I turned to face them. “Your family members are with the other rescue team,” I shouted. “But in order to get to them, we need to get you out of here now. Everyone, follow us, and we'll get you to a ship that can take you to safety.”

All of the people stood and started to shuffle in my direction while I stepped out from the door. Imogen looked up at me judgmentally.

“Nothing that you just said was true,” she said quietly.

I stared at her right in the eyes. “You think if I told them the truth that they would come with me or be so crippled by misery that they would die here?” I asked. “In the future, they may hate me for lying to them, but they will at least be alive to do it.”

She stared at me for a second, comprehension registering in her face. She obviously didn't like that I was being deceptive but understood why.

“Come on,” I shouted.

“Eight minutes until Tidal departure,” the calm voice said over the speaker.

People began filing from the room, and Lara gathered them in the hallway. They were so scared and had probably been threatened for so long that none of them made a sound. Everyone remained silent or just spoke to each other in whispers.

“That was good decision making,” Ned said as I helped some of the slower folks up and out of the door. “I’m proud of you.”

I was surprised to hear him say that but really appreciated it. I made these choices in the spur of the moment and always hoped they were okay, but his praise was exactly what I needed as I helped an old man who I had just lied to make his way out of the room where he had been held prisoner.

“You two watch the back,” I said to Imogen and Sophia. “Don’t let anyone fall behind.”

They nodded their understanding, and I made my way through the crowd, the stench of desperation and captivity thick in the air.

When I reached the front, I tapped my earpiece to communicate with Ned silently. “Were you able to get into any of the systems here? Are there any more ships we can take?”

“No,” he answered. “There are no other ships.”

Shit.

I racked my brain, trying to figure out what the best option was. “Call the Peacers. Get them here now,” I said. “And maybe we can squeeze everyone onto the Buzzard if Jackson can get past the guns.”

“It would need to be something bigger,” Ned said, and it dawned on me what he was saying. “I already communicated with Libby, and she's sending Cassiopeia with the cargo ship. But we're going to need to hope that the Peacers can keep them engaged long enough to hold off the destruction of the cargo vessel.”

Ned had been so worried before that he was losing himself because of what Twain’s programming might have done to him, but in this moment, he was as himself as ever. Calling for the exact backup that we needed when we needed it and anticipating my needs was exactly the role of the paired partner AI.

And the only way that we had been able to defeat John Gregory was with Ned's help. He had shown, once again, that humans being aided by the machines they created were still superior to the forced amalgamation that Twain was trying to impose on the universe.

Humans working with their AI counterparts had been what won the war the first time, and hopefully it could be our saving grace again.

“Six minutes until Tidal departure,” the voice announced.

That got everybody moving, and we began rushing in the direction of the escalators. When the people reached it, they started pushing and shoving one another. I rushed down to the bottom of the stairs so that I could help but everyone was terrified, and even though the countdown was just for jumping from one part of space to another, everyone seemed to be treating it like it was a countdown for their own mortality.

And what they didn't know was that it sort of was. If we gyred to another part of space, I couldn't get anybody out of here and wouldn't know where we were to tell the Peacers.

Now was our only chance to get these people to safety and destroy this facility once and for all.

That reminded me.

“Clynt,” I communicated. “How you looking?”

He snickered. “I already got this place fully rigged to go up like a firework in a moonshine factory.”

“I think he means distillery,” Ned said, and I assumed it was just to me.

“Great,” I said and then let Clynt know, “We are getting a ride out of here.”

“Just puttin’ some last touches on a remote detonator, and I'll come find you soon as I'm done,” he said.

I watched as more of the civilians shoved one another on the stairs. “Well, we've only got like five minutes.”

“We are all in this together,” Imogen said to the people. “Show kindness, and we will all get out of here.”

But one person pushed too hard, and a middle-aged woman fell over the side of the escalator and gripped onto the handrail as it slid slowly down. I ran up a position under her in case she fell, but she was able to keep her grip until her feet touched the ground. As soon as they did, though, she rushed around to start shouting at the bearded man who pushed her.

Things were deteriorating fast, and everyone was so desperate that they were acting out. And even though I understood it, I wouldn't abide it. The only way we were going to get out of here was if everybody stayed calm.

Above us was a massive circular window that looked out into space, and just above us, I watched as the Boot of Justice washed out surrounded by several other Peacer crafts.

The giant battleship sent a massive barrage of firepower toward the ship we were standing on, and even though the thick siding protected us, the entire facility began to shake.

Now, everybody began to run, hurrying down the stairs and pushing or knocking into one another.

Lara started guiding them toward the Ports, ushering as many as she could to follow her but also to keep them from gawking and yelling at the others.

Meanwhile, I tried to get everyone to calm down, but my encouragement did nothing to help. They were panicking and just had to get off the ship.

“Hey, freeze,” I heard a voice shout from the far side of the escalator room, and I saw two Disciples come rushing out, guns up.

The last thing I needed was exactly what happened.

One of the two Disciples fired into the crowd of people trying to flee.

This caused the others to run or jump or scream, and the scene went from a mess to a chaotic and deadly disaster. Or it would have if not for Imogen and Sophia who began walking up the escalators to help.

Something about them helped to calm folks while I dealt with the two attackers. The first got a bolt to the chest, but when I lined up a shot on the second, she cartwheeled out of the way and dropped into the splits.

“What the hell is this now?” Ned asked in my ear, but a moment later, the contortionist opened fire on me with two semi-automatic handguns.

I ran away from the crowd and ducked behind a garbage can, knowing that my armor had taken a few bullets. The garbage can was shredded by the hail of gunfire, but at least I had drawn it away from the people who were almost off the stairs.

When the gunfire ceased, I stole a quick glance out from where I was hiding, keeping my weapon ready for any movement. Again, the girl with the guns was cartwheeling in front of me, and I lined up a shot as quickly as I could, but before I could squeeze the trigger even once, her arm was up and unloading more shots in my direction.

These upgraded soldiers that Twain had created were so fast that it hardly made it possible to fight back. It made sense that a Consortium of old needed to pair their soldiers with artificial intelligences so that they could even just survive.

“Ned, got any ideas for me?” I asked as pieces of the garbage can crumbled.

“Shoot her,” he said. I don't know if that was any kind of advice. But when I didn't move, he shouted in what sounded like an English accent, “Shoot her!”

So the moment her gunfire stopped, I popped out as little as I could but as much as I had to in order to, you know, shoot her.

I fired off a few bolts as she danced and pranced from side to side, but one of the bolts winged her, and as she reacted, for just that brief second, I shot again.

The second bolt stopped her, the purple beam disappearing into her flesh and dropping her dead.

I turned back to see the last of the civilians disappear down the hallway, but Sophia was standing with her camera at the bottom of the escalator.

When I ran up beside her, I saw what she was staring at. There was a person at the bottom of the staircase who had been trampled in the commotion. They lay there lifeless, and the young woman just gawked at what she was seeing. She was a survivor and had undoubtedly seen and done hard things throughout her life to stay alive, but obviously there was something about the senseless brutality of this that had frozen her.

“We need to get going,” I said.

She looked up at me as though she didn't even know who I was for a moment and then blinked once and nodded. “Let's go.”

But she didn't move.

Cassiopeia chirped in my ear. “Coming in hot,” she informed me.

“We got your back,” Ammo added, and I stole one more look up out of the large window to see the cargo ship moving quickly through space as it and the Boot of Justice came under fire. Smaller crafts were dogfighting all around, and this battle was going to be close.

One more chime. “Four minutes until Tidal departure.”
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Once I got her moving, Sophia continued to film as we exited the area and continued down the hallway to all the Port doors.

“Port Cyan,” Ned informed me, and I saw that Lara must have gotten the same message as she was hurrying people through the door to the designated port.

The people were streaking away from me and Sophia, but then I heard a sound behind me and turned just in time to watch several more Disciples appear at the end of the hallway. I ducked inside the frame of one of the massive port doors and squeezed off a few shots to stop the soldiers from coming.

All I needed to do was hold them back long enough for Cassiopeia to dock so that the civilians could get on the cargo ship and get out of here. Taking a quick gander from around the edge of the wall, I saw the world around me explode in gunfire as all of the approaching soldiers took aim at my position and let me have it.

I answered with a blind fire, sticking my hand out from around the corner and just shooting. I could have sworn I heard someone shout and then a thud, but it might have just been wishful thinking.

Not that it really mattered.

I was holding them back, and that was what was important. As long as I could keep them from continuing down the hallway, the civilians would be safe.

“Docked,” Cassiopeia cheered in my ear, and I pressed the button beside me to open the door. Another quick blind fire, and then I turned to look through the port and out to where the cargo ship was affixed to the space beside.

It had obviously taken significant damage but it was still working, and all it would need to do was hold out a little bit longer.

Behind it, the battle continued to rage on, and I saw micromissiles streaking through space while the heavier ships blasted at one another with bolts and pulses.

Footsteps drew my attention back to the situation in front of me, and I looked out just long enough to see a slew more of the disciples heading toward the port. The ones who I had held at bay were joined by another group, and it seemed that they had decided to take me on.

There were far more of them than there were me, and they must have figured that even if they lost a few, their superior numbers would be able to overwhelm me.

“How you guys doing, Lara?” I asked.

“Where are you?” she answered.

I answered quickly. “I'm close, but I have to hold off some of these damned cultists. How close are you to getting everybody loaded on?”

“We are just getting started,” she said.

I nodded. “Hey, Lara,” I said as I pulled my stomper out of its holster. “I love you.”

“Hank,” Ned shouted. “What the hell are you thinking?”

Then I stepped out into the hallway, knowing that I would draw their fire and hopefully stop them long enough to finish getting the civilians out.

The soldiers all seemed absolutely shocked to see me and raised their weapons at the same time as I began opening fire with both of my own.

I felt some bullets hit my armor, but the soldiers were falling at a much faster rate than seemed to make sense.

Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Sophia and Imogen stepping up, each unloading shot after shot from their rifles. At the back of the row of soldiers, I saw one just disappear down behind the bodies of the others and then another.

As we continued to lay waste to them from our position at the front, I realized that Clynt had appeared from behind and was cutting them down as he moved in our direction. Through the door beside me, I saw a blur, and then a moment later, the Buzzard came crashing into the port.

“Want a ride?” Jackson communicated, and I realized that Ned must have let her know where I was.

“More coming up behind me,” Clynt said. “And we gotta shake a leg.”

“One minute until Tidal departure.”

I turned to Imogen and Sophia. “Go get the last of those people on.”

They didn’t hesitate to turn and rush down the hall in the direction of the other port.

“And thanks,” I called after them.

“They saved your life, and all they get is a thanks?” Ned mocked. “Not even a crisp high five?”

Clynt rushed over to hop on the ramp that Jackson had dropped only halfway, and I followed quickly. The best thing we could do now was clear a space so that the cargo ship could escape. Also, and not for nothing, we had to get off this ship before it exploded.

I heaved myself up off the ground, gripping the ramp with my fingertips and then pulling myself aboard. As soon as I was, I felt the ramp beneath me activate and begin to settle back into the Buzzard.

When we arrived at the cockpit, I threw myself in the copilot's chair.

“You guys mind if I fly?” Ned asked.

I smirked. “I thought you'd never ask.”

“Works better for me,” Jackson said, and the two of us pulled up on the releases, our chairs rocketing down the hallway and sliding us into the gun bays.

“Woohoo,” Clynt cheered as Ned threw the Buzzard back out from the port and into the action.

I gripped the controls for the micromissile cannon and started looking for enemies.

They were everywhere.

“Stay close to the cargo ship,” I said.

Ned chuckled. “Way ahead of you.”

He dropped the Buzzard under the cargo ship that was just starting to pull back from the H.H. Watson. As he hurdled around from the underbelly of the massive transport, one of the Cultist ships was right in front of us, but before either Jackson or I had a chance to open fire, he used the front cannons to tear it apart.

Ned swept us around and rolled us in the direction of a medium-sized gunship. Their cannons turned to face us, but when the pulse blasted forward into space, Ned jumped right out of the way and then laid down a stream of missiles directly into its cockpit.

Here and there, I would fire quick bursts at a craft coming in close to try and disable the cargo ship, but before I could do any serious damage, Ned would pull us around and blast them out of space.

He was a man on a mission.

The space around the Watson began to pull, and I felt Ned activate the secondary thrusters as the gigantic ship prepared to Tidal.

Clynt spoke into the comms in a halting whisper. “And here we go.”

At the last word, and before it could disappear into its gyre tube, the ship that Twain had been using to experiment on and create his horrifying zombies began to burst as its fuel ignited. Then the oxygen. And within a moment, the entire thing was completely torn apart.

The only problem was that, when the Watson was destroyed, the ships that had been acting in its defense immediately all turned their attention to the cargo vessel. And, believing that they had accomplished their goal, Admiral Huang Tidaled the Boot of Justice away.

The fight became a lot less fair.

“Ned, any word from Cassiopeia?” I asked

He answered right away. “The Tidal Drive is almost primed.”

I swiveled and opened fire on a sparrow-class enemy ship that was coming up hot on my heels. “Almost primed is pretty vague,” I said, seeing three more ships coming at us in tight formation.

Both Jackson and I sent several bursts into the three pursuers, but they dodged the shots with ease and returned fire. Ned was able to evade one of the streams, but a few exploded against our shields in a spectacular burst.

“Try not to get us killed,” I said, but he didn’t have to retort. As he flipped the ship, I realized that the other burst had crashed against the cargo ship, and Ned had used our shields to block more hits against the civilian ship.

Then, out of the corner of my eye, I saw a black ship highlighted with red streaking toward me.

“The Mortal Coil?” I asked in astonishment.

But before I even had time to realize that it was somehow back in the battle, it was opening fire. On me.

Ned got us out of the way of several of the shots while some of the others diminished what was left of our shields.

“Looks like your new pal Chester borrowed himself a ship,” Ned said, and I didn’t know which was worse: the enemy commander having commandeered the Inquisitorial ship, or if Francis, himself, had taken it. I had to think that either way, it wouldn't be good for me.

But the phoenix-class ship was coming back for another attack run, and I could tell from the angle that it was going to try and blast the cargo ship.

“Ned!” I shouted, urging him to hurry up and close the distance between us and the attacking phoenix.

All he answered was, “Watch this.”

As the Inquisitorial ship let forth its salvo, so did Ned, and he did something that I had never seen before. For every missile that streaked out from the front of the phoenix, Ned had one so perfectly aimed from the front of our ship that it detonated it in space. One after another after another, they were destroyed before they could reach the civilian vessel.

It was the most incredible show of marksmanship that I had ever seen and would only be possible for a computer.

Then I heard a sound that I loathed more than just about any other: the missile battery jamming.

The last few missiles streaked from the phoenix toward the fuel core of the cargo ship that already had a hole in its protective armoring.

In horror, I watched as the rockets stretched toward the gap, knowing that when they detonated, not only would we lose all of the civilians, but Sophia, Imogen, and Lara as well. I had recently watched several of my friends grapple with loss, and the idea of watching all of those souls perish was almost too much to bear, but I couldn't look away.

It felt like it took a year, though I knew it was but a fraction of a second.

My breath caught, and I watched the three projectiles… pass through space.

The cargo ship disappeared into its gyre tube just before being destroyed.

I spun my weapon immediately and opened fire in a constant stream on the phoenix ship. I wanted more than anything to see it destroyed, but it zipped away from me, and a moment later, I felt the Buzzard Tidal too.

I blinked, staring at the swishing blue outside the ship.

We had done it.

By the skin of our teeth, we had managed to get the civilians off of the Watson before they were lobotomized and destroyed Twain's ability to make more. We had killed John Gregory once and for all and crippled both the real and false Inquisitions.

I leaned back in my chair, thinking about all that we had accomplished and realizing that, while it had taken all of us to accomplish, there was one man without whom it would have been entirely impossible.

“Ned,” I said. “It doesn’t matter if it is your core programming or your new programming or your updates, you are one hell of a person, and I know that Captain William West, Hero of the Five Battles and Pilot of the Starblaster, would be proud of you. And so am I.”

After a long moment, he croaked, “Thank you.”


EPILOGUE


Alana Torg’an’s eyes shot open.

The warmth of the nearby brazier was fading, its embers all but a memory.

A light breeze caused the curtains to dance slowly beside her bed on the upper floor of the estate. Her Conecian eyes adjusted to the dark within a blink, allowing her to see in far more clarity at night than even a human who had spent their entire life in the mines.

A night jay fluttered in the tree a few meters from beyond her balcony, and as it did, she heard whoever was trying to sneak into her home take a single step.

They were good. Well-trained and well-practiced.

But Alana had not become a member of the Council of Six on her family name alone. As Mane had correctly pointed out to his friends, she had been one of the greatest bounty hunters of her generation. Though, in her mind, it still was her generation, and all these up-and-coming greats were nothing but young pups.

She didn't move, waiting to see what this person would do next.

Part of her wanted to believe that they were here to steal an heirloom or prove themselves to one of the guilds by taking one of her monogrammed pieces of paper off her desk, but she knew better than that.

Alana had spent the day setting all the pieces in place to close the noose around the trappers.

And now, they were obviously planning to repay her in kind.

The fact that the assassin was here tonight meant that there were leaks amidst her contacts, and some of her little birds were, in fact, songbirds for her enemies. This was good to know. It was important to expose the enemies within your ranks before trying to move on to the enemies without.

But in order to do that, she would have to survive whatever this was.

The wind picked up, causing some leaves on the patio below to rustle. Again, whoever was in her room took another step, masked nearly entirely by the ambient noise.

These trappers were so good. Their stealth was matched only by the most skilled Vekrass, and their ability to strike and escape was second to none.

Even the fact that this person had reached her room without her knowing was a testament to their skill. Had she enjoyed one more glass of wine with dinner or been in a slightly deeper sleep, she would be descending the Conecio Steps right now to join her ancestors.

But now that she had awakened, she had a choice to make.

Would she say something and possibly give this assassin a chance to escape? Would she wait until they got close enough to attack and risk a nick from a poison blade? Or would she leap out of her bed and attack her attacker, trying to get the upper hand and hope for the best?

Every option had risks, and every option had the possibility to succeed.

But what had made Alana such an excellent hunter had been her decisiveness in the face of peril.

She had once faced down a pack of Andashi vipers and only survived because she made the choice to grab the first one she saw by the throat. That choice would have ended the lives of any number of people before or after her, but it had contributed to her greatness by making her legendarily brave.

Unfortunately, in later years, people had taken advantage of this fact, putting her in positions where she would have to be brave to keep up with her reputation and make choices that would otherwise not have benefited her. She wondered if this was one of those times. If this person was expecting her to leap out of bed and attack.

Perhaps the only reason that she had heard them at all is because they wanted her to, wanted her to wake up just enough to make a mistake. But as she was making these calculations, she also knew that the person was getting closer to her. Every moment she lay awake, pondering what to do next, was another moment she was losing her advantage.

Foolish or not, predictable or not, she leaned into her reputation and attacked.

Throwing the light blanket she had draped over her in the direction of the noise as she sprang up, she pulled out the knife whose handle always stuck ever so slightly out from under her mattress.

The shape under her blanket fell backward and thumped onto the ground.

She sprang forward, holding the blade horizontally and readying it for a throat.

The figure said something unintelligible at first before she realized it was her name. Pulling the blanket off, she saw… and smelled… Mane Malik.

“What are you doing in my house?” she demanded. “Speak now or die.”

He hiccupped, and she smelled all of the various concoctions he had imbibed throughout the evening before ending up on the floor in her room.

“I will not ask again, Drinky,” she said.

“I just came here to be safe,” he said, sounding sincerely frightened. “But when I saw your lights were off, I thought I would just lay on the floor so that I didn't bother you.”

She looked at his miserable face, seeing the bruising under his eye, the trickle of blood from his nose, and the fat lip.

“Who did this to you?” she demanded.

He shook his head, looking guilty and ashamed. “I didn't get a good look at them, but there were three. There would have to be if they expected to get one up on me.”

“Leave your measuring tape at home,” she snapped. “You know I'm never interested in that. What I am interested in is the facts.”

“Well, it started with me shopping for a new codpiece and catching the eye of one of the lovely young⁠—”

“Mane,” she seethed. “I will finish what they started if you don't skip ahead to when you left the bar and were ambushed.”

He pouted. “Well, that's pretty much the long and short of it. I had a few too many, and as I made my way back to my estate, cloaked figures jumped out of the shadows and attacked me at once.”

“Where was your apprentice?” Alana asked, though she knew it carried the tone of an accusation. “Shouldn't she have been by your side to ensure this kind of thing doesn't happen?”

“I wasn’t going to have her come with me on a date,” Mane said. “I mean, she might like to watch, but I haven't asked that yet.”

She stared at him for a long time. He was one hell of a good bounty hunter, but she couldn't tell if he was an actual idiot or stupid like a fox. Though, in a conversation like this, she tended to believe it was the former.

“And did they say anything?” she asked.

He shrugged. “They just told me that I should stick to bounty hunting. I know it’s because I have ambitions to sit on the Council of Six.”

She knew that it had nothing to do with that, and the comment was a warning. A veiled threat. But this was a brazen act, even for the trappers. Attacking Zenobia in her office and then jumping a rank five in the street. These moves were unprecedented, and it made her think that there was far more to this story then she had initially thought.

She was happy to have brought Syn Kel Kal’s old apprentice into the fold, knowing that the young woman would undoubtedly have more insight into what happened than she even realized.

Alana knew that they were all connected, that there were threads here that she just couldn't see yet but that she would need to uncover. That is, if she survived long enough to do so.

They had killed a Falconer and attacked a hunter in one day. And she knew that they would stop at nothing until they finished whatever they were playing at.

“You should call an emergency meeting of the Council,” Mane said.

She shook her head, knowing better than that.

Instead, she walked over to her balcony to watch the sunrise over the city that she loved. The city that had made her everything that she was.

When she turned back to Mane, he had, in fact, fallen asleep on her floor. He was right about one thing: she would make sure he was safe here.

After descending her steps and dressing herself, she called one of the Purple Cloaks to stand guard by her front door and beckoned the other one to join her as she marched into town.

He did as instructed, falling into place just at her shoulder.

This early in the day, hardly anybody was awake, and she was able to cut through the estates and across the city in no time. She strode right up to the tavern where the statue of a nude man wrestling a bull welcomed all its guests.

“Purd!” she shouted the moment she stepped into the room. “Purd Pak!”

The man looked up from behind the bar and smiled from under his moustache.

“Alana Torg’an,” he said. “To what do I owe this unexpected pleasure?”

The way he smiled, like a shark, made it obvious in just a few words that he knew everything the trappers were doing.

She knew that she had to play this just right. In an instant, she had gone from wanting a fight to wanting to outmaneuver him. She had loved bounty hunting but enjoyed politics nearly as much.

“I just wanted to remind you that we have our Consular Questioning later this morning,” she said with a false smile plastered on her face.

He met her smile with one of his own. And then drained a shot glass of gold liquid down his throat. “I’m getting geared up for it as we speak,” he said. “Can I offer you some breakfast?”

He pointed to more of the glasses arranged on the bar.

“Certainly,” she said, studying his reaction. His face was deeply wrinkled, and his five o’clock shadow was threatening to break out into a beard at any moment. His wavy hair was slicked down against his scalp, and his scowl seemed to underlie every look he gave.

He slid a glass to her, and she shot it back.

“Why does it seem like every time we have one of these inquiries, one of your people is involved?” she asked, staring at his face and waiting for his reaction.

But he just shrugged as though it was nothing. “The trappers are good at what they do, and when that much money changes hands, people are bound to be jealous. That’s where all of this stems from. Didn’t you take on the hunter who cried to the Council about this?

She hated the way he characterized everything.

“I took on two new hunters today,” she answered evasively. “Since I didn’t make all of that trapper money, I’m always happy for a little extra income.”

He snorted a laugh and then looked past her out the door where another Purple Cloak was waiting. “I expect that’s for you,” he said, and she turned to see the new guard beckoning to her.

“See you in a bit,” she said, setting her glass down and then marching from the bar more determined than ever.

“What is it?” she demanded of the Purple Cloak.

The guard looked her right in the eye as he said, “The other Council members are being informed as well. Falconer Roan was found dead in her cell of an apparent self-inflicted injury.”

Alana felt as though her head was going to burst off her shoulders, and when she turned to look at Purd, he was raising a glass.
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