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Blurb

The Lumari Collective stands on the verge of chaos. After a prominent member of their society aided a violent mob, security personnel works to undo his efforts. They turn to the humans caught in the middle, Carson Flint and Nell Brooks, outsiders who might provide an edge against the terrorists. But time is running out, and plans are in motion which may bring the entire civilization to its knees before it can be saved.

Meanwhile, the settlement of Castus finds itself in the midst of a civil war. Zeke Weston and his companions must contend with criminals, armed miners, and a man bent on conquering the whole planet in the name of his own ambition. With violence erupting everywhere, and betrayal at every turn, they may not survive long enough to restore peace to their tiny part of the Crossroads.
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​Chapter 1

​Metal cracked, complaining under strain from a massive impact. Power dropped a moment later, along with the localized connectivity for the cells in the magistrate building. Castus fell under attack again, this time from someone willing to straight drop a massive blast directly on one of the most important structures.

​The initial blast tossed Zeke off the bed onto the floor. The impact woke him up. He found himself staring at Rosie as her brow furrowed and she strained to stand. Landing on the metal panels left him feeling like he’d been beaten with a stick. He didn’t try to move, though his hindbrain shouted at him to leave the situation.

​Distant booms made the ground shake. The attackers must’ve been blasting resistance, or perhaps they went after ships at the port. Whatever their intention, they made a powerful entrance. Had they contacted the current powers that be? Did they make an offer before striking? And what happened to the orbital defenses?

​Those were pointless. If this vessel got through, then the Thortans would not have been stopped. Or even slowed down, in all seriousness. They’d been living under a notion of safety, a thought they might be able to rest easy with the additions put into their space. Hard way to find out otherwise.

​“What the hell?” Rosie muttered. “Did… did someone stun us? Are you kiddin’ me? I thought the bad guys were all outside!”

​“Tully,” Zeke replied. He finally pushed himself up to his knees. “The only reason we’re awake is someone hit the building.”

​“That why it sounds like someone’s crushin’ a can in here?” Rosie stood with hardly a groan. “Huh. The force field’s down.”

​“Is it?” Zeke got up, but his bones ached to the core. His knees creaked under the skin, as if he had no padding whatsoever. The sense of bone grinding on bone made his muscles go tense. He spoke through gritted teeth, “Ouch… son of a bitch, that hurt.”

​“I bet.” Rosie chuckled. “You should’ve gotten it when you didn’t expect it. I thought I was walkin’ toward allies. I barely remember the moment it happened, too. What a bastard! Why the hell would he betray us? I thought he and Nell were good friends. Then he supports that slippery pile o’ shit.”

​“Yeah, well, that’s the way of it.” Zeke stepped over to the door. He waved his hand through it to test the force field. “These things are normally under some kind of local power grid, right? Something in the immediate area?” He sighed. “Why am I asking you? It’s not like—”

​“Yes,” Rosie replied, “so that if the power goes out, prisoners don’t run amok. However, this building is old. And the generator in question is just down the hall. It probably got zapped in the explosion. All that said, we probably want to get out of here fast before it reboots and we’re trapped again.”

​“Shit!” Zeke hopped out, stumbling over a chunk of debris. “Whoa… be careful. There are all kinds of stuff out here.” The hallway was littered with bits of stone and ceiling. He noted there were several other people in the other cells as well, though none of them appeared to be conscious. “Looks like we’re going at this alone.”

​“Probably for the best.” Rosie stepped out. “We just need some guns. I have some words I’d like to share with Tully, and the trigger’s gonna add the punctuation.”

​“Did you seriously just say that? And what the hell? When did you become a terrifying force of ass kicking?”

​“Always?” Rosie shrugged.

​“Nope, didn’t get that before.” Zeke shook his head. “And, more to the point, I kinda thought you were an airhead. You didn’t do much about the Thortan attack as far as I know. Other than get Mooch to help crank that thing over when we needed a strong ox person to step up.”

​“Then I guess I did somethin’. And it hurts…” Rosie tapped her chest. “Right here, when you call me an airhead. Sheesh. I thought we were friends.” She turned away, walking deeper into the complex.

​“C’mon, that’s not what I meant!” Zeke hurried after her. “I wasn’t saying that like it was a bad thing. I meant… you know, the whole thing about the husbands, and the crazy stuff you bring up all the time, I just… it was… aw, shit. I’m sorry. That came out wrong, but I shouldn’t have said it.”

​“You’re fine. I know it’s a stressful situation and I often confuse people. That’s one of my best skills. Confusion. Misdirection. No one expects me, so I can pretty much do what I want when I want.”

​“Except at the governor’s place, right? I mean, you ran afoul some lady there… right?”

​Rosie shrugged. “Is now the time to be talkin’ about the past? When the future hangs in the balance?” She giggled. “Wow. That was deeper than I intended. Sorry about that. Gettin’ stunned, thrown in a cage, nearly crushed, and escapin’ makes me giddy. And a little dramatic, I suppose. You ready to save this place?”

​“Maybe.” Zeke hurried to catch up to her. “What exactly do you intend to do?” He sighed. “And I still can’t believe I’m asking you this when I was the one who fought in the war. Unless you did too… and you were some kind of… I don’t even know. Special forces? Or what? Curiosity is killing me.”

​“There are things that legitimately want to kill you here,” Rosie replied. “So let curiosity get in line.” They reached the end of the hallway. “Okay, if I recall, there’s a storage closet over this way. And they keep some guns in there. We might be able to arm ourselves there. I sincerely doubt our occupying asshole friends took them all.”

​“No,” Zeke said. “I get the impression they brought their own weapons. Tully might’ve locked them down, though.”

​“That guy.” Rosie spat as she took a right. “He couldn’t lock a bathroom stall door. And I’ll prove it before the morning. Providing it isn’t already. And if it is, then I guess I’ll have to settle for the midafternoon after sex snack time. Meaning I have no idea how long we were unconscious for.”

​“Yeah, me either.” Zeke looked all around. “Do you find it strange there are no people back here at all? Like… no one? Not even bodies? You’d think they’d have someone located at all the points guarding the place.”

​Rosie approached a door. It didn’t open right away, so she tapped a seemingly blank panel beside it. As that slid away, she turned to look at Zeke. “Why? You think the guys workin’ for Sanders are some kind of military elite? They’re a bunch of miners and prospectors with guns. Notice we didn’t get taken out by them.”

​“That’s a point.” Zeke frowned. “Still, Tully should’ve…”

​“He’s busy too. Keepin’ the others in line.” Rosie reached into the panel. She yanked on something three times before the door slid open. “Guy might’ve decided to hose out Nell, but he’s not a complete idiot. He doesn’t know Sanders. The promise might sound sweet, but there’s a good reason to be skeptical.”

​“Because Sanders wants to start over.”

​Rosie nodded. “I’m guessin’ that Tully plans on leavin’ when this is all over.” She stepped into the storage room. “Okay. Guns…” Five lockers lined the right wall. Crates stacked up on the left. “They’ll be stored in the place where these goons keep their clothes and stuff. Over here.” She started on the lockers.

​“If Tully’s going to leave…” Zeke leaned against the wall. He stretched the arm he landed on when he hit the floor earlier. “Huh. I guess he must’ve been thinking about it for a while. Long enough to make a fast choice when Sanders moved. I doubt he got the chance to escape before the attack though.”

​“Hard to say.” Rosie thrust a rifle into Zeke’s chest. He huffed as he grabbed it. “We might’ve been under for a while. And if that’s the case, we’ve got a road ahead of us. Because that means Sanders will have had time to solidify his hold on the settlement. And if not, then we’ve got the people who blasted the building to deal with too.”

​“I hate it when we get aggressors here. I wonder how often this shit happens to Castus.”

​“Two times is too many,” Rosie replied. She grabbed a rifle and checked it over, tapping the battery twice before heading toward the door. There, she stopped to gaze down the way. “So… here’s the deal. We can play this a couple ways. First, we can go straight lethal. They took us prisoner, so I wouldn’t feel bad about it.”

​“And the other is to stun them, right?”

​Rosie shrugged. “Yep. But here’s the argument for the former. We got people who hit this building with a freakin’ massive blast. While they didn’t hit it twice, they clearly meant to kill some folk. I’d say we should just plan to melt some faces. But that’s just me. I’ll defer to your preference on this one.”

​“So you want to know if I advocate killing people?”

​“Invaders,” Rosie corrected, “and a bunch of usurping pricks who had no qualms about shooting and hurting us.”

​“I mean… yes.” Zeke sighed. I don’t know what to do about it. These are people who might’ve had to live with otherwise. And some have families here. If we killed security personnel just following Tully’s orders, that won’t go over well. He paced. I don’t want this responsibility. This is the kind of thing Carson worried about in the past.

​“Clock’s tickin’,” Rosie said. “I don’t mean to rush you or anything, but I gotta set this gun before I head out of the room.”

​“Stun,” Zeke blurted. “If we need to kill them, we can always do it later.”

​“Alright.” Rosie tapped the side of her weapon. “Let’s just pray they didn’t bring any kinda real armor with ‘em.” She took a deep breath. “Now, time to get over this headache and put some assholes down. Watch the debris when you run. You don’t want to fall down out here. God knows how filthy those ceiling pieces are.”

​Then she darted away, running at a brisk pace back the way they came.

​“Wait!” Zeke grunted, then moved to catch up. What the hell? She’s like a damn ferret or something. Once she gets her head on something, she just goes for it. He didn’t catch up before she took the corner, so he picked up some speed. She’s going to get us both killed hauling ass like this.

​As if on cue, he came around the corner then tripped over the first bit of ceiling he encountered. It made him stumble until he struck the wall with his shoulder. There, he leaned hard in order to keep from falling, though his foot hurt like hell.

​I hope I didn’t break a damn toe or something. Zeke stumbled away, noting that Rosie nearly made it to the end of the hallway. He stepped over more chunks of stone and metal, making his way slowly along to avoid any other mishaps. She can take care of herself. Apparently, she’s a damn superhero.

​Rosie’s weapon went off three times. The sound made Zeke’s heart race. He picked up the pace again, cursing under his breath as he hopped over some of the larger obstacles. As he came up behind her, he slowed, looking down on three downed security officers… people he knew. Guys that came into the Bulwark for drinks.

​Zeke asked, “Did they even see you coming?”

​“They turned,” Rosie said, “when they heard me running up on them. I think they were confused.” She gestured ahead. The ceiling caved in, closing off much of the lobby. “We’ll have to find a way through or around that. The reception desk door might be the way. If we go through that, we can at least see how bad the lobby is.”

​“Did you find a way to map this place or something? How do you know so much about the area?”

​“First thing I did when I arrived. And everyone thought I was so cute, they took me on tours. Backstage too. Mooch let me in on every secret Shev’s got.”

​Pretty sure he doesn’t know that, Zeke thought. And Mooch probably forgot he did it. Wow. I wonder what we showed her.

​They moved over to the door. The power still seemed to be out, and the ground continued to shake every few moments, as if the bombardment continued. Zeke couldn’t imagine what they were even shooting at anymore, unless they intended to level the entire settlement.

​Might be the Thortans, though I can’t imagine they’d come back so soon. Particularly since we didn’t allow any to really escape! Which of those militia bastards would even send someone over here at this point? The governor supposedly made it clear to the various warlords that they’d lose access to the Crossroads if they pulled another stunt.

​Unless they don’t care about his threats. As far as Zeke knew, he didn’t have much to back up his word on his own. Not without all of the other leaders in the region standing behind him. They might’ve heard what he did and stepped away. Which leads us to the current problem. Anyone might be hitting this place. Internal, external, we’ve got a lot of enemies.

​“Door’s open.” Rosie whacked him on the arm, bringing him back to the moment. “You want to focus on the situation at hand? Daydreamin’ at a time like this will probably get us killed.”

​“I think I’m concussed,” Zeke muttered. “Or at least I am now.” He rubbed his arm. “Shouldn’t you slow your roll? Anyone could be out there. And if you don’t want to get shot again, I think we should be using a lot more caution. In fact, let me go first.” He shoved past her. “Let’s clear this like we’re proper—”

​A gunshot interrupted him, the blast flying right through the open doorway inches from his head. He slammed himself against the wall, his heart beating so fast he lost his breath.

​“Ouch.” Rosie clicked her tongue. “Like proper what, now?”

​“Shut up,” Zeke snapped. “How the hell was I supposed to know someone would aim at the door?”

​“I mean, it opened,” Rosie replied, “and anyone out there is probably worried about who might be on the other side. Like… we could be anyone, for God’s sake. I figured we might try shoutin’.” She grinned. “Or at least I do now that I know someone’s going to be trigger-happy just because a door opened.”

​“Uh huh.” Zeke rolled his eyes.

​“Hey!” Rosie shouted. “Why’re you shootin’ at people you ain’t even seen? That seems more than a little rude. Kinda stupid, actually!”

​A man started coughing in response.

​Rosie darted through, opening fire as she did. Zeke grunted, following her out. His eyes went wide as he stepped out into the other room. His pulse pounded in his ears. He stumbled over a mound of debris, an act which might’ve saved his life as a second shot whizzed by him. The brightness of the beam dazzled him as he shot back.

​Zeke’s attack wasn’t aimed. He threw some shots downrange in hopes he might suppress his opponent, get them to keep their head down. Continued coughing gave some indication of where they might be, but he couldn’t pinpoint it. Not in the larger space. One with a heavy dust cloud hanging in the air.

​Even through the haze, Zeke saw a dozen people littered about the area. Some were trapped under pieces of fallen ceiling, others remained in the open though they weren’t moving despite the shooting going on around them. He wondered how many might be dead already, killed from the concussion.

​Scorch marks on the collapsed debris to his right must’ve been the impact point for the attack. Two more shots breezed by him before he managed to get some cover behind the reception desk. Crouched, with his back against the wood, he tried to catch his breath. Instead, he started coughing like his opponent.

​“Slow down,” Rosie muttered beside him. He hadn’t even noticed her crouch nearby, let alone get close to him. “Keep your breathin’ shallow. We’ll get a window open soon enough.”

​“How…” Zeke struggled to speak while gagging on the scent. “How the hell are you…”

​“You know how Carson never talks about his time in the military? And you won’t tell anyone either?” Rosie smirked. “I think I’m going to play the same game for now. Anyway, we don’t have a choice. I think there’re two armed people out there. Probably hurt and afraid of what we’ll do to them.”

​“They should be,” Zeke rasped. “I can’t yell… give them a chance?”

​“Nah.” Rosie popped up, firing four times. She crouched again as a few shots hit their cover. “Ooh, that got their attention.”

​“Did you get one?”

​“I think so.” Rosie gestured to the end of the desk to their left. “You should move over there. See if you can get a good angle on them. I’ll draw their fire, you put one in their damn head. Regardless of what they’re wearin’, a stun shot to the face will knock just about anyone out, don’t you think?”

​“Yeah, yeah.” Zeke crawled toward his position. His chest burned from sucking in the dust on his first dash. “Give me another second!” he whispered. Pebbles on the floor dug into his bare hands. He winced, convinced he’d be a bleeding mess before he got to take a single shot. Sure enough, he noticed some streaks of blood where he pressed his hands.

​Shouldn’t have crawled, damn it! Zeke reached the position then glanced at his palms. A couple sharp stones poked out of his skin. He thought to dust them off, but forced himself to focus on the situation at hand. We have to clear this place. Then get outside before someone loops around to level this place properly.

​ “Go!” Rosie shouted.

​Zeke barely had a moment in his position before she popped up and opened fire. He leaned out, fighting to be patient. A flicker caught his eye as someone shot back. He pulled the trigger, and half a moment later, someone cried out. Their scream echoed off the half-collapsed ceiling.

​The shooting stopped.

​“One guy?” Rosie scoffed. “That’s it? Hey! Anyone still out there playing possum on us? Don’t embarrass yourself and give it up, huh?”

​No one took her up on the offer.

​“I’m switchin’ off of stun,” Rosie warned. “So if you decide to pop out, you’d better not miss! It’ll be seriously bad luck for you if you do.”

​“There aren’t more.” Zeke stood. “Just… let’s get outside, before…”

​A blast nearly took his face off. He flopped on the ground, landing on a small pile of rubble. Dozens of chunks bit into his back, drawing out an involuntary grunt. Some of the pain remained even as he arched to get away from the debris. Which meant it stuck in him, through his shirt.

​“God damn it!” Zeke shouted. “I… aw, son of a bitch.” He got to his knees, leaning on the cover in front of him as he drew several deep breaths. A form appeared above him. He flinched, preparing for the worst when Rosie spoke.

​“Got an apology?”

​“Whatever.”

​“No, seriously.” Rosie leaned back. “I told you there was another one. And boom. You almost died.”

​“Yeah, I get it, you’re amazing at this.” Zeke stood. “Help get the worst of these out of my damn back.”

​Rosie yanked a couple things free, each one making him wince and hiss in pain. “Oh, settle down. They’re on flesh wounds at best.”

​“I landed on them!” Zeke complained. “You think that’s something I can just shrug off? And you and I need to have a seriously long talk about your life. Cause I’m confused as hell right now. Ouch!” The last one came free. It stung, but didn’t outright hurt anymore. “Christ in heaven, those were annoying.”

​“Outside then?” Rosie gestured. “There’s a hole we can crawl through.”

​“Great,” Zeke muttered, “more crawling. Yeah, lead the way.” He followed her for the exit. I hope we find some allies soon. Most of them should’ve been back at the Bulwark. We can rally there. Then fend off the people who decided to take some potshots at our buildings. Again.

​Providing they made it across the street without dying. That’ll be the trick.

***

​Liz Napier groaned. The moments before she fell unconscious, she’d been convinced she would die. Crushed to death as the building came down around her. Waking up filled her with panic. How badly had she been hurt? Why couldn’t she feel her legs? Where did the cold breeze come from? Was she already dead?

​These questions flooded through her brain before she could stir or flex a muscle. Remain still. There were plenty of reasons not to move. First, she had no idea if she might cause more harm to herself. Second, her enemies might have avoided being hit by the ceiling. They could be waiting for any movement to take a shot at it.

​Am I still alone? Liz couldn’t remember any specifics about her last few moments. Someone held a gun on them. Gustav took a shot from… from Sanders. Or one of his men, she couldn’t recall specifically. As far as she knew, he’d died from the blast too. If that didn’t get him, he may have died when the roof came down on us.

​More reason for dread to grip her heart. If they had no compunction about killing someone like Gustav, they likely planned to do the same to her and anyone else willing to stand up to them. That meant Zeke and Rosie might already be gone as well. Perhaps Mooch and Shev. Many of his people included.

​Muffled voices shouted nearby. Men in a state of panic. The floor vibrated beneath her, each time accompanied by a deep, resonating boom. Some kind of violence continued far away from the administration building. Loud enough to suggest ship level weapons. Something big and powerful.

​Who is that? And why would they attack at the same time as Sanders made his move? What timing.

​“Hey!” A familiar voice shouted directly behind her. Liz didn’t move, but a heavy weight lifted from her. “You still alive?” Definitely a man. But she couldn’t place them. Not in her current state. “No time to wonder.” The person grabbed her, then hoisted her up and onto their shoulder. She huffed as she came down on them. “Good! You’re definitely alive then!”

​“I…” Liz struggled to say anymore. Her stomach was crushed into him. Mooch! “Hey! What… where… what’re you doing?”

​“We gotta get out of there,” Mooch said. “Relax. Well, don’t do that. There’re plenty of bad people out here so we should definitely be ready to fight as soon as you can. In fact, I’m taking you down an alley. And that sounds kind of creepy, but you know I’m decent so you shouldn’t worry and—”

​“Stop,” Liz muttered. “Please, I get the point. Who attacked us?”

​“I don’t know, but I get the impression it might have something to do with Mister Shev.”

​I love that he gives that guy’s name an honorific. Mister Shev. Jesus, this place can be so ridiculous.

​“Why?”

​“Dunno. We have a lot of problems though and you don’t have time to rest.” Mooch flopped her on the ground. She huffed when she made contact. “I’ve got a gun for you and… wait, you’re not like… seriously injured, are you? Like your back or neck or anything? Cause that would be—”

​“Bad that you treated me like a rag doll?” Liz asked. “No, I think I’m fine.” She sat up. Her head spun for a moment, but she shook it off easily enough. “Okay. So what the hell is going on, Mooch? What hit the admin building? And where are they now? Do you have anyone else besides us?”

​“That’s a lot,” Mooch replied. “Um… we’re under attack. A starship blasted it on its way to the port. It dropped some other shots on our defenses then set down at the far end of town. Several firefights have broken out. Where they are specifically, I don’t know. And no, I only have you right now. To be honest, I was looking for Rosie.”

​Of course you were. Liz stood. He handed her a pistol. “Great. Is this all you have?”

​Mooch nodded. “I couldn’t get to our gear. It’s too close to the port and where all the bad guys are coming from.”

​“Right.” Liz stepped over to the edge of the building, risking a glance down the way. The Bulwark was still intact. No one hit it, despite the fact the outside Yule lights made it shimmer like a beacon in the dark. I can’t believe no one turned those off yet. Of course, the people inside weren’t exactly combat proficient.

​“Do you have a plan?” Mooch asked. “I sort of feel like I need to go back to the administration building to find Rosie. That’s where she went last I heard. We were going to do the vote or something.”

​“Don’t count on that,” Liz said. “Sanders stacked it. Turned on people. Shot Gustav. I don’t know if he’s alive even, though I think he might’ve died. Then there’s Zeke. I have no clue where he is either. We could be on our own here. Which… wait.” She understood what they needed to do. “Come on.” She headed away from the main strip, down the alley.

​“Hold on!” Mooch caught up. “Where are we going? I thought I just said we should find Rosie?”

​“No time,” Liz replied. “We need to get to the medical center right away. Check on Shev. Last I saw him, he was too hurt to do much. And if people are sweeping through this place, he might not make it if we don’t get him out of there.”

​“You really think someone would shoot someone in a bed?” Mooch shook his head. “That’s… diabolical. Which means horrible, by the way.”

​“Yeah,” Liz said. “Yes, it really does.” She reached the far end of the alley, pausing to look around the building. There was no one there. “Okay, they’re not sweeping behind the structures. We should have a straight shot to the infirmary. When we get there, watch your fire. We might have allies over there.”

​“So if they’re armed, we don’t immediately stun them, right?”

​“Uh… right.” Liz moved out. “At least not until you confirm they’re on someone else’s side.”

​“That’s kind of everyone,” Mooch said. “Anyone not with Shev, at least. Right?”

​“Do you think any of his people will make their way over there to protect him?”

​“If they’re around,” Mooch replied. “And if they haven’t been killed. And if they’ve been paid. And if…”

​“I get it. Just shoot first, ask questions later.” Liz rolled her eyes. How’d he make it through the initial attack on this place? They approached the rear entrance of the infirmary. Maybe it’s open. She hustled to the panel, then tapped it through times. The screen showed the symbol of a red lock. Damn.

​“Around the front?” Mooch offered. “I’ll lead the way.”

​I feel bad about this. Kind of. “Yeah,” Liz replied. “Go for it. I’ll be right behind you.”

​Mooch stepped away, holding his weapon out in front of him. Liz stepped just to his left, brushing her shoulder against the wall as she followed. The angle gave her some ability to cover him, though he took up a significant amount of the path. Anyone firing down at them would certainly hit him first.

​Though if they only shot once, he may well be able to take the hit without going down. Providing they were stunning people. It all depends on their purpose here. Prisoners, stealing, or some kind of strange revenge. Gunfire way off to the north side of the settlement didn’t sound like Thortan weapons though.

​Mooch reached the end. He didn’t slow down, didn’t glance around the corner, but instead kept walking as if there wasn’t anything to worry about. Liz jogged to keep up. He opened fire on someone, blasting a couple men standing outside the infirmary. They wore the uniform coveralls of the various miners.

​Sanders. Liz frowned. Were they guarding this? She stuffed her pistol into her pants, then grabbed one of their rifles. Switching it to stun, she had to hurry inside after Mooch. “Slow down!” She rasped. “You’re getting way too far ahead, and if you’re not careful, you’ll…”

​A blue flash dazzled her as someone shot directly ahead of them. Mooch huffed, taking two steps back as another shot hit him in the stomach. Liz fired back into the doorway, throwing three bolts their way. A woman cried out, falling forward so her head bounced off the metal floor.

​“Damn!” Liz turned to Mooch. “You okay? Are you…” He didn’t even take a knee as he shook his head. “What… did she actually hit you?”

​“Yes.” Mooch nodded. “I believe she struck me twice. And it really hurt.”

​“Did it?” Liz asked. “Because you should probably be unconscious after that… wow.”

​“I’m okay. My tongue…” Mooch stuck his tongue out, then tapped it three times. “It’s tingling. Like when I licked batteries as a kid.”

​“How is that not a remote surprise?” Liz shook her head. “Watch the door. Keep your weapon at the ready. I’m going to check on Shev. Shout if you see anyone coming, okay? I don’t want to be surprised.”

​“You won’t be.” Mooch moved over to the doorway. He leaned against the wall as he poked his head out to watch outside.

​Tough… and kind of insane. Rosie knows how to pick ‘em.

​Liz stepped into the private room where Shev had been earlier. There were bodies on the floor. At least three people, but the lights were out so she couldn’t get an exact number. Nor did she see anyone on the bed. Taking a knee, she checked the pulse of one of the bodies. The man was dead.

​“Hey,” Liz muttered, “Shev, can you hear me? Are you awake?” As she stood, someone punched her in the face. She reeled backward, stumbling over an arm. Mooch caught her, helping her to remain standing. “What the hell?”

​“Liz?” Shev asked. “That you?”

​“You punched me in the face!” Liz complained. “Why would you do that? We’re here to help you!”

​“I didn’t know!” Shev replied. “As far as I knew, someone was here to kill me! Again! Where’s Rosie?”

​“We don’t know,” Mooch said. “But someone attacked the colony just after Sanders made his move to claim Nell’s position.”

​“Fantastic.” Shev sighed.

​Liz asked, “You feeling okay to move?” She touched her chin where he punched her. It was tender enough to make her wince. That’s going to bruise for sure.

​“Mostly,” Shev said. “Whatever they did for me… it’s wearing off a bit. I don’t know that I can run, but I can certainly walk out of here. Do you have any idea who might be attacking us?”

​Mooch shook his head. “Afraid not. But they’ve landed at the port. Then they started fighting with people. Problem is we don’t know who to trust.”

​“Tully’s people,” Liz continued, “they turned on us. Went with Sanders.”

​“Fantastic. What’s that man thinking? He’s been loyal to Nell for years!”

​“Maybe,” Mooch said, “he thinks Nell took off. Maybe he doesn’t think it was an abduction.”

​“Speculation.” Shev waved his hand. “And it doesn’t matter. Where are we going?”

​“Bulwark,” Liz said. “That’s where Zeke would go or be if he’s okay. Plus, all our people are in there. It’ll be safer than wandering the streets waiting for someone with a gun to take a shot at us.”

​“Sounds good.” Shev nodded. He crouched to grab a weapon, groaning as he stood again. “This is going to be horrible, isn’t it?”

​“Already is,” Liz replied. “Let’s just go.” She looked at the bodies lying on the floor. “I don’t feel safe in this place.”


Chapter 2

​Priak’s eyes burned as he peeled them open. The lids felt sticky, clicking as he blinked to clean away the discomfort. Someone nearby sat on a chair. They chuckled as some kind of ridiculous music played over the small speaker of their personal device. They weren’t paying close attention to him, but they were present.

​Medical professional? Security? Who drew the terrible duty to sit with someone while they convalesced? Priak thought to ask, but some part of him screamed at him to remain quiet. It wouldn’t be a good idea to speak right now. Get a better notion of the situation. What’s happening around you.

​There was definitely only one person. And they hadn’t noticed him opening his eyes, either. Whatever kept their attention made them sloppy. Or they don’t care because they’re on my side. Why am I so paranoid? Priak couldn’t answer the question, but he trusted his instincts. This situation is bizarre. I’m in the infirmary, for the love of the saints!

​A fairly heavy sedation seemed to be wearing off. He’d felt it before during the war when he’d been shot. The wound he suffered at the abandoned factory must’ve been bad enough to put him under for a while. He tensed the muscles in his leg, checking the ankle. It was tender, but not agonizing.

​Good. They finished whatever they needed to do. Next, he flexed his wrists and biceps. He wasn’t bound to the bed. Sometimes, they strapped people down when they used sedatives. Just in case they got frisky and tried to stand up before they were well enough to do so.

​I feel like I can move. No numbness. No real pain. Something told him he was being held there. As a prisoner as well as patient. What did I do? I can’t remember anything ridiculous. Maybe something at the factory? I wish Astrana was here. She could at least shed some light on the situation.

​Even if she’d been the one to arrest him.

​Absurd. We were in that together. There’s no way I’d be arrested and she’d stay free. I don’t believe she’d betray me either. Priak glanced at the person sitting by his bed. The man wore a security uniform. He sat less than five feet away, easily within arm’s reach. Do I just attack him outright? Talk to him?

​Both notions had good and bad sides. If his instincts were correct, he needed to get out of there as quickly as possible. If not, then he’d be harming a fellow officer. Which would cause no end of trouble. Not to mention putting him in line to be checked out for some kind of mental trauma.

​Unless the man understands. A lot of strange stuff is going on around here. He might get my reason for being twitchy. Though knocking the poor guy out wouldn’t exactly endure him to the cause. Whatever that might be. Things started to get foggy when they finished fighting in the factory.

​Because of Orlana. Whatever he’s up to caused all of this. Dragging some outsider back here after an attack on the Queen was foolish. Priak didn’t believe a human had the influence over the Lumari culture to make such an attack. Not with our people. I don’t care what he did before he left this place.

​Someone out there, someone on the planet made the attack. The human was a distraction. He admitted that much. I wonder if Astrana has anything about it yet. He needed to talk to her. Catching this man unaware would be to my advantage… I could hit him right now, he wouldn’t suspect it.

​Or…

​Some things started to come back. A notion about the violence, the attack, even Orlana. They were fuzzy just then, but he felt like he had a better grasp of the situation than he suspected. Probably due to the sedative. Whatever they gave him brought on a great deal of confusion.

​“Hello,” Priak muttered the word. The person beside him nearly jumped out of their skin. They dropped their device on the floor. At least they were surprised by the moment. That meant they weren’t watching him too closely. “You okay?”

​“Me?” The young man’s voice cracked. “You… I didn’t think… that is to say, you weren’t supposed to…”

​“What?” Priak asked. “I heal quickly so I suppose the sedative didn’t last as long as expected.”

​“It must’ve run out…” As the man stood, Priak made out some more details. Pale, just under six feet with light brown hair and pale-green eyes. He ranked as one of the shorter members of their race. “And now… oh. Uh…” He bent to grab the fallen device. “It’s just… you weren’t… you know, and I was told…”

​“What?” Priak asked. “What specifically were you told?” He flexed his muscles, both arms and legs, ensuring he’d be able to move when he had to. Everything seemed to respond. My instincts might’ve been right. “Tell me what’s going on. And where is Garvin? Are you contact him now?”

​“I…” the young man looked at his device then back to Priak. “I don’t know? I mean, I was told to contact Magistrate Orlana if anything changed in your status. Though… he didn’t say anything about the potential for you to wake up.”

​“Contact my boss,” Priak said. “Not Orlana. Tell him what’s going on, and make sure…”

​An alarm went off overhead. The guard went for his weapon. Priak lunged forward, knocking it out of his hand as he rose from the bed. A connector to a cuff he hadn’t noticed broke free. That’s what they gave me the sedative through! They hadn’t planned on him waking up because they were supposed to keep him under.

​It must’ve run out… and this kid didn’t pay attention to the levels. Probably one of his directives, but he got bored.

​The guard threw a wild right hook. Priak blocked, slamming his knee in the man’s gut. He followed up with a quick jab to the face then went for the weapon on the floor. The young man didn’t recover until he found himself staring down the barrel of his own pistol. Frustration etched on his furrowed brow as he showed his hands.

​“Why’d they want me under?” Priak asked. “Tell me!”

​“I don’t know.”

​Probably true. Why would they tell him? “What’s going on? What’s with the alarm?”

​“I’ve been here for a while,” the young man replied. “I have no clue what’s happening other than the fact that the humans managed to get through the first trial without dying.”

​That happened. Priak cursed. Maybe something occurred when they transitioned back to a cell. That would make more sense than the other options. I have to get out of here. Find Garvin and Astrana. A more immediate concern popped in his head. And make sure the Queen is where she belongs.

​“I’m afraid,” Priak said, “that you’re going to have to take a nap now, kid. And we’re going to have a serious talk about who you take orders from when you wake up.”

​“Wait!” The young man waved his hands. “Please, I was only following orders from the person who said you’d been too hurt to continue your position! I wouldn’t have—”

​Priak stunned him. The boy fell to the floor, unconscious with little more than a huff. Sorry, but whatever they told you was wrong. If they had an inquiry, he probably would’ve held it against the kid. But his memories came back to him. He knew exactly what he needed to do and how to accomplish it.

​First, he needed to establish some order in the palace. Get his people in line and in position. Then, he could figure out what happened to Garvin and Astrana. That alarm worried him the most. It meant someone might move the Queen to a new location. Someone that he didn’t know, and would not likely tell him about the process.

​I have to move. Priak left the infirmary, taking a hard left. No one else was in the hallway, and he didn’t hear any activity nearby. Most of the guards are likely at the various entrances and exits. And probably protecting Her Majesty. Had she been watching the trials from her box, she may not even be at the palace though.

​There’s too much to do and not enough time for all of it. Priak broke into a run. His office wasn’t far away. He’d regroup there, gather his people, and take control. After that, things will fall back inline. Everything will work out as it’s supposed to. Most of the problems came down to Orlana. The man needed to be dealt with.

​But soon, it may not matter.

***

​Garvin huffed as his back slammed into a wall. He couldn’t believe Orlana had so much fight in him, nor the strength to get the upper hand even for a moment. They struggled against one another, each keeping the other’s weapon from pointing at something dangerous. It seemed they were evenly matched.

​I’m embarrassed. The thought drove him on, pushing him to root for some reserve of strength to push back. A straight contest of muscles didn’t seem to work his way, so he pivoted, allowing the sheer metal wall to work in his favor. As he shifted his left shoulder forward, Orlana’s weight made him slump against the wall.

​Garvin slammed his head into Orlana’s face twice. The second one seemed to daze them both, particularly as their grips loosened. The thought allowed Garvin to fight through the pain of his forehead, and his twitching muscles. He ripped his weapon hand free then jabbed the barrel into his opponent’s side.

​“No!” Orlana shouted. He dropped the gun. “Don’t fire on an unarmed man! At this distance—”

​“I’ll kill you?” Garvin asked. “Is that what concerns you? Maybe the fact you’re a treasonous pile of filth should be a greater worry. Turn around! Hands against the wall! Now!”

​Orlana complied. “You do not understand! I am in the right! I am in the right!”

​“Saying it twice won’t convince anyone,” Garvin said, “nor the fact that you’ve attacked a high-ranking member of the security forces. And saints know what else you’ve done. Oh, yes… abduction.” He slammed Orlana against the wall, then repositioned his weapon to aim at the back of the man’s neck. “Do not move or you will die.”

​“You may be the Supreme Commander of the security forces,” Orlana said, “but I’m a magistrate! One of the most important—”

​“Stow it,” Garvin interrupted. “I don’t care. Anyway, as soon as anyone gets here to find out what happened, you’ll be under arrest. And your title won’t mean anything. Did you do something to Astrana? How’d you convince people to attack her?”

​“People are loyal to the true power behind the throne.”

​“Then they wouldn’t be following you,” Garvin replied. “Priak too? You have the same opinion about him not following your grand scheme? Do tell me how much you’re on the right and we’re all in the wrong. When clearly there are more of us trying to uphold our laws and ways of life.”

​“We are suffering!” Orlana shouted. “Disunity! A lack of culture! Our society will not survive without strength! And we must be at the forefront of making that happen! Right now, the Queen does nothing. After the Lumari Collective suffered a dramatic loss because of those Thortan scum.”

​“And somehow,” Garvin said, “you think you’ve got the right idea? Capturing Commonwealth citizens? Forcing them to endure antiquated and sick games? If this is what our culture needs to survive, then we’ve already failed and we don’t deserve to continue. But I personally believe in something else.”

​“You and the others are stagnating!” Orlana slapped the wall. “Whatever you think or believe is irrelevant. Without drastic measures, we’re—”

​“Just stop.” Garvin tapped Orlana on the back of the head with the gun. “I’m not in the mood for more of your crazy. This is over. Even if your supposed ‘loyalists’ come through the door right now, I’ll still end your life. Some other mastermind will have to step in to make your dream a reality.”

​“There are plenty.”

​“I doubt it,” Garvin said. “Something tells me you don’t give people enough credit to let them in on your schemes. You’re the type of leader that only gives enough information to do a very specific task. Not complete it with any form of creativity or free thinking.”

​An alarm went off. Good. Someone will be here soon. Regardless of what side they’re on.

​“Must’ve heard the gunfire,” Garvin said. “And now it’s only a matter of time before this is over. Relax a little. I see you tensing your hands into fists. It won’t help anything.”

​“Your self-righteousness is disgusting,” Orlana spat. “Perhaps if you thought about something besides traditions for—”

​“Whoa.” Garvin nudged the man. “You have to be kidding. Did you just say I’m the tradition bound one? Me? The guy who stood against your ridiculous trial idea? Please tell me I heard you wrong. I seem to recall you saying we needed our traditional values back. And that it meant sacrificing those two poor bastards behind me.”

​Two groups entered from the left and right. They both stopped dead in their tracks, nearly toppling on one another. If the situation hadn’t been so dire, it might’ve been humorous, particularly the strained looks on their faces. All of them came armed with rifles, though they kept the barrels pointed toward the floor.

​“You know who I am,” Garvin announced. “And for those of you who are new or haven’t seen me in person, I am Supreme Commander Garvin Kalten. I answer directly to the Queen, and maintain responsibility for her security as well as that of the city. I am placing Magistrate Orlana here under arrest.”

​No one moved.

​“That’s the time for you to step forward to restrain this man for me, as I do not have any bindings available.” Garvin scowled. “One of you explain why you’re not performing your duties.”

​“Because,” Orlana muttered, “they’re loyal to me. They’re not sure what to do when they see you holding me like this. It probably confused them since we made it quite clear the old guard was done. The new… well, it doesn’t involve fools like Priak and you commanding anything.” He raised his voice. “Arrest this man!”

​Garvin sighed. “The fact he disrespected your decision making should be evidence alone that he’s not fit to give you orders. If you’re not aware of me, then you must know Priak. He’s not the sort of person who would treat you this way. We believe in those wearing the uniform. This man believes in nothing but himself.”

​“He’s interrupting the trials,” Orlana said, “and he intends to cause disunity within the Lumari Collective. If you do not arrest him, you condemn us all. Decide your next action at your own peril. I will not—”

​Garvin whacked Orlana on the back of the head, hard enough to make his body crumple to the floor. “You.” He pointed at the nearest security guard. “Secure this man.” He backed away. “And you over there.” He picked a different one. “Check the humans. Ensure they are unharmed then call ahead to the infirmary. We have much to do.”

​Still, none of them moved.

​“I’m growing impatient.” Garvin stood up straight. “If I have to repeat my order, every single one of you will be going on report for dereliction of duty. This is your last chance to make the right decision.” He looked between the two groups. “You have ten seconds to make up your minds. Surely, not all of you were seduced by this traitor.”

​The awkwardness increased as the tension became tangible. Garvin felt certain they’d turn on him. It was only a matter of time before they found the courage to aim their weapons in his direction, potentially taking him into custody instead of Orlana. He braced for it, though he prayed they had enough sense to do otherwise.

​Each of the men leveled their weapons. They spread into the room so they could form a line, all facing Garvin. He stiffened, steeling himself for what they decided to do next. As their barrels lifted, he inhaled to try again, another speech to get them back to the right side of the situation.

​One of the humans stirred, drawing their attention.

​Should I run? Garvin couldn’t believe he even considered it. Not to mention he had no idea where he’d go. That part of the complex wouldn’t exactly let out somewhere he could slip away. Everyone knew him. Well, if these fools do, then I suppose they’ve gone fully over to Orlana’s side.

​The weight of having to clean that mess up made him sick to his stomach. Trying to root them all out, hunt them down, give them a chance to change their ways or be imprisoned… it seemed like too much. Particularly after what happened to the Queen. He wondered how much Orlana had to do with the actual attack.

​All these thoughts went through his head while the soldiers around him decided who to point their weapons at. Him, Orlana, or the humans coming around after being stunned. Garvin lifted his chin, giving each of them a hard stare. He could tell they were uncomfortable under his gaze, though it didn’t seem to cow them enough to put the weapons down.

​Orlana groaned at his feet. The blow he took meant he wouldn’t be hopping up anytime soon, regardless of how tough he’d been during their little brawl. A solid hit with a weapon right to the crown may have led to a concussion. When the authorities arrested him, he’d find himself in the prison’s infirmary quickly enough.

​The weapons shifted toward Garvin.

​A voice boomed over the loudspeakers in the arena, reaching the tunnels where they stood.

​“Attention!” Priak shouted. “This is Commander Priak Redalla. All security personnel are to locate Magistrate Markell Orlana and place him under arrest. I want a report of any sighting of Supreme Commander Garvin Kalten as well. These two people are priority one. Each out to the command center with your reports.”

​Thank the saints. Garvin stood straight. “You heard the man. And now you know there’s a side to stand on here. Will you be with the Queen? Or this scum here?” He gestured at Orlana. “This will literally be your final chance to make up your mind. Priak will not be kind to those who disobey those orders.”

​“We’re with you!” One of them stepped forward. “Arrest the magistrate!”

​All at once, as if a light switched on, they sprung into action. Their paralysis ended as they hurried over to secure not only Orlana, but the humans as well. Once they were bound up, they turned back to Garvin, standing at attention. He felt his muscles loosen as tension fled his shoulders. But he wasn’t about to show them his relief.

​“Give me a comm.” Garvin held out his hand. “And one of you report in to the second. I need to speak with Priak immediately.” He snatched it away from the first person willing to approach. They flinched away as if he might bite their hand clean off. He scowled at them before dialing in the command center. “This is Garvin.”

​“Thank the saints!” Priak cried. “I worried when I woke up in the infirmary!”

​“What happened?”

​“I think they had me sedated,” Priak replied. “As in they were planning on keeping me that way. The guy they left didn’t pay attention and I woke up. Otherwise… well, I don’t want to think about it. Is Astrana with you?”

​“No, and I’m worried.” Garvin turned to look at the humans. “Orlana is. We’ve secured him, but we need to talk about the men responsible for it. And I’ve got the… contestants as well. Not sure what we’re going to do about them yet. But we have bigger problems with our own missing.”

​“Yes, I don’t know how deep this goes, but I’ve got the Queen secure for now. She’s… well, let’s say my men reported she’s not happy. She intended to address the crowd after the trial and we whisked her away before she could. So now we’ll have to deal with that.”

​“Something tells me she’ll calm down when she hears what we’ve got to say.” Garvin frowned. “I have a big concern. One that isn’t going to bode well for anyone. But we’ll talk about it later. Right now, get me some loyalists down here. Maybe even you. And get someone on finding Astrana.”

​“I’m on it, sir. I’ll see you soon. Oh… um… it’s good to hear your voice.”

​“You have no idea how much I agree.” Garvin handed off the comm again. “Everyone stays put. Lock down the area, guard the exits, and no one leaves. Do you understand me?”

​“We’re loyal, sir,” one of them said.

​It probably wasn’t a good idea to talk about that so openly. Garvin hadn’t thought much about the fact they could’ve just shot him and left. No one would have known which of them did it. I guess they have more integrity than I initially thought. Though they certainly seemed ready to aim at me.

​“This human.” One of the guards gestured. “He seems to be hurt badly, sir. In the leg.”

​“We’ll get him attention,” Garvin said, “once Priak gets here with the others. Until then, just remain quiet and keep a look out.” He’ll be fine until we’ve got backup to take care of this mess. He had no desire to bring in some medical professionals. They might insist on taking Orlana somewhere right away.

​And Garvin wanted that man in a secure facility. He wouldn’t be allowed to leave with just anyone. A trauma team would only leave when they had three people known to the command staff. Questionable sorts like the men in the hallway weren’t good enough. Nor were they to be remotely trusted.

​Come on, Priak. Garvin tapped his foot. The less time I’m down here alone, the better. It struck a nerve with him to know that Lumari soldiers stood all around him and he didn’t feel safe. Our culture has taken a blow. One that I think is going to cast a long shadow over our future.

​He wasn’t sure what to do to fix it, and he feared there would be far worse events before they could correct their course. But that was a problem for later. Just then, he had someone to account for. And prisoners to tuck away safely.

***

​Carson opened his eyes. A number of people stood around the room, most of them armed. He couldn’t move. Someone bound his hands in front of him, though they at least leaned him against the wall. Nell sat beside him, though he was still unconscious. His chin rested on his chest.

​Why did I wake up? Carson blinked hard several times in an effort to clear his vision. He focused on the man standing alone in the center of the room, a tall Lumari holding a pistol. Their eyes met, which drew the man’s attention. He came forward, crouching to be at the same level. Can’t wait to find out what this is about.

​“My name is Garvin.” The man’s English came with a thick accent. Not quite impossible to understand, but it was clear he didn’t use the language much. “It has been a long time since I’ve communicated with one of you Commonwealth people. You are a soldier, are you not? One of the military professionals of your culture?”

​“You don’t know?” Carson lifted a brow. “Because if not, then I’m not sure why you abducted me and my friend here. I’d think you’d find out everything about a couple guys before you dragged them away from their homes.”

​“That was not my doing.”

​“The people who did it looked a hell of a lot like you.”

​Garvin frowned. “I suspect you’re referring to the fact they were Lumari operatives.”

​Carson nodded.

​“Yes, well, that was a plan by our Magistrate Orlana. I am a Supreme Commander in charge of security for the Queen and the state of our prisoners here in Treyvant. Have you ever been here before?”

​“Nope.”

​“Choice? Or consequence?”

​“I have no idea what you mean by the second, but sure. I didn’t want to come.”

​Garvin’s lips tightened into a thin line. “The accusation that brought you here suggested a partnership with criminals to harm our ruler.”

​“I frankly don’t even know her name.” Carson lifted his shoulders. “And I have no ill will toward her regardless.”

​“Perhaps your friend.” Garvin gestured to Nell. “Who has worked here during the war.”

​“Ask him.” Carson narrowed his eyes. “If he wakes up. You guys put him through quite a lot.”

​“Yes, I’m aware of how troubling the trials can be.”

​“Troubling?” Carson chuckled. “I’m going to assume you just don’t know our language well if you’re using that word. Let’s say it’s a lot more than that, pal. Why you decided to run those back out is beyond me.”

​“We will have to discuss it later,” Garvin said. “Right now, are you injured?”

​“A little sore,” Carson replied. “He’s hurt.”

​“I will have both of you brought to an infirmary. We have a medical professional versed in the treatment of humans. After all, we have a number of your kind living amongst us.”

​“I’m sure they’re thrilled.”

​Garvin frowned. “I believe you employed sarcasm.”

​“You think?” Carson huffed. “Listen, I was just living my life when your goons came and collected us both. I didn’t know who they were or why they came. None of them said a damn word so of course, I defended my friend. Then, somehow, I got lumped into a group with him and dragged along.”

​“You’re lucky you weren’t killed.”

​“I mean… I guess so?” Carson rolled his eyes. “Only to be brought here and forced to play some ridiculous, lethal game.”

​“Many things were done incorrectly,” Garvin said. “And I’m going to correct them the best I can.”

​“I sense a but in your statement. But you know, I don’t care. You don’t have to talk to me anymore, pal. Not until I’m off the floor and my companion’s been given some medical treatment. Until then…” Carson shook his head. “I don’t see what we’ve got to say to one another.”

​“Perhaps you’ll feel better when you’ve had some rest.” Garvin stood. Another man entered the room across the way. “I need to speak with my associate. Please don’t try to resist or struggle. It will only cause you more problems. Escaping here would be a practical impossibility.”

​“I’m sure it would.” Carson watched him go. He nudged Nell, giving him a good thump with his elbow. “Hey, wake up, man. There’s a lot going on and now isn’t the time for you to rest.”

​“I…” Nell groaned. “My leg… my head… what the hell happened?”

​“Stuns,” Carson said. “Among other things. Do you know that guy over there?”

​Nell narrowed his eyes. “Which one? I see five or six.”

​“Are you talking about seeing double? Or can you genuinely not see the illustrious men talking by the doorway over there.”

​“I don’t know from here. My vision’s blurry. And I can barely think. What’s going on?”

​“He said his name’s Garvin.” Carson watched Nell. “Does that mean anything to you?”

​“Vaguely,” Nell said. “He may have been abroad during the war. Probably fighting with the Commonwealth far from here. So while I was present, I didn’t meet the man as far as I know. But then, there’s always the chance. After all, I attended many parties. Everyone wanted to be introduced to the high-ranking human.”

​“I still can’t believe you worked for these idiots.” Carson looked away. “I don’t think they’re going to let us go, despite the fact Orlana’s over there in chains too.”

​“Wait, what?” Nell looked all around before his eyes settled on Orlana. “Oh dear. That’s… probably a good sign.”

​“Probably?” Carson asked. “Don’t you think it must be considering he’s the reason we’re here? I’d like the opportunity to thank him for sending us through the maze. Maybe with a swift kick to the nuts. Seems appropriate, given what we went through.”

​“I’m concerned about the Lumari command,” Nell said. “They might be in a bad spot with the trials. Just because Orlana’s down, doesn’t mean they can just do an about face.”

​“What’s that mean?”

​“They’ve promised the people a spectacle. They may still have to deliver.”

​“Hold on.” Carson shook his head. “Because I’m not hearing you right. Are you suggesting that because we started the trials, no matter who happens to be in charge, they might have to go through with it?”

​“Yes.”

​“You’re a bundle of good news too.” Carson slumped against the wall. “It can only get a little worse, I suppose. Jesus Christ.”

​“How could it get worse?”

​“They might just execute us to save themselves the trouble.”

​“No.” Nell shook his head. “No, we have too much value for that.”

​“That’s why we’re stewing on the floor here while they… do whatever they’re doing over there. They haven’t even moved you to the infirmary and your leg’s swelling up like a grapefruit. I’d say they have some strange priorities.”

​“I think Orlana may have been toppled,” Nell said. “And if that’s true, then the other Lumari here have to find a way to make this okay with the Queen. Along with the other magistrates. Politics are at play here, Carson. If they play the game incorrectly, then it will impact far more than us.”

​“Funny thing,” Carson replied, “I don’t give two shits about anything but us. If they want to do the right thing, they need to let us go. Pretty much right now.”

​“They won’t. Even if that ultimately happens, they need to spin our presence here. Find a way for it to make sense.” Nell sighed. “To them, their people… and probably to the Commonwealth as well. If this gets out, what happened to you and me, it has the potential to cause trouble with home.”

​“I doubt it,” Carson said. “They aren’t going to get involved in another war without the beacons just because of us.”

​“You never know what will ignite the flames of war.”

​“Don’t be dramatic,” Carson replied. “There’s no way. I know how the political mind of the Commonwealth works. As long as they can sweep what happened under the rug and avoid the media from picking it up, we’ll be an afterthought. A footnote in a forgotten history report about some random flare of Lumari activity.”

​“Perhaps you’re right,” Nell said. “But smaller things have stirred up conflict in the past. And these people are itching for something to focus on.”

​“Maybe they could rebuild after the beacon failure.”

​“Not as glamorous as a fight.” Nell nodded. “But possible. Anyway… best be quiet for now. They’ll take us out of here soon enough. Then… then we’ll have the chance to find a way to be freed.”

​“You have a plan?”

​“Not remotely.”

​Carson sighed.

​“Do you?” Nell snapped.

​Carson mimicked him, “Not remotely.”

​“Then perhaps keep your criticism to yourself.”

​“Hey,” Carson glared at him, “I didn’t work here. I don’t know the area, the people, or the place. So how the hell would I have any form of an idea of what to do to get out of here? Besides, all of this is on you! We wouldn’t be here if not for whatever you did in the past to piss this guy off.”

​“I told you already…”

​“Yeah, yeah, I know. But it doesn’t seem to matter too much now since we’re in the thick of it.”

​“Then perhaps you should save your strength,” Nell said. “And start thinking of your own plan. I need more data before I can do anything. Particularly who might be in charge, how crazy they are, and what they need that we can provide. This may be something we can bargain about.”

​“Can’t wait to see how that works out.” Carson closed his eyes. “Until then, I think I’ll just sort of doze here. Wait for an opportunity. See what happens next.”

​“Please don’t attempt to escape,” Nell said. “That will only get us both killed.”

​“That depends on what they say,” Carson replied. “Like where they plan to take us, and how long they want to hold us. Because honestly, I’d prefer to die while trying to escape than end up in a Lumari holding cell for the next forty years.”

​“That’s an exaggeration.”

​“You’re right,” Carson said. “I’d like to think I’d survive prison for a long time, but I’m guessing it would take less than five years before someone killed me for being a Commonwealth soldier.”

​“That’s not what I meant!”

​“Doesn’t matter,” Carson replied. “That’s what I heard. And you know what? It’s time to be quiet now. Focus on who you’re going to talk to, because it isn’t me. I’ve checked out until further notice.”

​We need a plan B. Something that doesn’t involve relying on the goodwill of Lumari militants. Carson had no idea what that meant yet. Escaping the planet required far too many factors to fall into place. Everything from the means to travel through the city to a starship capable of hyperspace to leaving without automated defenses taking them down.

​Probably impossible without help. There must’ve been a criminal organization, some kind of underground they could find. But that seemed like a long shot. Especially since they probably made money from the trials going on. Just keep thinking. Something will come up. Don’t be impatient.

​Though he may not have a choice once the Lumari made up their minds.


Chapter 3

​ Shev had a fairly good idea about who attacked Castus. He didn’t think it would be so fast though. Someone must’ve tipped Zepha off about his son, either internally or from the freighter crew. Possibly even the captain, though the man had proven loyal for so many years, it was difficult to imagine.

​If he was right, if Zepha turned up to exact some revenge on him, then it was shocking he’d attack other parts of the settlement. Why not land properly then take up the grievance directly with the person responsible? Hurting others didn’t make any sense. It promised to draw the ire of the governor.

​He must still care about the authorities focusing on him. Considering his own criminal enterprise near the Lumari border, he had to play things close to the chest. The Collective liked to come down hard on pirates. They had obliterated more than one settlement for harboring them in the past. Which led to another worry.

​This might not be Zepha.

​The Lumari may have decided Castus housed enough criminals to warrant crossing the border to attack. Just because he hadn’t heard of such a thing didn’t mean it wasn’t possible. The semantics mattered to him. Why they were under attack might help him determine a way to stop the assault.

​“Hey.” Liz slapped him on the arm. “You present?”

​“Huh?” Shev glared at her. “Of course.”

​“Don’t say it that way,” Liz replied. “You were staring into space, barely paying attention to where you were walking. You gotta be with us if we’re going to make it to the Bulwark without incident.”

​“I’m not sure we should go there,” Shev said. “I feel like it might be a good idea to confront the people who have landed. See if we can’t initiate a conversation right now. Rather than try to hold out against them. Particularly if they take off to attack us again.”

​“And,” Mooch added, “we may find ourselves under attack from multiple opponents if they don’t all turn on each other. Tully, Sanders, and the newcomers.”

​Liz sighed. “Look, guys. I know we’ve got it rough, but we’re three people. You walk over there, and you might be committing suicide. They’re shooting people on sight. They attacked a populated building and brought down half the roof for no damn reason without warning. I’d say we need some backup behind us to make them talk.”

​Shev nodded. “Alright. I won’t argue. At least you’ve got a plan.” He turned to Mooch. “Are you ready?”

​Liz muttered, “Is he ready? Sheesh, a minute ago you were a space cadet.” She shook her head then leaned out to get a look down the street. “No one’s there. Let’s dash. We can make it. Run. Like… really run.” She pushed away from the wall then broke into a sprint toward the Bulwark.

​“You got this?” Mooch asked.

​“No.” Shev took a deep breath. “But I’ll do my best. Particularly as we don’t have a choice.”

​“I’ll take up the rear.” Mooch prepped his weapon. “And cover your initial departure. Go for it.”

​Shev trundled out, stumbling as he tried to run. He felt like a beast of burden, barely able to lift his feet much less make haste. A dust cloud formed around him as he shuffled along, though his ears twitched when he heard the sound of a weapon discharge somewhere off to his left, in the direction of the port.

​A blue light flashed some twenty feet ahead of him. Mooch opened fire behind Shev, just before he practically appeared beside him. His beefy hand slapped Shev on the back, taking a firm grip of his clothes before compelling him forward.

​The shooting continued even as Shev stumbled. He would’ve fallen if not for the bracing hand holding him up, half carrying him toward their destination. They neared the entrance, where Liz waved at them, shouting for them to hurry with some profanities mixed in. As if it would make them quicker.

​Mooch grunted. His grip loosened. Shev tore free, collapsing and rolling the last several feet into the doorway. He struggled to sit up, fighting through a sense of numbness in his legs and back.

​“No…” Shev muttered. “What…”

​Liz dragged him to his feet, straining as she pulled on him. “You need to lose some damn weight!” she complained. “Get inside!”

​“Mooch…”

​“I’ve got him.” Liz shoved him toward the door then turned away.

​Shev entered the Bulwark. It was dead silent with all the lights out. He didn’t see anyone, nor did he notice any movement either. Taking a couple steps inside, he realized he’d dropped his weapon in the fall. If Mooch had been shot… his shoulders slumped as he turned to watch the door.

​“Come on!” Liz shouted. She dragged Mooch into the lobby, then slapped the panel. The door sealed behind her. “Can you walk?”

​“Yes.” Mooch nodded.

​“Good. Take yourself to the nearest chair and have a seat. I’ll be with you both in a moment.” She headed off toward the bar, hustling through the room.

​“Were you shot?” Shev asked. He helped Mooch walk over to one of the tables. They both slumped into a chair. “I’m sorry… it’s my fault you were…”

​“That’s my job,” Mooch said. “And I’ll be fine. They’re stunning people. It’s not bad. I was able to shake it off.”

​Wow. Tough bastard. “Good.” Shev nodded. “I’m glad to hear that. Um… what’re we doing now?”

​“Waiting for backup.” Mooch slumped forward. He stretched his arms over the table then sat up again. “Oof, I hate the pins and needles feeling from being stunned. It’s horrible.”

​“I imagine.” Shev frowned. “Did you get a look at them? Were they in uniform or… or were they like us?”

​“I didn’t see.” Mooch turned to Liz. “Can I help you in some way?”

​“I’m fine,” Liz shouted. “Just making sure everyone here is okay. We’ve got a panic room where we send the employees during nonsense like this. I want to be sure they were able to get there rather than be attacked by Sanders or Tully.” She went quiet for a long moment. When she emerged, all the color drained from her face.

​“What’s wrong?” Shev asked. “Are they not there?”

​“No.” Liz shook her head.

​Shev waited for her to explain. When she didn’t, he waved his hand. “Where could they be?”

​“I don’t know.”

​“Well, let’s get on a comm. Find them that way.”

​“Gustav… now the rest of them. Zeke. Rosie.” Liz sat at the table with them. She pressed her hand against her forehead. “I don’t know what to do. If they’re dead… if they’re all dead, I have no idea… and Carson… still don’t even know where he ended up. Christ, how could everything fall apart like this?”

​“We’ll fix it.” Shev touched her elbow. “I promise.”

​“You don’t even know where your people are.” Liz stood. She tried to push the chair in but it fell over instead. She gave it a kick, sending it scattering across the floor toward the door. “We’re screwed. Mooch got shot. You’re recovering from wounds still. The backup I hoped for… gone.”

​“We’ll rally.” Shev stood. “And when we do, we’ll take Castus back. Again.”

​“Odd,” Mooch said. “That this happened again.”

​“It’s different,” Liz replied. “The last time, they came in hard. Full-on invasion. The militia wanted to make a point. What’s happening out there…” She pointed at the door. “That’s confusion. The people who showed up probably have no idea what to think about a bunch of miners wandering around with guns. Let alone the disorder they caused in the attack.”

​“And,” Mooch lifted his hand, “they attacked a man for no reason. I was running across the street when they shot me. They couldn’t tell who I was or what side I might’ve been on. That means we’re dealing with some psychopaths. Right?”

​“Possibly,” Shev said. “But I’m not going to cower here. Besides, they can hit this building easily enough if they wanted to. I might as well get to the bottom of this before they hurt anyone else.”

​“Stop.” Mooch stood. “They’re not going to listen. They shoot first, ask never.”

​“We’ll see about that.”

​Mooch turned to Liz. “Are you going to let him go out there?”

​“He might as well.” Liz shrugged. “I can’t think of anything else to do. Except maybe go back to the admin building. Find Rosie or Zeke. Check on Gustav. I… genuinely, I don’t know what else to do.”

​“Then it’s settled.” Shev headed to the door. “Stay here. Both of you.” He steeled himself. Mooch is right. I’m going to get shot the moment I step through that door. The door slid to the side. He held his breath, half expecting to be hit immediately. Instead, a cool breeze rushed over him. That’s a good first step.

​“Hello!” Shev shouted. “You out there, don’t shoot! I’d like to have a word with you! We can talk this through. You don’t have to hurt anyone else!” He waited, hoping for some response. When none came, he tried again. “Please, there are a lot of innocent people here who don’t need to suffer because—”

​“Shut it, old man!” A woman’s voice echoed from down the way. “You don’t have any right to talk about suffering.”

​I feel like I should know that person. Shev frowned. “If you’re telling me that, then you want to talk to me. Will you please not fire so we can have this conversation properly? I’ll step out. I’m unarmed.”

​“You’d better be!” She replied. “We’ll just have to see what happens if you come out.”

​Great. Shev nodded. “Then here I come!”

​Mooch grabbed his arm. Shev hadn’t even heard him approach. “Don’t.” The big man stared him in the face. “They sound like they’re going to hurt you.”

​“They might.” Shev nodded. “But considering what she just said, I suspect that’s the point.”

​“I don’t…”

​“Mooch.” Shev moved the man’s hand off of him. “Someone has to do something. I’ll make a point here.” He turned back to the door. “Now… let’s find out why they decided to be so violent.” Probably by letting them take it out on me.

***

​Zeke slumped through the hole, collapsing on the dusty path just outside the admin building. Rosie came down on top of him. Her weight made him groan. I should’ve let her go first. She didn’t move immediately either, choosing to recline on his back with her elbow jabbing into his neck.

​“Get off of me!” Zeke grumbled. “You’re pokey!”

​“Rude,” Rosie replied. She rolled off of him, then grabbed his arm. Before he could say anything, she dragged him to his feet. “There we go. You’re ready to go.”

​“Thanks.” Zeke coughed. “Let’s get back to the Bulwark. I need…” He looked at the blood covering his hands. “Medical attention first and foremost. Then we can get the others, maybe push back the…” Gunshots made him flinch. He shuffled toward the edge of the building, peering out. “They’re shooting at some people.”

​“Yeah,” Rosie said. “That’s what they seem to do. I don’t think they give a shit who they’re targeting either. You think this is just sport for them?”

​“I have no idea.” Zeke looked at his weapon. “I’m not sure what to do. I can’t see the people with the guns. They’re way down the street. We head out there, we’ll be the next on the menu.”

​“Maybe we cut around the whole place,” Rosie said, “then flank them.”

​“I guess that’s possible. Unless we find out there are dozens.”

​Rosie shrugged. “Who cares? We can kill at least five each. That leaves two deficit. I’m sure one of us can pick up the slack.”

​“I’d ask where you get your confidence,” Zeke said, “but apparently, you’re a superhero or something.”

​“I don’t like to brag.”

​“No,” Zeke replied, “that’s very true. And I’m stalling. We need to… wait.” He frowned as voices shouted outside. He was too far away to make out the words, but he recognized one of them. It was Shev. “What’s he doing?” He gestured. “I think he’s at the Bulwark.”

​“Wow. He must be feelin’ pretty good. When I left him at the infirmary, he wasn’t looking so hot. I wouldn’t have thought he’d make it out there for a while.”

​“Necessity and all that.” Zeke sighed. “What’s he doing? I think he’s coming outside.”

​“Maybe he’s tired of livin’. Though I didn’t think his wounds were that bad.” Rosie leaned out to look. “I kinda think we should join him. Don’t you think?”

​“Just… go out there?” Zeke snorted. “You gotta be kidding. If you’re right, then he’s on his own cause I sure as hell feel like living still.”

​“C’mon. We can’t let the man die out there.” Rosie slapped him on the back. “Let’s go. They can’t shoot us all.”

​“Why not?” Zeke rasped after her as she left. And she just marched out. What the hell? He kicked dirt. I can’t believe we’re doing this. Though he wasn’t sure why he was about to go. They can handle this on their own without me. But he’d never forgive himself if he didn’t stand with Rosie. Though at least I’ll have the chance to live with regret.

​Zeke moaned as he hustled after Rosie. When he caught up, he grabbed her arm. “Why didn’t we do the flank thing?”

​“No time.” Rosie gestured. “Look where he is.”

​Shev left the Bulwark alone. He got to the street, then turned toward the space port area with his hands lifted to his chest. Someone shouted at him again. Whatever they said compelled him to take a few steps forward before he turned around in a complete circle. Then he remained still.

​Rosie grabbed Zeke, dragging him near to the wall of the small storage facility to their left. It was dark there, though it seemed doubtful they hadn’t been seen. There didn’t appear to be any other people on the street, either. None of the civilians, no travelers, no security personnel, not even the armed miners.

​“Where is everyone?” Zeke whispered. “They can’t all be hiding inside, can they?”

​“I would be,” Rosie said. “Ya know. If I didn’t have obligations and shit.”

​“Oh. Right.” Zeke rolled his eyes. “You do know you’re completely insane, right?”

​“Kinda.” Rosie grinned. “But maybe not for long. You see ‘em out there?”

​Zeke narrowed his eyes, staring down the way. The only real light outside came from the Yule decorations on the Bulwark. Many of the towers were down. A fire burned well off to the left, probably a quarter mile. He figured it was one of the power relays. Despite that, he finally saw four figures moving toward them.

​I almost missed them. They were dressed in dark gray, carrying rifles. The outfits might’ve been uniforms, but they weren’t any military he knew about. Not the Thortans. That’s a small favor. At least we have new assholes giving us a hard time. Months had passed since they had trouble in Castus.

​Maybe Shev feels responsible. Zeke figured he must’ve done something to attract attention finally. Enough to bring violence down on them. Which would explain why he’s in the street. The guy’s a crook, but he’s not a complete monster. Not enough to ignore the plight of a lot of people being victimized over his activities.

​“You want to get over to him?” Zeke asked. “Take his side?”

​“No.” Rosie paused. They were standing under an awning, right near a window leading into one of the stores that sold travel goods for the miners and surveyors. Mostly, the people Sanders led. “We stay right here. This is close enough to get a good shot off when we need to. Because you know they’re going to beg to be shot.”

​“And how are we going to decide that?” Zeke asked. “Since we can’t hear a damn thing?”

​“Just watch the body language. It’ll tell us the right moment. I guarantee it.”

​“You think there are more than just them?”

​Rosie nodded. “Sure do. Probably dealing with other people in a quieter place. Like one of the boarding houses or the hangar. Somewhere they can have a firefight without us hearing about it. Though I think they blasted the admin building because they got a scan of all the weapons we had in there.”

​“Shit.” Zeke lifted his weapon. “You’re probably not wrong. Then they blasted a few other places…” He narrowed his eyes. A fire blazed down at the end of the street. Shev’s place. They hit the place with the guns and a criminal’s front. No wonder they haven’t shot him yet.

​Shev shouted, loud enough to be heard by all, “Is this about Zepha?”

​“Who the hell?” Zeke muttered. “Do you know that name?”

​“Some criminal,” Rosie said.

​Zeke blinked. “I used to be in the know about stuff.”

​“You gotta get your ear to the ground more.”

​“Why hasn’t this guy come up in the Bulwark before?”

​“Probably has,” Rosie said, “but only in passing. He doesn’t do charity work. And he’s too expensive for any refugee or traveler. In fact, he’s the kind of asshole that would steal the shirt off a person’s back, even if that’s the last thing they owned in the wide universe. No wonder Shev knows him.”

​“More than that!” The woman with the other three people called back. “He heard what you did.”

​“Then he didn’t hear the whole story,” Shev replied.

​“He’d like to.”

​“Why didn’t he come?” Shev asked. “You know he could’ve. I have an open door…”

​“Cut the crap.”

​Shev’s shoulders slumped. “You just said he’d like to hear the story.”

​“But that doesn’t mean he will,” the woman replied. “Nor did he imagine he’d get the truth, anyway. So we’re here.”

​“You’re telling me,” Shev said, “that after what happened to Zepha’s son, he sent a couple of lackeys to do his dirty work for him? That he didn’t want to come here to pull the trigger himself? Impossible.”

​“Maybe it’s not all about him!” she shouted. “Did you think about that, old man?”

​“Oh.” Shev nodded. “You’re related too.”

​“Sister,” she replied. “My name’s Irya. I was close to my older brother. When I found out what you did, I left right away. While my father grieved, I plotted how to get here, what to do, read about this shit hole on the way, and ensured I’d be ready to deal with any opposition. Turns out you were having a bad day without me.”

​Rosie chuckled. “I bet they were close.”

​“Uh… that’s just wrong.” Zeke motioned with the barrel of his weapon. “Look at her body language. See her shoulders tensing? She’s going to shoot him. I can practically guarantee it.”

​“That’s good enough for me.” Rosie lifted her weapon. Zeke flinched as she opened fire. Her first two shots took down the flanking members of Irya’s party.

​Shev dropped to the ground. Irya returned fire on them, backing away toward the edge of the Bulwark. Zeke blasted away at her, catching the ground in front of her, the wall to her left and narrowly missing her head. She made it to cover, moving out of his line of sight.

​“Did you miss her completely?” Rosie didn’t wait for a reply. She marched into the street, aiming at the final member of Irya’s group. They’d frozen during the fighting, not even lifting their weapon toward Shev as they stood there. They turned to her, visibly grimacing as she approached. “I guess you weren’t the fightin’ type.”

​“Rosie…” Zeke warned. “You’re on stun, right?”

​“Yep.” Rosie blasted them twice in the chest. They twitched all the way down to their back. “Hey! Irya! Why don’t you come out and finish this? I got a pistol. I’ll draw down with ya.”

​Irya called out, “You seem to have quite the advantage!”

​Shev stood, then stumbled over to lean on the wall. His skin was pale, dust clung to his sweat-soaked skin. He took several deep breaths, but didn’t say anything. Rosie had mentioned he was in the infirmary. Whatever happened to him there hadn’t finished. He probably needed to go back.

​“Here!” Rosie threw her rifle so it landed in the street where Irya could see it. “There ya go. Zeke’s takin’ Shev inside now. You don’t have to worry. It’s just the two of us.”

​“I don’t even know you!” Irya replied. “Why should I face you?”

​“You got a choice? You might have more friends causin’ trouble on the other side of the settlement, but you think they’ll get here in time if we all decide to rush you? Not likely.” Rosie clicked her tongue. “Besides, I don’t think you’re a coward. You hidin’ over there… it has to work your nerves, right?”

​“C’mon.” Zeke grabbed Shev’s arm, dragging him toward the Bulwark. The door opened as he approached.

​Liz stepped out. “Oh my God! Zeke! You’re alive!”

​“Surprisingly,” Zeke said. “Can you help me?”

​“Yeah, of course.” Liz took Shev’s other side. “What about Rosie?”

​“You won’t believe me, but she doesn’t need anyone’s help.” Zeke glanced over his shoulder. “Whatever she does, it’ll work out.”

​“Wait…” Shev wheezed. “You can’t… don’t let her…”

​“She’ll be fine,” Zeke said. “Trust me.”

​“No, I mean… don’t let her… kill… Irya.”

​“Why?” Liz asked. “She attacked the settlement. Blasted the—”

​“I know what she did,” Shev interrupted, “but if she dies, that’s both of Zepha’s children. He’s already angry about his son. If we take them both… you can imagine what he’ll do.”

​“I don’t know this guy,” Liz said.

​“Later,” Shev replied. “Please, Liz… just go out and make sure she lives.”

​“You got this?” Liz asked.

​Zeke nodded. “Yeah… do what you can.”

​“Thanks.” Liz hurried outside.

​“Right over here.” Zeke brought Shev to a table where Mooch sat. “Relax here. I’m getting you some water… both of you.” He went to the bar. Someone’s kids. He prepped two glasses. What the hell did Shev get us into? Though it might have worked out. Irya’s arrival interrupted a plot to usurp the admin position.

​Not that many of the others would give him a pass. Depending on how many of them got hurt or killed, Shev might end up in a cell before morning. Along with anyone who survived outside.

​At least until we do some kind of prisoner exchange. Zeke had no doubt that if Irya lived, she’d be going home to her father. Then she’ll try to find some other way to get vengeance for her brother. Such a stupid, circular path. But the future didn’t matter much until Liz resolved the action outside.

​Until then, Zeke figured he’d do his best to be a proper host inside. Without getting shot again.

***

​Liz rushed outside, pausing to take in the scene. Irya had yet to come out. Rosie remained in the street, hand resting on her pistol. No one else moved about the street still, though there appeared to be some kind of action near the port. Beside the fires, more gunshots rang out.

​Who the hell’s fighting over there? Liz hoped they could get everyone to calm down once Irya was dealt with. Either by stunning her or sending her packing. I need to de-escalate this situation in a hurry. She made her way to Rosie.

​“Hey,” Rosie said, “you come out to watch? Or—”

​“You can’t kill this woman,” Liz muttered. “Her father…”

​“Yeah, yeah, I know. Some old guy’s gonna get bent out of shape because his rambunctious kid came out of nowhere to cause trouble. Because they can do whatever they want but if they suffer the consequences of bitin’ off more than they can chew, then the potential victims gotta pay. I don’t buy that shit.”

​“Be that as it may,” Liz said, “if you do take her out, it’ll be worse for Shev.”

​“You hear that, Irya?” Rosie shouted. “No, you probably didn’t. But hey, the stakes just went down for you. Come out and draw down with me. You win, you get to do what you want. You lose, you just get stunned and I send you home to daddy so he can change your diaper. Prove you weren’t ready for the real deal.”

​“I won’t be intimidated,” Irya said. “I know you’re not alone out there.”

​“Liz won’t help,” Rosie replied. “I’ll stun her myself if it’ll prove it to you.”

​“Uh…” Liz glared at her. “I sure as hell will not be stunned.”

​“I’ll come out.” Irya stepped out from cover. She kept her hand on her holstered sidearm as she approached. “You think you’re faster than me?”

​“I know it,” Rosie said, “but the trick isn’t necessarily clearin’ the gun. It’s makin’ the shot. And if you stay where you’re at, then we got about the same chance of hittin’ one another. Especially from the hip.”

​“Then…” Irya squared off. “I guess we’re doing this.”

​“You’re both idiots,” Liz said. She moved away, back to the Bulwark wall. “Remember what I said!”

​Rosie nodded. “I won’t forget you called me an idiot. Don’t you worry.”

​Liz sighed.

​“When you go down,” Irya said, “Shev dies.”

​“We’ll see.” Rosie shrugged.

​“You don’t understand what he did!”

​“Pretty sure it don’t matter.”

​Irya huffed. “Because you don’t care about anyone.”

​“I surely do. Just not enough to murder someone who was just defendin’ themselves. And you can’t know otherwise. ‘Cause you haven’t asked a single question as far as I can tell. You’re just here to put the man down.” Rosie lowered her chin. “And that’s why you’re facing me right now.”

​“Then let’s do it.” Irya snarled. She went for the gun. Rosie drew first, blasting her target in the gut before her barrel cleared the holster.

​Irya’s eyes widened. She half stumbled back, then dropped onto her back. “I… how…”

​“I practice.” Rosie walked over then kicked Irya’s weapon away. “And you strike me as the type that requires friends to make a point. You gotta go solo if you want to make a real mark. Learn to take care of yourself. Pals should be a nice to have, not something that makes your goal real.”

​“But you…” Irya struggled, tensing her muscles. She tried to defy the stun, but it wasn’t going to happen. The panic in her face made it clear. “You’re just…”

​“Oh, you don’t know me well enough to say just about anything.” Rosie crouched beside her. “Anyway, you’re gonna get it good. We’ll turn you back over to someone. They won’t be so upset. Rest now. No point in fightin’. Not when I could just shoot you again to settle the deal.”

​Liz joined her as Irya finally succumbed. “You… are scary fast. What the hell, Rosie?”

​“I know, I know. I got plenty to tell you and Zeke and everyone else.” Rosie stood. “But right now, we’d better get her off the street. Then we need to make sure none of her friends get frisky. Which means we need to find out where the hell everyone is. I know they aren’t all captured. That’s not possible… right?”

​“At this point.” Liz shook her head. “I don’t know. They weren’t in the Bulwark panic room. We can lock her up inside though. We’ve got plenty of rooms that’ll work for it. Want me to grab her legs?”

​“We have her pals too.” Rosie gestured. “When they wake up, they’ll be cross. Grab some help.”

​“Alright.” Liz headed back inside. “Guys! We’ve got… well, I can’t believe I’m about to say this, but we have prisoners… that are all unconscious. Of course.”

​“Great.” Zeke frowned. “Mooch, you and I are up, I guess. Liz, secure some quarters for them, please. The evening isn’t over yet. We’ve got all those assholes fighting at the other end of the settlement. And where the hell are our people? If they’re in the cells, I didn’t see ‘em. Lots to account for tonight.”

​“And not much time,” Mooch replied. “We need to arm some people, get ourselves down to the port, see what’s happening.”

​“No!” Liz called. “No, we’ll use Irya to stop that fighting. They’re going to slow down when they find out we’ve got her. Just… get the people inside. I’ll raise them on comms. We can negotiate.” She turned to Shev. “Right?”

​“It’s the correct play,” Shev said. “And considering who she is… we have a lot of leverage. I’ll speak to them. I know their language. And we’ll make this work.”

​“Sounds good.” Zeke left with Mooch.

​Liz brought Shev one of their portable comms. “It’s attached to the command center right now. It’ll be over every loudspeaker in the settlement. If they want to stop fighting, they will.” Then, if Sanders survived, we have to deal with him. She had every intention of blasting him in the face when they met again.

​If not for his attempt to usurp control here, then for killing Gustav. Liz wasn’t entirely sure her friend had died, but she saw him go down. It didn’t look like a stun, though she couldn’t recall the color of the attack. Who would’ve known how much order Nell’s presence created?

​She owed him an apology for all the times she thought he was an idiot. Providing he came back.

***

​Shev leaned on the table as he engaged the comm. “Good evening.” He heard his voice boom through the settlement, echoing throughout the streets. “I know there’s unrest. I know there’s fighting. And I am partially to blame for some of it. My recent actions, a job that went poorly, have led to this moment. But this is not the way to address it.

​“Irya Vagyar has been captured. We’re holding her, and she will not be harmed. But all hostilities must end so we can speak with her father to resolve our issues. Continued hostilities will only lead to unwanted deaths. I know that those of you who arrived and bombed the admin building only truly wanted to kill me.

​“That’s not going to happen now. Not without losing your boss’s daughter in the process. So here’s the offer to you. You will be allowed to take your ship and depart, after we disable the weapons. When Zepha deems it time, he can come to collect the prisoners. They will be treated fairly and decently. Like guests.

​“Now for the threat. If you choose to fight, if you think you can take us, then I’m afraid Irya will die. I do not want to be the instrument of her end, and it isn’t necessary, however… we will kill her. Then you won’t be able to return home. Not without explaining how you failed to keep your leader’s child alive.

​“Consider why you are here. Perhaps you do not know, but Zepha lost his son. Do you think he’d like to lose her as well? Your response will be simple. Place your weapons on safe. And the combatants you face will also lay down their arms. You can speak with me, allow the technicians to disable your weapons temporarily, and you will go.

​“I will give you five minutes to comply. That should be ample time to respond. Otherwise…” Shev sighed. “You know what will happen.” He set the comm aside, staring at it in anticipation. It will take them a moment to soak it in. Then make the choice not to be stupid. Providing they think at all.

​“Do you think that’ll work?” Liz asked. “Threatening the girl?”

​Shev nodded.

​“And if they don’t comply?”

​“I’ll kill her,” Shev said. “Because they’ll kill us, anyway. Likely her too the way they’ll have to go about it. Frankly, I’d be doing her a favor rather than let her die from them bombing the place.” He met her gaze. “I’m not thrilled at this idea.”

​“You’re pretty cold about it.”

​“It’s just a matter of getting something done,” Shev replied. “And I won’t ask anyone else to do it. Though I’m fairly sure Mooch would, if I asked.”

​Liz snorted. “I’m glad you’ve got the decency not to put it on him.” She turned to the comm. “It might take more than five minutes to stop the fighting.”

​“That was for a sense of urgency,” Shev said. “If it takes a few extra minutes, that’s fine. But the point is, they need a time limit. You can’t let someone think too long about a good deal when it’s in front of them. Fear of missing out goes a long way.”

​“Fantastic. We’re using sales skills with a woman’s life.”

​“She did come here to kill me,” Shev pointed out. “I’m not feeling too badly about the prospect of putting a shot in her head. But I’ve already robbed Zepha once. Doing it again will certainly lead to a war.”

​“What the hell happened?” Liz sat with him. “What did you do that caused all this?”

​“Entered a bargain with a young fool,” Shev explained. “And it ended in tears. The kind that turn to blood.”

​“Only mildly cryptic. Thanks for that.”

​Shev shrugged. “The specifics don’t matter. Not as much as buying the chance to make it right. If that’s at all possible. I’ve never been a father. I can’t imagine how it will feel for him. Or what it might compel him to do. However, it pushed the boy’s sister to travel all the way here for revenge. If her father’s temper is half as potent…”

​“Then I get it.” Liz stood. “I’m going to help the others. Make sure our prisoners are secure.”

​“Do. It’ll be better to stay busy while waiting for their response.” Shev smiled. “Because the alternative will be terrible for everyone involved.”

​Liz left without a response, though her expression said plenty. There was a touch of fear, but mostly disgust. At what specifically, Shev didn’t know. Possibly all of it. Maybe the fact he’d killed Zepha’s son. Explaining the circumstances didn’t matter. Not until the father arrived for a proper conversation.

​Or a reckoning. Zepha might show up hotter than Irya. But at least the daughter’s presence meant he would not attack the settlement immediately. He had to negotiate. So while it annoyed Shev he had to deal with another Vagyar, her arrival may have saved more lives than any of them realized.

​All in the midst of an attempted coup. Castus rarely got to be exciting, but when something did happen, it tended to be wild. Maybe that’s why I stay. Even aggravation held appeal from time to time. And I’ll get to reunite with an old friend. Though he’ll most certainly be looking for blood in the process.

​The comm buzzed. Shev let it sit for another few moments. Might as well let them sweat. Or find a better boast if they’ve decided to reject my offer. He wondered if he had it in him to execute the girl in cold blood. It isn’t quite like that, considering she wanted to kill me. But she failed. And no longer represented a threat.

​If these fools decide to fight, it won’t matter if she lives or dies. Not to me, at least. Shev grabbed the comm. “I’m here.” He tilted his head, waiting for the reply. It took nearly thirty seconds before a voice piped through the line.

​“We accept your offer,” the man spat the words. “The fighting has ended on our side. Whatever you hear now is your own problem. With whatever else is happening in this dusty shit town.”

​“I appreciate your decision,” Shev replied. “And the technicians will assist you with the weapons shortly. You have my word about Irya. You can tell her father.” He set the comm down, wiping his forehead. Pain from his injuries along with stress, turned him into a soaking mess. We live for another few hours.

​Depending on what they had to do about Sanders, survival was not guaranteed.


Chapter 4

​Astrana came to with a start. She struggled against bindings holding her hands tightly together. They were secured to a belt around her waist as well, with a gag stuck in her mouth, touching the back of her throat. A bout of panic gripped her. She started to struggle, which made her choke, compounding her fear.

​Calm down! The voice in her head sounded like her original trainer. One that only briefly worked with her unit. If you don’t want to pass out or die when you vomit, you need to take a deep breath through the nose. Relax. Let your body go limp.

​She complied with the orders, closing her eyes to draw a deep breath through her nose. As she let it out, things calmed down. The discomfort in her mouth became an irritant rather than a serious concern. The panic remained on the edge of her consciousness, waiting to swoop in if she didn’t keep it at bay.

​Good. The voice continued, though she wished she could recall his name. But many things were fuzzy. The last few hours were gone. Now, assess the surroundings. Figure out where you are, and what happened to you before. This is your chance to understand if you’ve been abducted or taken prisoner by a lawful authority.

​The surface she rested on vibrated gently, like the deck of a shuttle. They were traveling, though it may have been in a starship for all she knew. Something told her the people holding her hadn’t taken her away from Treyvant though. Why, she couldn’t say. But it seemed accurate.

​Perhaps I’m to be used as some sort of leverage. Certainly not against Garvin. He barely knew her. I don’t know who benefits from my abduction. Wait… I remember. She’d sent information just before being stunned. The investigation into the factory, into what was happening… Orlana’s father!

​That’s the problem. I’ve probably been taken by his people. If they’re the ones holding me, then I’m in serious trouble. Astrana didn’t understand why they let her live. Making her body disappear wouldn’t have been difficult. The craft they were traveling in likely had the thruster capacity to vaporize her.

​Astrana wriggled her wrists. They used metal bindings, the magnetic kind used in the prison. This fact gave her some hope. If they were identical, then she had the means to deal with them. Everyone working the prison received an implant in their wrist. Pinching hard with her right hand would send an alternating current to the magnet, releasing the bonds.

​But doing so might give her away. She needed more information before she broke free. No one around her spoke though. Part of her wondered if they might have put her on an automated transport, one of the vehicles used to carry resources to the city from various parts of the planet.

​If so, then she’d arrive at a waystation eventually. The workers there would discover her, and she’d likely be freed. But such a thing might take hours. They might have only wanted me out of the way. Though again, killing me makes so much more sense. Not that she wasn’t grateful to be alive.

​The decision making here is odd. If Orlana’s involved, then what’s his game? Why does he care about taking a few more lives? Did he go after Priak? Or Garvin? The latter seemed far more difficult. The man only answered to the Queen, technically. A fact which made her wonder why he entertained the magistrate at all.

​They should be working for him. But they likely had to operate autonomously or he could force them to find people guilty when they weren’t. Of course, bringing out the trials meant he was doing his own version of a trial. No tribunal, no operative judges, just a ridiculous physical contest to entertain crowds of bloodthirsty fools.

​It wasn’t fair to judge the people harshly. They’d been whipped into a frenzy. The notion of the trial probably hadn’t occurred to the population in years. Many of the current generation hadn’t even seen one before. The novelty of it attracted them, along with the fact the participants came from the Commonwealth.

​Obsession with fashion didn’t take away from the rage of hating them over the war. They’d been a formidable opponent, even with the various other species working with the Lumari. Despite the Collective coming at the conflict from many creative angles, they still didn’t consistently counter the Commonwealth aggression.

​No one so much as stirred around her. The automated transport must’ve been the truth. The area she found herself in was dark. They likely crammed her into one of the holding bins, a big one because she had enough room to stretch out. She extended her legs slowly until her feet met resistance.

​A couple gentle taps proved it was metal. Okay. I think it’s time. Astrana pinched her hand, pressing her fingers down until her whole arm trembled. The device required a good ten seconds of consistent pressure before it engaged. Counting it off proved difficult. Impatience added to her panic. She twitched from the feeling of the gag at the back of her throat.

​Calm. Astrana closed her eyes, forcing herself to focus on the moments before the magnets disengaged. You’re almost free. The gag will be gone. Just breathe through your nose. You’re doing great. It barely helped. Her heart raced while her stomach tingled from a constant sense of anxiety. I’m going to be sick!

​That would be fatal and she knew it. It required all her will to hold back a growing need to purge. Her body seemed to think it might violently expel the thing in her mouth. Even the act of heaving might be enough to make her pass out, only to drown in her own filth. Another twenty seconds passed before she realized the bonds had disengaged.

​Wait… what? Astrana pulled her hands apart, then immediately clawed at her mouth. She strained to rip the gag free, particularly as her mind screamed at her to get it out. A brief moment of clarity suggested going at it from behind, untying it from the knot. Her fingers trembled as they fumbled around behind her head.

​It loosened. She spat out the course, semi-flexible material. It tumbled down her chest, landing beside her. Every instinct told her to cough, to expel the old saliva she hadn’t been able to swallow or spit out. But she fought it down, focusing instead on keeping herself calm. There might’ve still been someone there.

​Though they probably would’ve said something after her frenzy to remove the gag.

​Her attack came back to her. She remembered the people who shot her. They were dressed in security uniforms. She’d even tried to give them an order to stand down. Which meant they must have known about the implant. Unless they were imposters. Otherwise, they would’ve used something else.

​Astrana doubted she could’ve escaped even common rope. Which begged several questions. If her attackers had been part of the security forces, one or more of them may not have agreed with the directive to attack a superior officer. It stood to reason they may have given her an easy way out.

​Or pure incompetence led to them make a mistake.

​This speculation is a waste of time. I need to get out of this box, find my bearings, and report in.

​Astrana pressed at the sides of her confinement. The walls didn’t move, but the top rattled. The latch was likely on the outside, but she recognized the construction. It was a standard storage container, not sealed or anything. They tended to use them for tools, common devices that were rarely stolen.

​She’d inspected plenty of them in her time, though she never understood why they didn’t use the same sealable containers. One worker told her they didn’t want to go through the hassle of biometric locks all the time. Which she accepted back then and appreciated in her current predicament.

​Pawing around in the dark, she found the contact point where the crate latched close. She pressed on it, giving it a good shove. It didn’t come free. She shifted to her back, drawing her knees up to use her legs and back to push on it. That didn’t do the trick either. A couple good hits might do the trick.

​Astrana tried a couple kicks, but so far from the latch, it didn’t do any good. Leverage was part of the problem. She punched three times. Each blow hurt, but the last out made the latch complain, as if some part of it may have cracked. She switched to her left hand, punching four more times.

​The latch seemed to pop, but it didn’t open. Astrana shoved her knees against it again, using her hands at the same time. Nearly ten seconds of constant pushing made it fly open, breaking through whatever had it stuck. Wind crashed down on her, a stiff, cool breeze rushing over the open top transport.

​Stars filled the night sky, though dim lights on the transport provided some illumination nearby. Astrana rolled over then crept up to get a look over the edge of her transport. There were plenty of crates stacked higher than hers, which gave her a moment of both panic and relief.

​They could’ve put a bunch of things on top of her.

​How many of these have people in them? Astrana crawled out, steadying herself on the edge of the crate. Her knuckles bled, stinging as she flexed her hands. They didn’t seem too bad, certainly not enough to slow her down, so she made her way toward the control center of the vehicle.

​It proved to be a hover train, one attached to magnetic lines that weaved throughout the region. That meant they didn’t send her too far. The only places serviced by those vehicles happened to be relatively close to the city. The farthest reaches of the gravity lines tended to be a few hours away from the center of Treyvant.

​At least I’m not on another continent or out at sea. Another clue that suggested someone didn’t want her to go too far. The destination of this thing might tell me what they had in store. She arrived at the command center. The comm module had been removed, so someone believed she might get free.

​Or they didn’t inform anyone of my coming. But surely, they’ll have comms at the site. This is all very peculiar. Astrana tapped through the navigation computer. It showed where she was on the route from Treyvant. Three hours away, and less than thirty minutes from her destination near the mountains.

​The camp itself didn’t have a designation, though she figured it had to be mining. They’d been cultivating rare crystals there due to the geothermal heat. It converted rocks dug from the sea into raw materials which could then be used for power in their vehicles. The largest of them occupied their battleship reactors.

​Why would they send me to that place? Astrana leaned against the wall. There was no stopping it in the middle of the line, not without a comm module. Safety protocols required the craft to make its full trip to ensure it avoided a collision with another one on its way to the same place.

​Which means I’ve got… roughly twenty minutes to kill before I arrive. Astrana looked through the cargo manifest. There were two crates listed as unknown. Hers, and another much larger one. Did they throw a bunch of people in that one? Or is it some contraband they’re trying to smuggle out of the area?

​Astrana worked with the goods and transportation board for a while. She and her investigators caught people transporting a variety of illegal goods, including individuals intended for slave labor. The crates, even the one she’d been put in, suppressed scans. They had to be manually checked to determine what might be inside.

​That was before the automated vehicles took over. Back then, pilots fibbed their way through a variety of nonsensical excuses about why their manifests didn’t match. They also quickly distanced themselves from anything illegal. Often, they had reasonable alibis as well. Those people found work monitoring the new systems.

​Which didn’t nearly pay as well since they lost their kickbacks. One of them had to be monitoring that particular vehicle. When she started tapping at the screen, accessing the various systems, someone immediately knew. Had they been paid off to look the other way? Ignore it?

​Or were they reporting that someone tampered with it? Perhaps letting someone know she’d escape. There had to be cameras on the thing. Astrana looked around for them, but couldn’t find the ports where they’d be located. She waved her arms over her head then tapped her ear before gesturing to the computer.

​When no one spoke to her right away, she headed back out to the cargo area. The transport was more of a sled with the crates secured by magnetics. Fortunately, the implant only sent out a small pulse or it might’ve dislodged her from the whole vehicle. She weaved through several other bits of cargo before reaching the front.

​The wind slapped Astrana’s face, making it hard to keep her eyes open. She crouched, using her hand to fend off the worst of it while checking out the approaching landscape. The mountains grew larger with every passing moment. Way up ahead, a platform stuck out from the natural rock formations.

​Astrana couldn’t make out any people there. Not in the darkness. But a few lights gave her hope that it was at least civilized enough for some technology. She returned to the middle of the sled, slumping to the floor. She drew her knees up, leaning against one of the taller stacks of crate.

​A quick check proved her attackers took everything, including her ID. Fortunately, it wouldn’t allow them to do anything. The card itself was only for a visual check. Biometrics got people into secure systems. She didn’t have to worry about that part. Taking it only inconvenienced her.

​And it might act as some kind of warning to Garvin. Though Astrana had no idea what they might try to push on him. He didn’t seem like the type who would be moved by the loss of an agent, no matter how fond of them he might be. He can’t do much considering he’s responsible for guarding the Queen.

​Maybe they wanted to discredit her to him and others.

​Something started beeping in the command area. Astrana sighed as she stood. She made her way back to the computer, turning to the screen again. A message displayed, stating that the automatic docking procedure had failed. A moment later, it stated please slow down. Track ending.

​“Wait,” Astrana muttered. “This… it’s not going to stop?” She tapped at the screen again in an effort to take control. It remained locked. “No.” She tapped on it again. “No, no, no, c’mon. Wake up!” It refused to respond. Why the hell would they put me on this only to sabotage the transport?

​There were so many easier ways to dispose of someone. This is more than elaborate. It’s… obscene. Astrana checked the timer. The sled would arrive at the platform inside of eight minutes. The slowdown period needed to start five minutes earlier. There must be an emergency override. Something manual.

​Only a few of the sleds were brand-new, meaning they only came with automated features. Astrana’s had a cabin, so it had been refitted. That meant the old safety protocols had to be there somewhere. I wonder what they have in those crates. She dropped down to a knee, sliding her hands over the consoles looking for any crease that might indicate a panel.

​There wasn’t anything on the inside. Hurrying to the opposite side on the sled proper, she found what she was after. The hinges were on the outside, just to the right. She hit it with the heel of her hand several times along the opposite edge. It rattled, but didn’t come free. She stood, giving it two good kicks.

​It popped open. The wind grabbed it, slamming it open with a clatter. Astrana pressed her leg against it to keep it from closing then, bent to get a look inside. Wiring ran off from the control systems to various parts of the sled. She had no idea which one to mess with, so she grabbed a handful of them then yanked.

​Two good tugs broke several connections. Crates went flying in all directions, a couple coming dangerously close to the cabin. Astrana winced, dropping lower while holding her arm up to protect her head. Not that it would’ve saved her if one of the chunks of cargo came crashing down on her.

​An alarm went off in the command center. It was echoed by noises coming from up ahead, likely the docking area. If any people were there, they’d be warned to evacuate. While the hover sleds weren’t particularly dangerous in normal times, a reactor explosion might well be possible if it went off the tracks keeping it on course.

​When they tumbled and disrupted the crystals inside, they became nasty explosives. And that might just be enough to obliterate part of the facility there as well. Considering what they processed, the destruction might be bigger than she even thought. Was that the plan? Take care of energy production? Put my body in with the mess just for good measure?

​Astrana’s part of things felt overly dramatic, but attacking a production center made sense for terrorists willing to send someone after the Queen the way they had.

​Something popped beneath her, followed by a metallic clunk. The vessel lost altitude, at least several feet. Astrana scampered back into the control area, then pressed herself against the panel while grabbing hold. They’d removed the chairs long ago, but she was able to get a good enough grip to feel somewhat secure.

​Enough for the moment at least.

​The engines beneath her went from a pleasant, consistent hum to a quick thumping noise. All at once, they stopped. Astrana thought they might’ve burst or exploded, but instead, they simply quit. When that happened, the front of the sled dipped. She braced herself internally for impact.

​The nose made contact with the ground. Fortunately, it ground forward rather than flipped. The rest of the cargo flew clear of the unit, cast off into the wilderness around her. She figured the crash happened a few hundred yards from the platform. Enough that they wouldn’t have to deal with debris crashing down around them.

​Astrana held fast to the terminal, but it almost didn’t matter. The sled bucked as it bounced over the terrain. Finally, after a good two minutes of constant motion, it came to a halt. The rear slammed down, giving her one last jostle before going still. She wanted to take a moment to catch her breath. But there was no time.

​Most of the power ran out on the sled, though emergency systems worked off of battery. They beeped out a warning. It could only mean the reactor was unstable. Small as it was, when it blew, it would be more than enough to kill someone onboard. Astrana crawled to her feet, stumbling out of the cabin then to the edge of the sled.

​As she looked down, it looked like she had a good ten-foot drop. She’d forgotten the bottoms of the sleds contained a decent sized plate which they used to maintain distance from the tracks. She lowered herself down, clinging to the edge before dangling her legs. One last glance didn’t fill her with optimism. It still looked like a long drop.

​There wasn’t time to worry about it. She let go, bracing herself for the impact. When it came, she allowed herself to buckle, then rolled with the fall. This took her closer to the sled, and the platform towered above her. She got to her feet, scampering up the filthy dirt walls that had been formed by the groove.

​Bits of the hull had been torn clean, revealing power cables that sparked and sizzled. She wasn’t close to them, but each time they made sound, she flinched as if they’d catch her. By the time she reached the top of the depression, her clothes were saturated in filth. She rolled over the lip of the hole then got back to her feet.

​The waystation was only a couple hundred yards away, meaning it offered a moderate amount of safety. Astrana struggled to catch her breath. The scent of the freshly churned soil clung to the back of her throat. She coughed, spitting out grit that stuck to her teeth and tongue before moving away, starting at a jog.

​There’s no time to be slow. Astrana pushed herself. The terrain was fairly even. She felt confident to break into a sprint, but just as she picked up the pace, a large explosion resounded behind her. Yellow-orange light lit the landscape ahead of her and a shockwave swept her off her feet.

​She felt weightless for nearly twenty seconds before coming down hard on the grass. The unexpected landing knocked the wind out of her, but she rolled left and right as a precaution in case she’d caught fire. She didn’t feel any serious pain, other than the bludgeoning damage from landing hard.

​Patting at her ribs and arms proved nothing was broken. Astrana tried to settle in for a moment when a figure loomed over her.

​She rolled to her feet, throwing a quick punch to their head. The person took the blow to the face, then yelped as they fell to the ground.

​“Who are you?” Astrana descended on them. She grabbed the man by the shirt, drawing back to hit him again. “What’re you doing?”

​“I… came to check!” He seemed to be an older man, likely Garvin’s age. He wore a purple jumpsuit, one of the uniforms of the transportation division. “I… wanted to be sure… you were… well, any survivors… were okay.”

​Oh great. I’m a maniac attacking civilians now. Astrana’s shoulders slumped. She pulled him to his feet. “Please forgive me.” She nodded her head. “I was taken captive and thrown in a crate on that sled. Then it was going to be used to sabotage the facility. I’m sorry for hitting you.”

​“I think I understand.” He rubbed his cheek. “You’ve got a mean punch though. Who would want to do what you’re saying? Why would they attack this place?”

​“I don’t know,” Astrana said. “Is this used for fabricating power crystals?”

​He nodded.

​“Then they might want to disrupt your industry for some reason. I’m with the security forces. I don’t know why they put me on the vehicle, but I need a working comm. Do you have one? I’d like to get us some help.”

​“Back at the control center.” He jabbed a thumb over his shoulder. “And we can get you something… to help. You’ve got some serious bruising.”

​“Truth be told, I’d settle for a drink.” Astrana gestured. “Please… lead the way. We have a lot to do, and little time for it. If they attacked this industry, they might be after others. The security forces need to get into action, take care of all this as soon as possible.”

​“Understood.” He led the way. “I hope you’re okay. That didn’t look good. I saw the crash from the landing zone, and I’ve never seen anything like it. A cloud of dust went high into the air. Then it blew up! That was spectacular. Though I’m sure you were right there to be part of it. Probably wasn’t so amazing to you.”

​“It’s amazing I survived,” Astrana said. “I’ll leave it at that.” She looked over her shoulder. A blackened crater remained where the sled had been moments before. That’s incredible. I can’t believe I survived that. If it had detonated near the facility landing, the damage would’ve been catastrophic.

​Some of the cargo containers had been littered behind the sled’s path. Others were obliterated in the explosion. A team would be needed to clean up the area, a large one capable of combing it for any important goods or contaminants. But that wasn’t Astrana’s concern at the moment.

​She needed to get her people working on why it happened. And who might be responsible. It was oddly lucky I’d been abducted. The thought offset the indignity of being crammed in a box. I might’ve saved more than a few lives by waking up when I did. But had she remained unconscious, or been stuck a little longer…

​I’d be very dead right now. That motivated her to get back to work as quickly as possible.

***

​Garvin waited in his office for the Queen’s seneschal to let him know she was ready for a conversation. He wanted to brief her personally about Orlana. Priak already locked down the palace. Several sycophants had been expelled along with their hangers on. They made sure only authorized personnel remained.

​Priak made it known that the Queen was in a foul mood over the whole affair. Particularly the fact Orlana had been arrested. He let her know that the humans had been put in the palace cells as well, which irritated her further. Her point coming down to the fact no one should have been in the palace they couldn’t vouch for.

​Even prisoners.

​But Garvin needed them present to help make his case against Orlana. At least, eventually he would. One of the two men had been with the Lumari long enough to understand their traditions. He’d be able to navigate some of the social challenges. And he knew how to address the Queen.

​There were too many problems to contend with and not enough time. Bringing in loyalists helped. The men he encountered near the arena had been assigned to the prison as guards temporarily. Garvin’s people could watch them there, at least until they could be trusted again.

​The comm rang, which meant someone vetted the caller and put it through on priority. Garvin tapped the connection, leaning forward as he answered.

​“It’s Astrana.”

​Garvin let out a heavy breath, taking a considerable amount of tension with it. “Thank the saints. What happened to you? Where have you been? Are you injured?”

​“I’m mostly fine,” Astrana said. “I trust you received the information I sent about Orlana?”

​“I did and put it to good use.”

​“After I finished sending that, I was attacked by our own. When I woke, I was on a cargo sled heading to the outer district where power crystals are fabricated. Someone attempted to destroy the place and I guess they thought I might as well be there too.”

​“I’m guessing you stopped it from happening?”

​“I did,” Astrana said, “narrowly. Nearly died three times in the attempt. Listen, they took my ID and weapon. I don’t know the purpose. I’m waiting for a shuttle to come fetch me to bring me back to Treyvant, but we need a team out here to comb the area. Some of the cargo didn’t have entries in the manifest.”

​“What do you think might’ve been in them?”

​“Other people,” Astrana replied. “And while they might not be alive, we can at least infer what they’re up to by the positions and statuses of the victims.”

​“I see. That’ll be tragic.”

​“Could’ve been a lot worse if the sled exploded where it was supposed to.”

​“Yes, of course.” Garvin rested his head in his hand. “How long before you’re back? I want you to come directly to the palace. We have a number of interrogations to perform.”

​“Understood,” Astrana said, “another hour or so at this rate. The lockdown has caused some transportation challenges. I ordered all automated cargo sleds to be disabled. The tracks are offline. I have not heard whether or not they’re done yet, but I expect an update from the transportation division soon.”

​“Good. I was on the verge of declaring martial law. There’s a matter of dealing with the people. The civilians invested in the trials.” Garvin sighed. “I don’t know what to say about it yet. I’ve got some of our communication teams working on a message. But I have a bad feeling about what the Queen will say.”

​“Have you not spoken directly to her yet?”

​“No. But I will now that I’ve got something positive to tell her. Well done, by the way. And thank you for giving me a glimmer of good news from our team.”

​“I wish I could say it was intentional. I’m afraid I was fighting for my life and didn’t have much of a choice but to find a way. And even then, I still barely walked away. And then another bit of luck… the people at the platform proved to be on our side. Not that I doubted it too much given that they were the target.”

​“Are they helping to clean up the mess?”

​“Yes, and they’re taking it personally as well. Their own security teams have locked down the site. They won’t allow anyone to come in without authorization. And right now, that’s not possible to get without one of us letting them know the person is safe. They’ll keep it that way until further notice.”

​“Excellent,” Garvin said. “Keep that refinery safe. The last thing we need right now is to lose such a site. In fact, I’ll have some teams check the others right away. Just to be sure they’re safe.”

​“I was going to suggest that,” Astrana replied. “I have a feeling this might have been a coordinated effort. Whether they wanted to throw production into disarray or distract us from something again, I can’t say. But perhaps we need to speak with the human. Check Orlana’s story out with him.”

​“I don’t believe that man has anything to do with the attack here. It’s…” Garvin frowned. “Frankly, it’s ridiculous. Why would he, after all this time, attack the Queen? Especially since he left here of his own free will.”

​“Perhaps he was hired.”

​Garvin shook his head. “I don’t know. Yes, you’re right, we should talk to him. Just to ensure we’re covering all possibilities. However, the more important element right now is ensuring the city, the palace, and those resource hubs are safe. You see, this is why I believe our situation is far beyond the human.”

​“Because of the coordinated effort to bring down industry? Well, allegedly.”

​“Exactly.” Garvin cleared his throat. “Alright. I’ll see you in person soon. Come straight to the palace. I’ll have Priak waiting to get you into a room where you can clean up, change, and have a medical professional present.” A light flashed on his console, indicating the Queen was ready for him. “I need to go. Her Majesty is available.”

​“Not sure why she kept you waiting,” Astrana muttered. “You’d think this would be important enough for a faster briefing.”

​“She has other people breathing down her neck,” Garvin said. “There are politicians taking care of things like transportation. I’m sure she’s heard about what you’ve done already. I’m glad we were able to talk so I can speak to it. Then there’s… well, plenty. Anyway, I wouldn’t hold her accountable for it. I’ll see you soon.” He killed the connection.

​Alright, Your Majesty. Please be in a receptive mood.

​Garvin stood, stretching his arms over his head. He’d already switched to his best uniform the moment he entered the palace. A little formality promised to overcome anyone’s thought to question his authority. When he stepped out of the room, the guards at the door stood at attention, offering a crisp salute.

​We’ll be having more of that for the next few weeks. The environment had become casual over the past year. There hadn’t been any reason to enforce strict discipline. Not when things seemed to be working properly. Being lax allowed these plots to fester into action. Which reflects poorly on me.

​Garvin believed his people didn’t require constant attention to maintain their discipline and focus on their duty. How had Orlana, or his lackeys, managed to convince enough soldiers that things were bad enough to join them? That would be one of many questions asked by anyone capable of looking at the situation with hindsight.

​Particularly the politicians.

​The seneschal waited for him outside the Queen’s office. Istal generally preferred to take meetings in her parlor. She reserved the official room for when she wanted to express her displeasure without words. Not that Garvin needed the reminder. He’d already heard from three different people she was cross.

​“Please.” The seneschal bowed to him while gesturing to the door. “Enter. And be aware—”

​“Yeah,” Garvin interrupted, “I know.” He stepped through the door, pausing just inside to press his hand against his chest. “Your Majesty.” He bowed low. “Forgive the delay in this report and briefing. As you can imagine, I’ve been—”

​“Doing all manner of things,” Istra said. She stood at the window, staring out. Part of him wanted to tell her to move, though he couldn’t say much. The glass itself was reinforced along with an energy field covering it as well. It would take an orbital strike to cause appreciable damage. “You’ve much to speak to.”

​“Yes, Your Majesty. I have data to back up the actions I’ve taken. If you can just…” Garvin had yet to rise. Normally, the Queen would have let him leave the bow. Her attitude surprised him. “Perhaps you can tell me what your perspective on the situation is so I can better address your concerns.”

​“One of my magistrates decided to initiate an old tradition,” Istra said. “He riled up half the city. I went along with his plan because he painted a compelling argument for the people he intended to put through it. Not to mention the success of the event. Poll ratings have shown an increase in civic interest.”

​Because of a blood sport, but I suppose that’s not a problem. Garvin bit his tongue to keep quiet.

​“Then,” Istra continued, “you are taken out of the box by Orlana, and allegedly attacked. Now, I understand the transportation division has been ordered to cease delivery operations until another threat can be evaluated. I feel somewhat concerned that we are losing control of many things here, Supreme Commander.”

​“I can see why you would feel that way,” Garvin said. “But we are working diligently to restore services as quickly as possible. One of my own was abducted and placed on a sled that had been sabotaged. Someone is performing terrorists acts against our nation. I would see them captured and stopped.”

​“Of course you would. That is your position.” Istra grunted. “You may rise.” He complied. “But I have every official in the city sending in a variety of complaints. Some are concerned about rioting. Orlana made an audacious promise to complete the trials. He spoke to several outlets that pushed the narrative through the city.”

​“I’m aware.”

​“Oh, you are?” Istra slapped the wall. “Then I suppose you’ve got something more to say about it than acknowledging the issue.”

​“Right now…” Garvin sighed. “I don’t know if we can stop the trials.”

​“But if they are innocent,” Istra replied, “then we cannot force them to do something like that. Why did this happen at all?”

​Garvin’s eyes bulged. “Begging your pardon, Your Majesty, but you authorized it.” He held up a hand when she glared at him. “I’m not going to soften the truth. You made a decision to allow this to happen. When Orlana came to you, you believed him and you didn’t seek to verify before he initiated the plan.”

​“I suppose you find it satisfying, perhaps even vindicating to reprimand me.”

​“No.” Garvin shook his head. “I take no joy in it at all. But we have to face the fact you put those men in danger because you were seduced by the notion we might find some form of unity. A notion which may or may not have been necessary given all the facts. I presume you operated on some type of polling.”

​“Yes, of course. The concept that many people felt displaced or even outright marginalized after the war ended. They’re bitter about the Thortans, angry at the government for not finding a solution, struggling to understand how we’ve been forced to leave some of our colonies on their own.”

​“All valid concerns,” Garvin said, “none of which are solved by murdering people in a barbaric tradition.”

​Istra fumed.

​“I’m trying to find a way out of the situation,” Garvin added. “I’ll see what we can do about them. But we have a much bigger problem. The terrorists who are using all of this as a distraction are out there. We need to track them down and end this. More importantly though, they have officials on their side.”

​“Do you think Orlana’s one of them?”

​Garvin nodded. “I believe it, but I don’t have legitimate proof yet. Beyond the fact his father was responsible for the creation of the stim used by the man who came for your life. In other words…”

​“I get it,” Istra interrupted. “He might not be responsible for some of this nonsense, but he’s likely got something to do with the assassination attempt. Is that it?”

​“Pretty much, yes.”

​“If that’s the case…” Istra sat at the desk. “Why? The attack failed. Then he brings up the trials… something he must’ve been counting on for a while.”

​“My suspicion,” Garvin replied, “is that he wanted a contingency plan in case of failure. Something to distract everyone long enough for him to cover up the mess. But I’ll learn more when we perform a proper interrogation.”

​“Why haven’t you done so yet?”

​“Because I wanted to speak with you first. In the event that you felt he might still have some loyalty in him.”

​Istra snorted. “Of course not. Do whatever you must to extract the truth from Magistrate Orlana.” She practically spat out the title. “I want to know what he had in mind when this happened. I want all of his coconspirators. And I want to eventually speak to the humans to find out their take on everything.”

​“My brief conversation with them leads me to believe they are genuinely innocent.”

​“Be certain.” Istra gestured at the door. “I believe you have your orders and much to accomplish. I expect a report in three hours. From you personally. Also, send me a list of those people you trust the most for the protection of my person and the palace. I want their names, identities, and likenesses.”

​“Of course, Your Majesty.” Garvin bowed his head.

​“We have to stop making mistakes,” Istra said. “Myself included. I…” She looked down. “I’ve been easily manipulated, it seems. And I need to be better. For everyone. Our people specifically. It’s imperative for the continuity of our society that I do not falter again like this. I commit to be better.”

​“As do I, Your Majesty.” Garvin took a step back. “May I…”

​“Yes, you’re dismissed.” Istra stood again. She returned to the window as Garvin left.

​Now for some hard conversations. Orlana would have it the worst. The humans probably didn’t have a lot to worry about providing they told the truth. When they speak with the Queen, I need to know their stories. I can’t be blindsided by some revelation. They were being held in the palace cells under medical supervision.

​Once Astrana’s had a chance to clean up, we’ll take care of it. Just then, he needed to brief Priak on the situation, get the Queen the list of trustworthy guards, and double-check their security. The worst thing that could happen right now would be another attempt on her life. Even with the people in place, it wouldn’t go over well if someone got too close.


Chapter 5

​Carson paced the cell. He’d never been in a proper Lumari prison before. This one happened to be in their palace, and somehow was nicer than his first barracks after finishing training. The beds were luxurious, with proper pillows and blankets. It seemed no one thought they planned on killing themselves.

​Nell reclined on one of the beds, staring at the ceiling. He hadn’t done much since they were transferred there. Medics checked him, provided some kind of treatment, then left. Carson received the same scrutiny, though they seemed to decide he didn’t need anything done for his health.

​They were fed, given back the clothes they arrived with. Someone cleaned them as well. Then they were left alone. Enough that Carson figured he’d check out any weak points in their accommodations. Unfortunately, it seemed they did a good job of keeping the panels secured and any useful bits of tech outside the room.

​Carson tried to engage with the guards outside, but they didn’t even look in his direction. After half an hour of asking random questions, he gave up. The men might as well have been deaf they did such a good job of ignoring his inquiries. Though the same could be said of Nell.

​He never complained about the incessant attempts to communicate, didn’t sigh nor roll over. Carson began to wonder if the medics gave him something to keep him calm. The blank expression on Nell’s face offered some weight to the assumption. After two hours of remaining motionless, it became worrisome.

​“Hey.” Carson nudged the bed. “What’re you even doing over there, man? Meditating?”

​“Resting.”

​“With your eyes open,” Carson said. “And you haven’t so much as uttered a word for hours.”

​“What do you think I have to say?”

​“Anything?”

​Nell shook his head. “Nope.”

​“So what’re you thinking about, then?”

​“Our situation.”

​“And?”

​Nell sighed. “It’s hopeless.”

​“C’mon, I wouldn’t say that.”

​“Then you aren’t paying attention.”

​“Don’t,” Carson said. “You can’t give up like that.”

​“It’s not just here,” Nell replied. “But back home.”

​“What about it?”

​“I had a bad feeling about Sanders and Eames. We’ve been gone long enough for them to make a move. I don’t know if Tully is up to defying them. Or Liz. Or Zeke. Or Shev.” Nell smirked. “I suppose I lack faith in the people who are there in our stead. If you were there, if I’d been abducted alone, I wouldn’t be as worried.”

​“I’m flattered.”

​“Don’t be.” Nell finally looked at him. “You’re just too stubborn to take any of the nonsense they’d try to dish out.”

​“What do you think they’re going to do? Usurp your position? Governor Morris will have your back. I wouldn’t be surprised to find out he was looking for us right now.” Carson paused. “You know, thinking about it, I’m pretty sure Tully’s got you covered too. The guy’s always been solid in my view.”

​“Sanders,” Nell replied, “brings a compelling case with him. He’s got resources, drive, vision. I don’t have anything against the idea of cleaning up the planet. I just don’t have the know-how. Nor do I have the contacts to bring in companies willing to do it on the cheap. He has those things. And it brings hope.”

​“Because what?” Carson asked. “You think a bunch of people are gagging to move there?”

​“Once upon a time, Peldan was a paradise. Or so they say. Plenty of space, good resources, clean air. Then the war trashed it. I wasn’t there for it, but the governor mentioned it. Now, it’s the dusty bowl we enjoy. Though it did add some pretty solid mining because suddenly, no one minded the prospectors trashing regions.”

​Carson nodded. “Makes sense. They were already trashed. So wouldn’t the miners be against this?”

​“The majority of the resource gathering happens in the center of the continent. If they clean up the larger settlement areas, somehow… then they could bring back a major city. Plenty of industry, money. It might be something the governor’s behind so he can consolidate some power there.”

​“More civilians, more cash.” Carson shrugged. “Can’t argue. I guess it makes some sense. Still, I kinda like our isolated little patch of hellish heat and days you can’t even go out in.” He frowned. “Okay, maybe I don’t. Did we stop to think we should work with Sanders to make this happen?”

​“I never got around to talking to him about it.”

​“But you were kind of intimidated…”

​“Maybe.” Nell scowled as he turned to the door. “It didn’t matter. I should’ve done more. But I didn’t. So now… well, I hope we have the chance to do something about it. And our friends aren’t saddled with it.” He paused. “Someone’s coming.”

​Carson turned to the force field. A woman appeared, wearing one of the fancy light gray uniforms. He figured they would’ve gone with white if their complexions hadn’t been so light. It would’ve turned them into ghosts. He didn’t bother to stand up, despite her regal stance. She wore her blond hair slicked back, much like some of the officers he’d seen back home.

​“My name is Astrana,” she said. “We have much to discuss. My direct superior also wishes to have a conversation. The two of you are in the palace and I must explain to you, that if either of you attempts anything at all, you will be killed immediately. I do not mean to be so abrupt, but this is the truth.”

​“What would we try?” Carson asked. “In the middle of—”

​“Assassination,” Astrana interrupted. “Since it has already been attempted once, and that’s what your friend there stands accused of, I would not be flippant with me. Will the two of you give your word that you will comply with my orders? My superior would rather you not be bound by the hands if it isn’t necessary.”

​“Oh.” Carson shrugged. “I mean, you’ve got my word. I don’t have any intention of screwing around.” He stood. “And we’d like to get to the bottom of this anyway. Neither of us did anything to deserve your trials. Maybe we can straighten all that out.”

​“Perhaps,” Astrana replied. “There may be a way we can solve this issue together.” She tapped the panel. The force field dropped. “Please. Come with me.” She took a step back.

​“Who do you work for?” Nell asked. “Orlana?”

​“No, I’m afraid he has been detained as well.”

​That’s good news, Carson thought. That dude’s a lunatic. He stepped into the hallway. “So… you work for the other guy? What’s his name again?”

​“Garvin,” Astrana replied. She gestured to her left then started walking. “He’s the Supreme Commander in charge of palace security and the prisons. As you can imagine, he took it rather personally.”

​Nell asked, “The attack on the Queen?”

​Astrana nodded.

​“And they used a stim,” Nell said. “And the distraction.”

​“Yes.”

​“That’s how they decided it was my fault.” Nell snorted. “Because no one’s ever thought about doing those things before. Anyway, I guess Orlana’s word doesn’t mean as much now that he’s been arrested as well. Which begs the question why we’re not being let go with an apology. Maybe a ride home.”

​“Because things have become complicated,” Astrana said, “as I’m sure you’re aware. Situations like this are not as simple as performing…” She weighed her words. “I’m not as proficient in your language. Contrition. I believe that’s the word I’m looking for. We cannot merely do that and walk away.”

​“Why not?” Carson asked. “Given that it was your mistake to drag us here in the first place. Individuals can admit their faults. Countries can do the same damn thing. They do it all the time back home. It’s called exoneration.”

​“More’s at stake here,” Astrana replied. “Far more. But you’ll understand soon enough.”

​I’m sure I won’t give a shit about your nonsensical answers either. Carson bit back his indignity. There’s no point in giving her hell over this. She’s the messenger. Nell seemed unusually quiet though. I expected him to have more of an opinion about all of this. These charges were tailor made to him specifically.

​Which made Carson wonder how badly Nell behaved while working for the Lumari. Had he committed murders? Did he feel like this was just punishment for other crimes? They called it one thing, but he may have done enough bad to feel like he deserved to be there. His overall calmness suggested a certain acceptance that shouldn’t have been there.

​Not if he was innocent.

​Astrana led them into an office. A single desk sat across from the door. It lacked any decoration, and only had a few chairs. Definitely not someone’s personal space, but the man Carson saw back at the end of the trial waited for them. He stood before one of the chairs, hands clasped behind his back.

​“I’m Garvin, for a reminder.” He took a seat. “And we need your help.”

​Carson laughed, but sat down. Nell joined him on the left.

​Garvin lifted a brow. “You find something amusing?”

​“Damn right,” Carson said, “but where do you want me to start?”

​“You’ve been put through an ordeal,” Garvin replied. “So I don’t understand mirth.”

​Carson stared for a moment. “You just said you need our help.”

​“Yes…?” Garvin shrugged. “And?”

​“After what you’ve done?” Carson turned to Nell. “Do you want to tell him, or should I?”

​“What specifically?” Nell asked.

​“How humans respond to requests for aid after they’ve been wronged.” Carson looked back at Garvin. “I’ll give it to you. We don’t take it well. In fact, it’s insulting.”

​“Nevertheless…” Garvin showed him his hands. “I’m afraid we’re going to ask anyway. If you’ll indulge us.”

​“I don’t have a lot of choice,” Carson said, “so go ahead.”

​“As you can imagine, the trials have…” Garvin stared at the ceiling for a moment before continuing. “Put us in a difficult spot.”

​Carson said, “Because it exposed your culture for a bunch of bloodthirsty psychopaths.”

​Garvin’s left eye twitched. “More specifically, promises were made, and the people found them intriguing. They turned out in droves, and they believe there are more ahead. I can’t rightly put you through them, considering your innocence. So I have to find a way to do the next best thing.”

​“I’ve got it,” Carson replied. “Why not throw a huge party? A massive state dinner where you apologize to us through some kind of major broadcast. Invite everyone. Make it a huge deal. Lots of food, drink, etc. Get them super drunk or however you celebrate. Then, at the end, we’ll make a speech about how there are no hard feelings.”

​Astrana asked, “Would it be true?”

​“Hell no,” Carson said. “I’m going to be pissed off about this for the rest of my life. But I’ll lie. For the greater good of the Lumari Collective. Which… I never thought I’d say or care about. But there it is. That’s how I think you can handle your little dilemma. Which is your problem. One you can shove straight up your—”

​“What he means,” Nell jumped in, “is that we’re curious to hear your alternative. Since I doubt the state dinner is a possibility.”

​“It is not.” Garvin leaned forward. “We have a threat. The situation that brought you here may only be the initial part of a terrorist plot. One which could very well cripple the city, and this world. Which of course would have a cascading effect on our colonies. You…” He gestured to Nell, “know the situation.”

​“Sort of,” Nell replied. “I haven’t been here for a long time. And I’ve thought you even less. So, what do you have in mind?”

​“There are precious few people I can trust,” Garvin replied. “Those I can are busy watching the ones I can’t. I’m asking the two of you to assist Astrana here with closing the loop on this situation.”

​Carson scoffed. “How’s that help us at all? I’m not interested in doing some favor for you that’s just as dangerous as running your stupid trials.”

​“The thing is,” Garvin continued, “this is something you should want. Because it will buy quite a bit of goodwill with my people.”

​“Like I give a shit,” Carson replied. “You shouldn’t have dragged me here in the first place. Whatever’s going on here, that’s on you. Fix it alone. You’ve got a whole damn army. Why exactly do you think us getting involved is a good idea?”

​“Because,” Astrana said, “if you help us, then we can save face by not having you in the trials. You can be seen to help us deal with the real threat. And it will carry far more weight than us merely expressing our apologies while admitting Orlana was wrong. This gives everyone a chance to walk away with their heads high.”

​“And,” Garvin added as he turned to Nell, “you’ll be assisting civilians. The helpless as well as the strong. I know you care about some of them. You had ties to this community. I can’t imagine you want to see it fall to ruin and destruction. Not when you have the opportunity to make a difference.”

​“You’re not buying this,” Carson said. “Right?” He nudged Nell. “This is quality grade bullshit, and it’s not our problem.”

​“It is,” Nell replied. “Because they could just as easily let us finish out the trials.”

​“Which,” Garvin continued, “you’ll no doubt pull off successfully. Meaning you’ll be free anyway. But the choice is yours. The trials, or assist us. I’m afraid I don’t have a better option for you.”

​“I gotta get this straight.” Carson leaned forward. “You abducted us, brought us across the border, forced us to play some sick ass game your own people haven’t done in a long time all for a crime he didn’t commit.” He jabbed a thumb at Nell. “Then, when you have the chance to make it right, you can’t because… you’re afraid of your people?”

​Garvin smiled. “A reasonable way to break it down. You’re not incorrect. Orlana wanted to unify the people behind something. Show them a spectacle so they didn’t have to concentrate on the Thortan betrayal. While it may or may not have worked, they did become enthusiastic about the trials.”

​“But,” Astrana said, “they might find foreign heroism more interesting. You’ve already proven yourselves in the maze. Now save lives. They can’t deny your value then.”

​“No.” Carson shook his head. “No, I’m going to want more than that from you people.”

​Garvin frowned. “What exactly do you mean?”

​“If we do this, if we help you, then I want your queen to admit what happened. That we were wrongfully accused and that we jumped in because we’re altruistic. Because the Commonwealth doesn’t turn its back on civilians being harmed or killed even when we’ve been victimized.”

​Garvin looked at Astrana. His expression suggested the request might be worse than asking for immediate freedom. He cleared his throat. “I can see—”

​“No.” Carson shook his head. “And we don’t have a lot of time to play games, so you’re going to have to decide. If these terrorist attacks are bad enough that you’re asking us for help, then you have to concede to my demand. The fact is, I don’t want to help you. I could give a shit less. But if you’re going to leave us no choice, I want something out of it.”

​“Couldn’t you just ask for resources?” Garvin asked. “Some kind of wealth or—”

​“Don’t need it,” Carson replied. “But I do want you to admit what you did.”

​Astrana said, “Then there’s no reason for you to help us. Bringing you into our inner circle so you can fend off the terrorists with us means we can let you go with a clear conscience and keep our honor intact. If we admit what happened, then what’s the point? Besides, you’re not in a position to bargain.”

​She’s right. Carson sat back in his seat. He stared at Garvin. “This must be eating you up.”

​“I don’t understand the phrase.”

​“Guilt. Frustration.” Carson smirked. “You wish Orlana hadn’t brought us here. You’d rather be dealing with the terrorist threat your own way, through the normal means, but there’s too much uncertainty. It’s practically a media stunt bringing us into the mix here. I’m sure your people are hearing about whatever you’re worried about and it’s time to spin it.”

​“Perhaps,” Garvin said.

​“Don’t bother to be coy,” Carson replied. “I guess I have a few questions about the situation. How bad is it? Do you have any leads? Who all is involved? And have you already interrogated Orlana to the point that you can rule his crazy ass out for these crimes?”

​“We have not,” Astrana said, “interrogated him, that is. But we have leads. And we know several things.”

​“Wait.” Nell lifted a hand. “How will you convey us as heroes?”

​“Excuse me?” Garvin asked.

​“If we help,” Nell continued, “how are you going to tell the people that we aided you? We can’t have a crew following us around to prove it. So I want to understand what you think you can do to make this a reality for everyone. And… I have another concern you’ll have to address.”

​Garvin said, “The palace influencers will make the announcements and show your work. That part isn’t a problem.”

​“But,” Nell replied, “my other concern is wouldn’t it be easier for you to kill us?”

​Carson stared at him. “Do you need to give them ideas?”

​“They’ve already got them,” Nell said. “And I want to know if they’re going to act on them. Because frankly, if you’re going to just kill us anyway, I’d rather not die tired. I’m not in the mood to go out there, risking my life against some random threat, only to die at the end anyway.”

​“I…” Carson nodded. “I guess I feel the same way. Not that I’m particularly keen on the dying part regardless.”

​Garvin rubbed his eyes. “Gentlemen, I know you have a poor picture of us. What’s happened to you… it makes sense. And I’m not sure I can convince you of what I’m about to say. However, I’m the sort of man that acts with integrity. I believe in it. And the people I surround myself with do as well.”

​“And?” Carson prompted. “You got more to that?”

​“Just this,” Garvin replied, “the two of you have been wronged. And as you pointed out earlier, it does pain me. I spoke with the Queen and told her I’d have a solution for getting you out of here. I think my plan benefits our people and both of you. It’s the best I could come up with. So I hope you’ll accept it. Knowing I give you my word you’ll leave here unhindered.”

​“Reasonable,” Nell said. “But having to take your word…” He shook his head. “I’d rather hear that directly from the Queen.”

​“And you shall then.” Garvin gestured for the door. “As soon as we’re finished here, you’re wanted anyway. She needs to have a word. I’ll inform her of our plan then you can speak directly with her.” He turned to Carson. “This will be as close as you get to your demand of us humiliating ourselves over Orlana’s actions.”

​“I only wish I could be there,” Carson said.

​“But you won’t.” Astrana stepped forward. “The two of us will be preparing for the action ahead.”

​Nell nodded. “Very well. Inform her, then we’ll get to work.” He turned to Carson. “Correct?”

​“Like I said.” Carson shrugged. “We don’t have a choice. If this is how we get home, then we’re going to do it.”

​“Very good.” Garvin stood. “And thank you. I appreciate you making this happen. Astrana will ensure you have what you need, including some information. But you’ll work directly with her. Even if you can’t help as much as I hope, then we’ll find a way to spin it so you leave here properly.”

​Carson said, “It strikes me that you could just lock us up somewhere in the palace, solve your problem on your own, then lie about our involvement.”

​Garvin nodded. “But that wouldn’t involve much in the way of integrity, would it?” He left the room.

​“They’ll come through,” Nell said. “And when they do, we’ll be on our way back to Peldan.”

​“I’ll trust you,” Carson replied. “But the rest of them…” He turned to Astrana. “No offense.”

​“I… shall not feel offended?” Astrana wrinkled her nose. “Is that what you say?”

​“Close enough,” Carson said.

​“Very good.” Astrana leaned against the wall. “We will go when Garvin returns to escort this man to the Queen.”

​“I have one last question for you.” Carson stood to face Astrana. “What do you think of the publicity stunt? The whole ‘getting us to work for you to make things look better’ thing? I can’t imagine you’re a fan.”

​“It has a means to an end,” Astrana said, “and consider how much my culture idolizes aspects of yours. It will not be a hardship to convince them this is a good plan. And when we reveal that you helped expose Orlana, that’s all the better for us. Perhaps this leads toward a lasting peace between our cultures even.”

​“I doubt it,” Carson muttered. “Not unless everyone decided to get seriously cool with one another. And I don’t see that happening just because a couple guys who choose to live in the Crossroads helped out the Lumari. In fact, it’ll probably get us in trouble with our own people more than anything.”

​“I think you underestimate the desire to bring about change in the galaxy.”

​“No.” Nell shook his head. “No, he doesn’t.”

​“Pardon?” Astrana turned to him. “What do you mean?”

​“Simply that people liked the war,” Nell said. “They enjoyed the conflict. Our governments thrived, and the citizens put all their problems on an external enemy. The problem you have now, what Orlana tried to fix, is that there was nothing for your people to focus on as an enemy. So he picked us. And potentially started this mess to make it happen.”

​“Cynical,” Carson added. “Probably not wrong though. Not considering the other stupid things officials have done in the past to maintain social continuity.”

​“I’ll see this through,” Nell said. “We’ll make sure things work out the way you want. And when it’s all over, we’ll return home. But make no mistake. The pride you mean to uphold won’t matter. The unity you think you’re creating will be an illusion. And if there’s to be war still after what the Thortans did… then there will be war.”

​Carson stared at Nell for a long moment. So what’s come over him? He worried his friend had lost it. Something about the situation, about them entering Lumari territory, had a profound impact on his attitude and personality. Enough that it seemed like he could’ve been a different person entirely.

​Back on Peldan, Nell tended to be a dandy. A buffoon even. Yes, he defended the colony when the time came, but it was out of a desire for self-preservation. Or so Carson thought. Perhaps he really had it in him and most of his foolish behavior acted as a facade. A face to show the world.

​If he’s right about what’s happening back home, then I guess it’s right. People must have a good deal of esteem for him. But this darker version of him… this person who can spout off that kind of talk… he’s a different man altogether. And I’m not sure he’s the right person to speak with the Queen.

​“You aren’t going to be quite so direct with the one in charge…” Carson lowered his voice. “Are you? Because if she’s concerned about appearances, you might not get very far—”

​“Don’t worry,” Nell interrupted. “I was at her wedding. I know her. Not well, but we’ve met and had conversations. I don’t know if she’ll remember me right away. Though I’ll be sure to give her some hints. And our conversation will be simple, to the point, and carry some meaning. I dare say she can’t say that of all her meetings.”

​“Man, I couldn’t say that about our meetings.” Carson furrowed his brow. “Seriously, are you okay? I’ve never seen you like this before.”

​“I’m perfectly fine.” Nell turned to him. “We’re getting out of this. I promise you. No matter what it takes from me, you’ll return to the Bulwark and your friends. I hope you trust me.”

​“I… do.” Carson spoke cautiously. I think. I mean, again, I don’t have a choice, but this is still strange as hell.

​Astrana cleared her throat. “I’m sure Garvin will be here any moment. Then we’ll go our separate ways. I’m thinking a stroll through the armory to better equip you for whatever comes next. And perhaps a chance to look at the methods of our enemies. A… briefing. That’s the word you use.”

​“Yeah.” Carson nodded. “That’s it.” He continued to stare at Nell. Maybe the maze broke him a little. Or he’s just hyper serious when he works for real. Whatever the case, I kinda like the fun-loving guy a lot better than this. The one addicted to fancy wine and winning at gambling when he doesn’t even play.

​Would he get back to that again after they left? Carson was not so sure.

***

​Nell worked hard to put his time in the Lumari Collective behind him. His reasons varied from day to day. He couldn’t remember the original catalyst that gave him a push. Late after he should’ve been sleeping, his mind drifted back to it all, altering events just enough to make it impossible to tell fact from fiction.

​Most often, it didn’t matter. He’d left, found a new place to live, a new purpose, and a better use of his time. Castus became home. Even if he complained about the heat, the dust, and the required nocturnal lifestyle. There was a purity there, despite the criminal activities of people like Shev.

​And his own form of extortion to grant refugees passes and the means to leave the planet easily. His provided them with the means to leave without the fear of being jettisoned halfway to their destination or robbed blindly. Well… to some extent at least. He preferred to think of himself as a reasonable sort.

​Though it was hardly true. And most of that came from his time working for the Lumari.

​Queen Istra still had a husband when he first started working there. He met the royals several times at various gatherings. They seemed like reasonable sorts. Her favorite topic always came back to Commonwealth fashion and tradition. Nell’s understanding was somewhat out of date, but he provided what information he could.

​How reasonable is she without her husband? The old king had been a thoughtful, intelligent man. The kind who saw both sides of any issue, even when one was clearly wrong. Such as the war. He knew the Commonwealth had a legitimate concern about his culture infringing on their space. And he tried to negotiate a better trade agreement.

​The king argued distant colonies needed more leeway to make autonomous decisions about what sort of trade they’d accept. Unfortunately, such things led to criminal activity, up to and including piracy. Some of the Commonwealth criminals started hitting Lumari lines. Old grievances came out next.

​Nell had been walking with Garvin in silence. The trip already took more than ten minutes. He marveled over the fact his leg no longer hurt at all. Whatever the doctors did helped a lot. The medics on Peldan could also work miracles of a sort, but they didn’t have the same technology as the palace.

​He swore he’d seen Garvin take a shot to the hip, but the man moved just fine.

​“Weren’t you seriously injured?” Nell asked. “When we finished the maze.”

​“No,” Garvin said. “Orlana used stun. I thought you were unconscious.”

​“On the verge.”

​“Very tough.”

​Nell shrugged. “Not particularly.”

​“Who’s the man we dragged here with you? I mean, who is he really?”

​“Carson Flint,” Nell said. “A friend from the Crossroads. He operates an entertainment establishment. Somewhere refugees from the three cultures can lose themselves for a while. Or make deals. So no, he’s not my bodyguard, and he shouldn’t be here at all. We happened to be sharing a drink while talking when your soldiers turned up.”

​Garvin nodded. “Wrong place, wrong time.”

​“Depends on the perspective,” Nell said. “For me, it was right. Yet for him and my settlement… let’s just say there are some ties that bind the place together. In my absence, it would’ve been him. Taking us both away, there’s another man present who may or may not be capable of keeping things in line. I guess we might see.”

​“Might?”

​“I can’t be optimistic before I speak with the Queen.” Nell pursed his lips. “Can you level with me?”

​“I’ll try.”

​“This terrorist thing,” Nell said, “you’re pulling us into it. Do you genuinely feel we can contribute?”

​“I looked at your records,” Garvin replied, “what little we have on him suggests he was quite an effective soldier during the war. And we have a great deal on you. Your understanding of our clandestine efforts will come in handy. If nothing else, you both can take a look at the information we have and help us frame some context.”

​“Okay, this is the first time it’s made sense. Sort of. You’re not desperate for an outside perspective. Because you wouldn’t have had it without us.”

​“True,” Garvin said, “but there’s the possibility we wouldn’t have had these attacks without you here either. Orlana needed you to provide him with a distraction, I think.”

​Nell hummed. “I don’t think we have time for a proper interrogation of the magistrate. But it would be good to get him talking about his point. Why did he do this? What was he hoping to achieve? He talked about unity. How does blowing things up bring that about? What does he think he can accomplish with violence?”

​“We’ll find out.” Garvin gestured to a couple guards standing at a door. “This is the Queen’s office. They’ll announce you and we’ll enter together. But I won’t interrupt. The conversation will be as private as it can be given the circumstances. I’m sure you understand. Probably better than most.”

​“I do.” Nell smirked, though the expression was mostly filled with sad nostalgia. “I’ve been in this hallway before. I spoke with these people in that very room. Years ago. After a party, I believe. And now…” He sighed. “Now, we’re at very opposite ends of the table, aren’t we?”

​“Not anymore,” Garvin said. “And if I haven’t been emphatic enough, I am sorry for what’s happened to you. The fact you’re here at all is offensive to me on many levels. Orlana overstepped his bounds, and I helped him by putting him in touch with a military vessel. One that he somehow convinced to perform the act of abduction.”

​“I don’t think it took a lot of effort,” Nell replied. “If I recall the military from before, they jumped at opportunities to leave Lumari space… to start trouble across the border. Whether it was for the war effort or not.”

​“Yes, well…” Garvin sighed. “One moment.” He stepped away.

​Nell took a moment to admire the walls. Most of them had artwork the last time he’d been there. Now, it was all gone. Not a single painting occupied any of the panels. He found that sad. They’d been remarkable portraits of the previous rulers, along with some of their most faithful servants.

​I suppose the Queen must not have had a child with him. Perhaps that’s part of the trouble that pushed Orlana to launch this insane campaign of disunity. Nell figured they should start using the proper terminology. The man attacked the core of the seat of power. He wasn’t trying to bring things together. I bet he’s waking the beast.

​Some believed that just because the beacons went down didn’t mean they should stop the fighting. They wanted to send smaller groups, special operators to attack facilities and commit assassinations. The general idea was to continually hit their opponents until one side or the other achieved victory.

​Then there were those who believed the Thortan decision to shut down the beacons should’ve brought the cultures together. Instead of fighting, they had a common cause. Restore travel to the universe. Yet neither side even talked about it. They became insular, turning their backs on thousands of their own stranded on smaller colonies far away.

​“Come in,” Garvin called. “Hurry.”

​Nell chuckled. As if I have the same reverence for your precious queen that you do. He walked at a casual pace between the two guards. They eyeballed him, as if they wanted to give him a quick check, but then Garvin would’ve vouched for him. So there shouldn’t have been any need. Not that I have anything on me. Unless Orlana planted a subdermal bomb.

​“Your Majesty,” Garvin said, “this is Nell Brooks. I believe the two of you have met before.”

​“We have,” Istra replied. She stood in front of her desk. “Please, come in and be seated. It’s strange to be meeting like this. I’m sure you agree.”

​“Not particularly,” Nell said. “I always knew that if I came back here, it would be as a prisoner.”

​Istra’s brows twitched as they furrowed. “And why is that?”

​“Because I left in somewhat of a hurry. I didn’t like the sorts of things I was asked to do.” Nell moved over and sat where she suggested, which was entirely too close to her for his comfort. He felt Garvin stiffen, as if he was ready to draw a weapon at a moment’s notice. As if I’ll attack this woman. I might as well try to leap out of that window.

​Nell knew how high up they were. The elevator ride took almost as much time as strolling from it to the spire entrance. He often criticized the opulence of the palace, and what it meant to the common people within the Lumari Collective. Orlana agreed with him. And that memory offered some idea of why things happened the way they did.

​“You may go, Garvin.” Istra waved a hand at him.

​“Your Majesty,” Garvin began, “you must realize, I should not—”

​“I didn’t ask,” Istra said. “Step outside. What I have to say to Nell Brooks will be between the two of us. You shouldn’t be burdened with it.”

​“I…” Garvin bit his lip, then bowed. “Yes, Your Majesty.” He fumed though. Even as he turned on his heel and marched out, he wasn’t happy.

​I wonder if that’s going to cause trouble for us later.

​“Hello.” Istra looked Nell in the eye. “It’s been a very long time since we had a conversation. My husband remained alive then. And you were serving our family with loyalty and dignity. I hadn’t heard about your leaving until months after you’d already been gone. I thought we were closer friends than that.”

​“Not so much,” Nell said. “Since you allowed Orlana to put me through a trial.”

​Istra rolled her eyes. She moved away from the desk, looping around to the window. “You became a means to an end. One that he assured me would bring some unity to the civilians. Our crime rates—”

​“Are surely fabricated,” Nell interrupted.

​“How would you know that?”

​“Because the magistrate talked about unity,” Nell said. “He’s a liar.”

​“You’re so certain?”

​Nell nodded.

​“But you’ve suddenly become a man of few words.”

​“I don’t really know what to say to you,” Nell said. “Though I’d like some assurances.”

​“Oh?”’

​“I want to know if we help you with these problems… will we be allowed to leave? Unharmed?”

​“Why wouldn’t you?” Istra asked. “What would stop you?”

​“Pride,” Nell said. “The fact your people abducted us, forced us to perform a game we’re not going to complete, then pretend we’re some kind of heroic element. As you can imagine, I’m skeptical.”

​“You shouldn’t be. I’m a woman of my word.”

​“But you had men like me, so you didn’t have to break it.” Nell smiled. “That was part of my purpose. Doing horrible things that you never knew about. You and your husband could remain above it all. Pristine examples of what the Lumari should aspire to be. While your operatives did the dirty work.”

​“I don’t know much about that.”

​“I think you do,” Nell said. “I think you’ve always known and you’re okay with it.”

​“Some things have to happen.”

​“Ah. There it is.”

​Istra’s cheeks darkened. She clenched her fists. “You understand that better than anyone.”

​“And I don’t lie to myself about it either.”

​“You think I’m not honest?”

​Nell shrugged. “Doesn’t matter what I think. All that matters is that you’re going to let us go. You won’t have Garvin disappear us or something equally bad. Honestly, I’d settle for you letting Carson go. I’ve done enough in my life to deserve whatever you do. But he should go free.”

​“I understand he’s a former Commonwealth soldier. One responsible for several operations against us.”

​“I don’t know what he did in the military,” Nell said. “I’m beginning to think he can’t remember the way he redirects when I ask. But the point is, you don’t need to hold him. He runs a restaurant now. He’s hardly a threat. And he certainly didn’t work with Orlana to pull any of this off.”

​“What’re you saying? Specifically.”

​“If you can, let him go. Turn him loose and let him return to Castus right away. I’ll stay and do whatever you want. Run the trials, fight your terrorist threat, whatever you need, I’ll make it happen.”

​“That’s very altruistic of you.”

​“Not particularly.” Nell shrugged. “I’ve done enough bad in my life to have a reason to make up for it. And I don’t want my friend to suffer with me.”

​“I can’t let one go.” Istra turned away. “Not without causing a stir. Work with my people. Stop the terrorists. And go free. You have my word.”

​“I’ll take it.”

​“Do you remember my husband?” Istra asked.

​“I do.”

​“And were you friends?”

​“Not particularly. He was the king. A ruler like that can’t afford friends, per se.”

​“But you were as close as he could get.”

​Nell sighed. “I suppose so.”

​“Then you know that he was also a reasonable man.”

​“He was at that, yes.”

​“Then,” Istra said, “please think of me as an extension of him. I’ll hold up the bargain.”

​“You wanted to say something else to me today, didn’t you?”

​“Yes,” Istra replied, “but I’m not going to go there. If you make it through what I need you for, maybe we can talk then. Right now, it isn’t appropriate to talk about your last time here.”

​“Why not?”

​“Because we’re in a time crunch,” Istra said, “and you’re needed.”

​“Fair point.” Nell gestured for the door. “I suppose I should go then.”

​“And I do mean it. You’ll go free. But know that I intend to have that conversation with you before you go.”

​“I wouldn’t miss it for the world.” Though whatever she wants to know might not mean freedom after we’re done.

​“Good.” Istra clasped her hands behind her back as she looked out the window. The meeting was over, for what good it did.

​But they had a path forward, and the word of the Queen. Garvin might not hold up his end of the bargain, but she would. It meant too much to her to do otherwise. All Nell and Carson had to do was ensure they succeeded at finding the threat out there. Or at least participate in a manner that made it look like they made a difference.

​Piece of cake. Nell closed his eyes. We’re probably doomed.


Chapter 6

​Zeke hated the idea of heading down to the port. While the people working with Zepha’s kid might’ve agreed to call it quits, there still seemed to be some kind of gunfight going on. He had a vague idea of the sides still fighting. It had to be some of the security personnel didn’t go along with Tully when he joined up with Sanders.

​Guys with guns unwilling to turn on Nell.

​Yet despite his better judgment, Zeke found himself hurrying down there with Liz and Mooch. Shev stayed behind with Rosie, mostly to keep track of their new prisoners. They didn’t have the numbers to all go. With the lack of Bulwark employees, the whole place was practically empty.

​Liz suggested their people must have been taken to the port. If they weren’t at the admin building, there were only two other places that made sense. The boarding houses might’ve been a good place to hold them too. Though Eames probably didn’t want to turn his space into a prison.

​Though Zeke had to admit, he feared their employees might be dead.

​Why the hell would Sanders do it? Zeke didn’t understand the play. Surely, Morris would frown on a bunch of deaths. Unless there was no one to tell him about how many ‘disappeared.’ The governor seemed to enjoy his hands-off approach. Perhaps that extended to letting his population die off.

​If he’s that type of guy, then I know how he thinks. There are always new settlers waiting to take the place of the ones they lose.

​“Hey!” Liz slapped his arm. “Focus on the moment! We’re almost there.”

​Zeke looked around. They were moving behind the buildings, well away from any of the lights. It was dark enough that he barely knew where they were, let alone how close they got to the port. The only certain thing was that the gunshots were getting closer, and that whoever was fighting hadn’t let up at all.

​“There’re a lot of them out there,” Mooch said, “we’re going to have a real fight if they turn on us.”

​“They won’t,” Liz said. “We’re only here to get our people out. If they want to keep shooting at each other, that’s their business. But the three of us, we’re getting them home.” She gestured at the nearest building on the left. “When we round that corner, we’ll have line of sight on the front of the port. That’s where the fighting is.”

​Zeke narrowed his eyes. He finally got the flicker of beam weapons going on. “Got it. God, it’s been a long time since I’ve had to deal with any of this nonsense. And I sure as hell don’t miss it.” He crept over to the edge of the building. “I’ll take a look.” He risked a glance, flinching at the dozens of shots being exchanged across the entrance.

​Debris provided cover on one side while a series of stacked crates protected the others. Zeke counted five people in line of sight, though he struggled to make out their specific uniforms. He thought they might be wearing the miner jumpsuits. If so, that put his side in a good position to attack.

​Liz joined him. “Huh.”

​“What is it?” Zeke asked. “Shouldn’t we let into them?”

​“What if,” Liz replied, “they’re people who didn’t agree with that bastard Sanders? They might be fighting their own on the other side there. Or security that are still with Tully.”

​“We gotta pick some side,” Zeke said, “because when we get out there, you know they’ll probably both turn on us.”

​Liz gestured to Mooch. “Where do you think they’re being held? In the port. You spend more time there than we do, right?”

​“We’re there frequently.” Mooch nodded. “And there are plenty of storage areas around here where people might be held. And the ships. If they were being abducted, for example.”

​Liz huffed. “But no one’s leaving. Like… Shev made sure those people said they’d stand down.”

​Zeke said, “The freighter pilots don’t care about what they have to say. And if they…”

​“Over there!” a voice shouted half a second before shots came flying toward the alley. Zeke jumped back, stumbling over his own feet in his effort to get to cover. He nearly went down, but a quick flail of his arms kept him upright.

​Mooch and Liz stepped out of the way then watched him dance about. Zeke counted himself lucky he couldn’t make out their expressions in the low light.

​“I’m fine,” Zeke said, “just fine. Who the hell started shooting this way?”

​“Someone from the port,” Mooch replied. “The door. Not the two that are already fighting. Probably security from within the area. Shev keeps them well paid. But I think this means we’re going to have to just stun everyone and tell them we’re sorry later.” He lifted his weapon. “Which I’m more than prepared to do.”

​Zeke nodded. “I’m with him. Let’s just take people out and—”

​“There’s another way in,” Liz said. “So this is what we’re going to do. You two maniacs are angry enough to start shooting, go ahead. Take some of them out. I’ll slip around, get inside, find the people, and get us some numbers.”

​“Dangerous,” Mooch replied. “Don’t you think? The whole reason we all came was to be together. Make sure we survived.”

​“Yeah, well.” Liz shrugged. “That’s how it’ll be. See you guys soon.” She hurried away from the port then cut between two storage facilities into the darkness.

​Zeke shook his head. “I’m glad we got a say,” he muttered. “And now…”

​“They’re coming!” Mooch leaned out while aiming his weapon. He opened fire. “Get over here and fire your weapon!”

​Zeke cursed as he joined the man. He risked a glance first, noting that three of five people already had been taken down. They’d moved into some light, showing they were definitely with the mining crews. The last two sprinted in their direction, rapid firing as they went.

​Mooch shot another in the chest, then ducked behind cover. The last remaining attacker blasted the wall four times in a row, just inches from Mooch’s head. Zeke crouched, then shot the guy in the leg. He cried out, tumbling to the ground. Another beam struck the ground only a few feet from Zeke.

​“Wait.” Zeke got back to cover. “The guys we just shot… those weren’t the ones at the entrance.”

​Mooch shook his head. “Nope. And I only got two of them. So they risked being shot in the back to come at us. Must’ve thought they were being flanked so they didn’t have anything to lose.”

​So one of them might be dead, Zeke thought. And now we’ve given our position away for sure. The ones at the entrance might come next. He leaned out, keeping his weapon at the ready. “Hey!” he shouted. “There’s no reason to keep shooting! Didn’t you assholes hear the deal Shev made?”

​Two shots answered him, each one coming close enough to make him hide again.

​“This isn’t going well.”

​Mooch fired behind Zeke. A person huffed. “And they’re coming around for us. We have to move.” He gestured toward another building. “We’ll cut around there. Fight the guys at the gate.”

​Zeke followed him as they left behind their corner. When they cut around to the other side of the building, a beam flew so close to Zeke’s head, he swore some of his hair sizzled. He threw himself against the wall hard enough to crush his right shoulder. It wasn’t a serious injury, but bashing the unmoving slab made it ache down to the elbow.

​Mooch blasted a figure at the end of the way. Then took a shot himself in the chest. The blow knocked him back, making him take a knee. Zeke switched his weapon to his left hand, then aimed to fire at a second silhouette. Two shots got his target—one in the shoulder, another in the face.

​“Ouch…” Zeke winced. “Sorry about that…” He waited, keeping his weapon at the ready for a good twenty seconds before turning to Mooch. “You okay? How’re you not on your back right now after being blasted like that?”

​“I’m tough,” Mooch replied. “And yeah… that hurt a lot.” He coughed. “It also isn’t the first time I’ve been shot tonight.” He stood. “Damn, those stuns feel like being slammed by an automated door. Not that I… know specifically what that… uh… is… you know, I’ve never… what I mean to say is…”

​“Stop.” Zeke shook his head. “We gotta keep moving, remember?”

​“I understand Liz’s point now,” Mooch said. He lumbered off. “She means for us to cause a distraction. It’ll keep the internal security focused on the door.” He got to the next corner, leaned out, and opened fire without hesitation. “We do this!” he shouted, “and keep them worrying about us!”

​“Yeah,” Zeke grumbled, “great idea. Thanks, Liz for putting us in the crosshairs.” He crouched so he could lean around Mooch. The initial attack drove the defenders back behind the door. Or we’re going to make it harder for her because they’ll close the place up and pretend they’re under siege.

​“Keep it up!” Mooch shouted again, “it’s working!”

​Cause no one’s there, Zeke thought. Which I guess I should be thankful for on a personal level. Though it wasn’t helping the people they wanted to save. Hurry through this, Liz. I think they probably know there are only two of us out here. Which didn’t bode well if the better prepared security brought some kind of portable defense and charged.

***

​Liz crept around to the far end of the port area. The hangar itself was locked down. Someone closed the doors, so getting in through the normal means wasn’t possible. But she knew about the smaller exits, the emergency hatches all around the back of the main structure where captains did business with the technicians.

​In case of a crash, a fire, or a reactor leak, the workers needed the means to escape the place. They didn’t normally open from the outside, but she had a way to trigger them. As she approached the nearest one, she drew out her personal device, then pressed it against the panel.

​Once it made contact, Liz initiated a routine to cause a massive vibration, one that mimicked the conditions of an explosion. A quick alarm blared off in the facility, but the hatch opened for her. She slipped inside, sliding her device back into her pocket then dashing to the right toward a stack of cargo.

​“What now?” a voice shouted. “Seriously, this is getting to be more work than it’s worth!”

​I don’t recognize him. Liz figured he had to be someone working directly for Sanders. I hope that bastard died in the initial Vagyar attack. Though she wouldn’t have minded putting a shot right between his eyes. Settle down. This is a rescue mission. Revenge is pointless compared to finding the others.

​Two people arrived at the hatch. It had closed, so she hoped they might consider it a false alarm. But they started nosing around the inside panel. The computer would let them know about the vibration, reading as a legitimate concern. Not that they’d immediately jump to the conclusion someone got through.

​But it will say it opened.

​Liz took aim. She waited for them both to lean in to read the information, then fired twice. Both groaned as they slumped to the floor. She held her breath, waiting to see if anyone else came to investigate the situation. After a good twenty seconds, she felt confident she could move again, and so slipped around to get a look at the front door.

​Half a dozen people gathered around the edge, hiding from a constant stream of fire that seemed to be battering the closed entrance.

​I guess they don’t want to risk some good luck from my people. Which probably meant the others fighting outside had been nullified. She tapped her comm, whispering into it, “You guys can slow down now. They’re not even leaning to look at the door, let alone making a move for it.”

​“You sure?” Mooch’s voice sounded strained as he shouted. “We can keep it up.”

​“You’ll run out of battery long before it matters,” Liz rasped back, “please, just… wait for someone to show themselves. I’m inside, and I should find our people soon. Maybe you can try to talk to them. That might be distracting for another few minutes.” Though I doubt these guys have any desire to engage with people. They seem twitchy.

​The two she took down made it clear they weren’t happy about the situation. Sanders likely promised a simple transition to power. He’d get the votes he needed through abduction and coercion, then they’d be in control. The notion seemed sound until he got surprised by the criminals coming in to attack.

​The roar of an engine off in the distance dampened Liz’s spirits. Who the hell’s here now? There wasn’t room in the port proper. That was reserved for short-term visitors who planned on getting out of there quickly. Two freighters and the Vagyar shuttle occupied the area so newcomers would have to park outside.

​Not that they didn’t have plenty of open space for them. Some ships landed off in the desert, half a mile from the settlement. They didn’t take advantage of the tech facilities, choosing to remain outside for their own sense of security. Castus got enough traffic that another ship wasn’t a huge surprise.

​But given the violence and the upheaval, it felt like something to worry about. Nothing normal had happened for a while.

​Liz made her way around to get a look at the freighters. More people guarded the space, additional miners dressed the same as the guys at the doors. It seemed they’d taken more prisoners as well, specifically the people working for Irya. They’d been forced onto their knees, their hands behind their heads.

​What the hell do these fools think they’re going to accomplish here? Liz shook her head. The criminals won’t play around with a bunch of jackasses. I don’t care what these miners did before their current professions, they’re not going to stand up to a bunch of hired guns. Though she had to admit, her own side probably couldn’t either.

​Which I guess is what Shev’s good for. If he didn’t step up, Castus might be in even more trouble than when the Thortans attacked. But that’s hardly the problem now. Maybe if I can get them freed, we can buy some goodwill. Liz weighed the weapon in her hand. With a pistol.

​She counted fifteen armed miners in the area. They concentrated their presence on the freighter to the left. The one Shev came back in after his illicit deal screwed over the Vagyar family. If the people were being held anywhere, she figured she needed to get aboard that one. With any luck, they’d find some weapons, and they’d have the port in minutes.

​Or I’ll free a bunch of civilians and condemn them to being shot when we try to leave. Though the criminals might well be capable of fighting for their lives. Though saving them requires me starting trouble right here in the open. And that would end the rescue attempt fast. Best to make my way to the ship.

​Liz went back the way she came, stepping over the unconscious bodies. No one even thought twice to check the flicker or light or the sound of gunfire earlier. She thought someone would’ve discovered them already. Their lack of awareness gave her some hope as she approached the ship.

​Like the port itself, there were plenty of ways to get into a freighter. Most of the access panels were easily accessible with the right applications. Liz retained access to a number of older apps from her time with the Commonwealth. They might not have worked on newer security systems, but these freighters were ancient.

​They might even be susceptible to ripping the panel out then messing with the wires.

​Liz needed to cross forty yards of open space to get through to the freighter. Once she reached it, she’d be shielded from any line of sight. She watched the miners for a good thirty seconds. They seemed occupied with each other. None of them even looked at the sky to check out the approaching ship.

​She estimated it would be there inside of five minutes.

​But I can go now. Liz darted from her position, sprinting toward the freighter. Her heart pounded as she reached the edge of the vessel. No one shouted, no one fired. One step down. She let her fingers run along the edge of the ship as she hustled along to find an access panel. C’mon! There’s gotta be something!

​She paused when she hit an indentation. A hexagonal section stood out. She shoved on it. Parts of the ship recessed in front of her, forming a ladder that led all the way to the top of the freighter. Damn it. There may have been a hatch above, though about a third of the way to the top of the ship would put her in easy sight of the miners at the gate.

​Liz continued on, nearing the front of the ship. Often, the bridge of a vessel had an access point. Just to the side, halfway between the side and nose, she found another ladder. It led up a good twenty feet, just up beside the port for the bridge. She caught sight of a figure moving around in there.

​How’d they get in there? Liz didn’t have time to worry about it. I’ll deal with them when I get aboard. But the ship began to shake. Engines whined as thrusters came online. She took a step back, though she didn’t exactly have a lot of room to move. They parked the thing less than fifty yards from a nearby wall.

​Which was nowhere near enough space to be safe from a launch. What happened to Shev was about to happen to her. Worse, because she didn’t have any cover to get to. Freighters took a while to launch though. Which meant a good sprint could get her to the front though she’d have to barrel right through the miners.

​Better that than to be incinerated.

​Liz took off, running the way she came as the ship beside her continued to shake more and more. She wondered who got to the bridge. The captain? Some random refugee capable of flying the thing? Any of the Bulwark personnel with some combat experience? Whoever it was had no intention of staying, since they didn’t bother using the weapons.

​They could’ve taken the port back from the infantry, Liz thought. Where do they think they’re going? Maybe the incoming ship had them nervous. If it came in for an attack run, the freighter could take a few blow. They’d have to come around to penetrate the hull or take out the reactor.

​Not that they’d have much in the way of opposition. Irya took out the defensive towers when she arrived. Whoever they were about to deal with didn’t have anything to stop them. And with the hangar closed up tight, none of the ships stored there would do any good either.

​“Hey!” a voice shouted as Liz approached. She didn’t slow down as she continued toward them, despite the fact the miners lifted their weapons.

​“It’s launching!” Liz shouted. “Get out of the way of the damn ship, you idiots!” As if you don’t hear the rumbling! What’s wrong with them? The ones she approached at least looked at the ship. Reality finally dawned on them as their expressions turned to panic and they bolted away. Wow. They all would’ve died when this thing launched!

​“Liz?” Zeke’s voice crackled in her ear. “Is there a ship launching? We’ve got someone on the way in, too. Not sure—”

​“Yes!” Liz interrupted. “To both points! We’ve got someone coming, and one of the freighters is trying to take off!”

​“You sound out of breath…”

​“I’m running, you dumbass!” Liz cleared the side of the freighter. She neared the doors, which were still closed. If they didn’t want to die, they needed to get them open and at least step around the corner. “Open up!” she shouted. “That thrust will turn all you morons into cinders if you don’t!”

​One of them started slapping the panel. The approaching ship seemed to be right over them. Mounted weapons discharged. Liz’s ears started ringing as a bright light appeared above her. The attack hit the freighter, causing a massive electrostatic discharge. She stumbled into the wall near the miners, hard enough for her jaw to clamp down.

​The suddenness of it made her dizzy. She struggled to maintain her balance. One of the miners grabbed her, dragging her toward the door as another attack rang out. The freighter engines shut down with a whine. The fact it didn’t explode suggested the newcomer might’ve had disabling weapons.

​A pirate or military. Liz tilted her head to look up, but the act made her nauseous. She cast her eyes to the ground while making her way down a flight of stairs. Zeke and Mooch approached with their weapons drawn, aiming at the men around her. They were hopelessly outnumbered, but neither of them seemed too concerned.

​“Let her go!” Mooch shouted.

​“Hell with you!” A miner menaced Zeke with his gun. “All of you need to surrender!”

​“Uh…” Liz waved her hand upward. “Do none of you see the… the ship?” The rush of its engines threw dust in the air. It hovered over them some hundred and fifty feet high. She finally got a look at it. It must’ve been a Lumari design. The silhouette didn’t look familiar to her. Great. They’re probably back to abduct more people.

​“Oh no.” Mooch lowered his gun. “Guys… look.”

​All eyes lifted as one of the cannons aimed in their direction.

​My God. Liz stood straight. It’s going to annihilate us all. She pursed her lips. There was nowhere to run, no way to get to cover, no chance to escape being vaporized when it decided to open fire. But why? Frustration made her clench her fists. Why would it attack infantry on the ground? It’s already won!

​The barrel brightened. Liz tensed her whole body. Light blinded her. And she fell.

***

​Shev stood by the window looking out on the main road. He clasped his hands behind his back in anticipation. Liz and Zeke needed to succeed if they were going to take the settlement back. Numbers promised to make the difference between Sanders running the show and the rest of them keeping order.

​“I wonder what’s going on out there.” Shev spoke out loud, but he didn’t anticipate a response.

​“Violence,” Rosie said. “Because people are damn crazy. I got no clue why they’re doin’ what they’re doin’. Seems like they could’ve gotten what they wanted without messin’ with all of us. Why not just clean up the settlement? They didn’t need our blessin’ to do it. Nor did they have to wait for Nell to disappear.”

​That’s more than I want to address. Though Shev agreed with her. Sanders didn’t need Nell out of the way to deal with the settlement. He could’ve brought in a fabricated landing pad to ferry in the supplies necessary for his efforts. From there, he’d have the freedom to employ anyone he wanted.

​Castus could remain the safe haven for refugees. The problem was Sanders seemed to be some kind of strange idealist. He wanted to impose some morality on their situation. Why remained to be seen. If he survived the attack on the admin building, they might get an answer. Otherwise, the situation would be over before it really began.

​Killing Zepha’s son might have saved us a lot of trouble after all. Or at least, it put off the worst of it. No matter how much of a pain in the ass Sanders chose to be, Zepha would be far worse. When he arrived, when he came with his people… escalation was too gentle a word for how bad he’d behave.

​I can’t blame him. His kid was invaluable. Too bad he proved to be a total idiot.

​“You got nothin’ to say?” Rosie asked.

​“Not really,” Shev said. “I feel bad we’re not out there helping.”

​“I could go,” Rosie replied, “if you think you can keep your hands on the prisoners.”

​“That’s not the problem.” Shev shrugged. “I’m thinking about the long-term ramifications of all that’s happened to us. With Nell and Carson gone, I wonder if they’ll return. And if they do, will they be the same? If not, what do we do then? And if so, can they help restore order? Can Castus ever be the place it used to be?”

​“Ouch,” Rosie said. “You really are goin’ down a dark place.”

​“It happens.” Shev turned to her. “Especially when you’re listening to gunfire for the past half hour. And just spent a bunch of time in the infirmary because you got a bath in thruster wash. Honestly, I’m also contemplating what it means to be alive. I shouldn’t be. Not after that.”

​“Also,” Rosie added, “someone out there wants you dead.”

​“She’s in the other room.” Shev gestured with his head. “And I can’t blame her too much. Except for the fact her brother would’ve died one way or another. If not by my hand, someone else’s. He didn’t have much sense. The way he came at us… his attempt to play games… all around, I can’t imagine how he might’ve done things worse.”

​“Sounds like an idiot. Probably tryin’ to play up to daddy’s expectations.” Rosie came to stand beside him. “I don’t know him though.”

​“Zepha…” Shev smiled, but he felt an intense sadness. “I don’t know what sort of expectations he might’ve had. Or what he believed. The two of us were close at one time. I thought of something.” He waved his hand. “We have such wonders. Technology has provided us with opportunities our ancestors would’ve caused witchcraft.”

​“Like faster than light travel?” Rosie asked. “That kinda thing?”

​“And the computers. Data at your fingertips. Communication between planets. If you started traveling at the old rate of speed we could achieve in the old days, it would take nearly a million years to get there. Even with the broken beacons, we can make that trip in less than a week now.”

​“What’s your point?” Rosie shrugged. “That humans are inventive?”

​“No, I don’t care about that.” Shev sighed. “I was thinking about how none of that changes the intrinsic value of life. We care about one another. Develop relationships. Zepha and his son. Irya and her brother. You and your many husbands. These connections matter. They transcend all the machinery we come up with. They are what matter.”

​“I mean, they have value in a different way.”

​“Exactly,” Shev said. “And to that end, I never pursued anything of the sort. Material wealth. Power over others. A strong base. Somewhere to live with little fear. Those may or may not be the goals of some men, but for me, they mattered more than anything else. And now… now, I think I see that I was wrong.”

​“You’ve got friends.” Rosie touched his shoulder. “And I think people around here consider your family. Even if you’re a criminal, and scary as hell from time to time.”

​“I’m scary?”

​Rosie lifted her brows. “You gotta be kiddin’ now, right? You know people are terrified of you and the things you can do. Even Mooch talks about how you could have someone killed without a second thought.”

​“That,” Shev said, “is more of a rumor than reality. I don’t have murderers on staff. Yes, I can take care of problems, but it wouldn’t be random civilians. No one’s quite that psychotic in my crew. And I have a feeling… other than shooting the admin building… Irya’s not that bad either. Though I suppose we’ll find out when Zepha gets here.”

​“You genuinely think he’s gonna come?”

​“I took someone from him. Yes, I think he needs to be satisfied. And do you blame him?”

​“Yes,” Rosie said. “If the guy brought it on himself, then choices were made. Revenge is stupid.”

​“If you’ve learned that,” Shev replied, “then you’re a wise woman. Many could learn to understand the concept of ‘getting even’ is a myth. Besides, it’s an endless circle. If I would’ve killed Irya after she came after me, it would’ve only compounded the forming rivalry. Enhancing Zepha’s focus. And there’s not only revenge to consider.”

​“Name?” Rosie asked. “Reputation? Principles?”

​“All of that, yes. It’s important for people in our line of work to not let things go. Because then we look soft. And I’m sure you know what happens after that.” Shev chuckled. “Society is basically a set of rules animals agree to follow. Those of us on the outside make up our own, but we’re still vying for power and attention over one another.”

​“That’s a cynical view of culture.”

​“Is it wrong?”

​Rosie shrugged. “I guess not.”

​“No, it’s not.” Shev moved over to take a seat at a table. “Think about what’s happening outside right now. Sanders sensed weakness. He took advantage of it, assaulting those around him. If not for Irya’s interference, he would’ve exerted his dominance. Shifting the way the society here worked to fit his liking.”

​“Because he’s a scumbag,” Rosie said. “Let’s not mince words about why.”

​“Oh, that hardly matters. In the wild, an animal takes what it needs. Ego drives us on. Tells us what to value, what we want versus what we need. And somehow, it blurs the line. Suddenly things we desire become imperative to our identities. Without them, we find ourselves yearning. Which turns into violent desperation.”

​“Not everyone gives into that kinda thing,” Rosie replied. “Some of us know how to live within the boundaries of…”

​“Yes, yes.” Shev waved his hand. “Many individuals do what you say. Fear of the authorities, of what might happen, fear of their own consciences coming to bite them. There are many reasons people don’t go against the grain of society. And I understand. But then there are those who don’t feel bound by the rules.”

​“Crooks.”

​“Sometimes,” Shev said. “Visionaries might be another word for them. People who go above and beyond for their respective cultures. Think about the Thortans. They used to celebrate those by merit. Men and women that excelled in their chosen fields ruled the civilization.”

​“Yeah,” Rosie replied, “then those people without the same academic gifts got pissed and rose up. Because they didn’t know how to endear themselves to the entire community. They ostracized a large section of the population, thinking they’d be thrilled because they had toys and trinkets.”

​“Society has proved that notion correct before.”

​“Marginalized groups tend to stand up eventually.”

​Shev nodded. “You’re not wrong. But look how long it took.”

​“Agreed.”

​“And now, look who rules.” Shev threw his hands out to the sides. “Warlords. Basically, monsters capable of killing innocents on a whim. The type of individuals that don’t care who they hurt or why. That’s what happened to Thortan society. The animals lost their manners. And now, they’re in charge.”

​“Kind of sick,” Rosie said. “Because a government is supposed to protect the people. Represent them to ensure they thrive. If the community flourishes, so does the entire civilization.”

​“Ego,” Shev replied. “We come back to that. It always gets in the way, always causes trouble. Someone gets it in their heads that they deserve more or that they’re better… and what happens next? They act on it. Someone tells them they should, or they stew on it long enough to come to the point on their own. One way or another, self-importance brings ruin.”

​“We’re gettin’ a little dramatic.” Rosie smiled. “I think you can probably settle down a little.”

​“Maybe.” Shev narrowed his eyes at the door when he heard a massive weapon discharge. “But when that’s going on… ship attack?”

​Rosie nodded. “Definitely. That incoming vessel.”

​“What do you think it did?”

​“That was a disruptor,” Rosie replied. “So they must’ve disabled one of the ships over there.”

​“Then they’re not here to commit murder. Yet, at least.”

​“Where’re all your boys?” Rosie asked.

​“With the others,” Shev said. “Perhaps they left. Slipped off when things turned bad. There’s some loyalty there, but when the lead animal is down as I was, the strength isn’t there to keep them in order. Much like what happened when Nell disappeared. Some cultures can survive the loss of their leader. Some… cannot.”

​“I thought your guys loved you. Mooch does.”

​“No offense to poor Mooch, but he’s somewhat simple.” Shev snorted. “And while I appreciate his unwavering loyalty, I’m sure he really stays here for you. There’s no reason for him to care about me.” He motioned around the room. “Not like this place. Carson and Zeke command respect.”

​“They’re good to us,” Rosie said. “And I think they get it. Besides, it’s not just them anymore. Liz got way involved. She’s just as much in charge as they are. And I think it’s been better for it.”

​“Community,” Shev replied. “That’s what you have at the Bulwark. Or at least you did. Until things went wrong. And it may be worse.” He lifted his hand when another loud blast echoed over the settlement. “God knows who survived. Carson may be dead. Liz and Zeke went out there and faced that. Now…” His head slumped.

​“Have some faith.” Rosie sat across from him. She took his hand. “We’re not the kind to give up. And this isn’t as bad as the Thortans. We’re dealing with some plain ol’ criminals. And a bunch of dumbass miners, but they won’t be a problem. They’ll come around to our way of thinkin’ and then… then we’ll get back to normal.”

​“For a capable woman,” Shev said, “you have a lot of naivety about you.”

​“Hope isn’t naïve.”

​“It should be the definition.” Shev stared at the table. “I envy you the ability to hold on to it, though. I wish I could find it in myself, to indulge the concept. Maybe feel like there’s a future. But I fear there isn’t. That we’re all done. Eventually… somehow or another… we’re all on borrowed time.”

​“Don’t be nihilistic,” Rosie said. “I’m tellin’ ya, we’ve got a good thing goin’ here. And people will fight for it.”

​“They did.” Shev looked her in the eyes. “And they lost. Morris is nowhere to be seen. Whatever happens next is entirely on us. Our little group. Which has been shattered.”

​“Then we’ll have to form a new group. Without Sanders. Maybe put you in charge. Until Nell and Carson return. And if you don’t think they’re comin’ back, then you don’t know Mister Flint.”

​“You think this place means that much to him?”

​“If it doesn’t,” Rosie replied, “then Liz sure as hell does. She’s not the kind of woman you bounce on. Not when they’ve got such a good thing goin’ right now. Believe me, he’ll be here as soon as he can be. And if that’s without Nell, then hey… we’ve got another top-notch animal ready to help. If I used your analogy correctly.”

​“For the most part. I…” The comm came to life. “Um. Do you think it’s them? Liz or Zeke? Or Mooch?”

​“I’ll find out.” Rosie hopped up, hurrying over to the device. “Hello? Who is this?”

​“How’s it goin’?” The man’s voice sounded nasal, and a bit high pitched. “You there?”

​“Smedley!” Rosie shouted. “Oh my God, you can’t imagine how good it is to hear your voice! What’s goin’ on? Where even are you?”

​“Just arrived,” Smedley replied. “Had to stop some action at the space port though. Do you know a bunch of people were tryin’ to kill each other over here? What’s even happening at this place?”

​“What do you mean you stopped the action?” Rosie asked. “What did you do?”

​“Disabled a freighter that was going to incinerate a bunch of folks on the ground,” Smedley said, “then I stunned a bunch of others. At least, I’m ninety-nine percent sure that’s what I did. There’re a whole bunch of unconscious people over by the port. Just outside of it in fact. Scans show they’re stable.”

​“You’re crazy!” Rosie sighed. “But… I guess that’s okay in this case. You’d better land. We’ll be over to help differentiate the bad people from the good ones.” She looked at Shev with wide eyes. “He’s an impulsive sort, you know?”

​“I do now,” Shev muttered.

​“So… there’s no more fightin’?” Rosie asked.

​“Nah. Quiet as the grave out here.” Smedley hissed. “Ouch. That was probably a bad way to put it.”

​“As long as they aren’t dead.” Rosie frowned. “On second thought, you’d better stay airborne. Until we’ve got everything under control, it’ll be nice to have someone who can put down anyone feeling frisky. Maintain your position, okay sweetie?”

​“No problem, lover!” Smedley sounded way too chipper for Shev’s taste.

​But I guess he’s the kind of man this woman finds. Temporarily competent and permanently idiotic. Not that he wanted to disparage Mooch considering how helpful he’d been. I shouldn’t complain. The problems here are contained for now. We have to sift through the rubble, so to speak, but that shouldn’t take long.

​“Shev?” Rosie nudged his chair. “One of us has to get out there to find Zeke and Mooch and Liz. So… keep at the ready for the crazy lady and her pals, right?”

​Shev nodded. “They’re not going to do anything. Not while they hear the engine of a ship out there. Go. Do what you have to do.” He watched her go. I forgot that her husband was coming for a visit. A lot of strange visitors came through Castus. It shouldn’t have been a big shock. More might show up in the middle of their disaster.

​I’ll hand out passes without contest. Keep people moving through. If they tried anything else, it would be a disaster. When visitors saw the admin center in ruins, they’d regret their decision to go there. Though many freighter captains didn’t give people much of a choice when entering the Crossroads.

​That might change in the near future. Shev wondered what world might take them on next. Other regions allowed settlers, though they tended to frown on straight refugees. They didn’t like being a waystation for the desperate. That’s our chief commodity. Desperation. I need to get on my game with the new prisoners coming.

​Shev needed people to clean up the admin center, make the jails safe again. They couldn’t be held at the Bulwark, nor the boarding houses. Neither offered enough security. And he needed his own people available as well. Time to take a tally of who all made it and who can still be trusted.

​The night wouldn’t last much longer, and most of his concerns had to be addressed before dawn. He pushed up from the table with a heavy sigh and prepared himself for the worst.


Chapter 7

​Astrana took Carson Flint down to the command center where Priak assigned her an office. She showed him the recent activity, including the attack on the prison and the sabotaged cargo sled. Afterward, she gave him a rundown of how equipment and goods moved about the area.

​“This is all very interesting,” Carson said, “but we’re looking for an aggressor. Or group of them. How this works means less to me than why they care. What’s happened to the Lumari recently to bring that kind of heat down on you?”

​“Heat?” Astrana lifted her brows.

​“Um. Rage. Anger. Uh… the attack.”

​“Oh. I don’t know specifically.” Astrana frowned. “I thought things were progressing fairly well. Unless they are offended by the treatment of some of the outer colonies.”

​“And how is that?” Carson asked.

​“Some of those trips have proven dangerous enough that we’ve had to limit the amount of travel. As a result, some of them are failing. Though they refuse to leave. Offers to evacuate were met with flat out refusal. One group even threatened to turn to violence. Not that they had the resources for such a thing.”

​“So wait.” Carson rubbed his forehead before continuing. “Are you telling me that there are failing colonies out there with people who can’t support themselves, angry that you can’t help them, and also angry that you tried to make them leave?”

​Astrana nodded.

​“Why? I don’t get it.”

​“They are stubborn.”

​“Stupid,” Carson corrected.

​“They are at home,” Astrana said. “And some of them are multi-generation. They do not know any other place. All they are familiar with is that trade vessels came through regularly, making it possible for them to live their lives the way they saw fit. Now, we come in and tell them otherwise. It breaks the covenant.”

​“Shit changes!” Carson bit his lip while shaking his head. “Whatever. I mean, that sort of unreasonable behavior can certainly lead to what you’re looking at here with explosions and everything else. But I still struggle to understand.”

​“Are you suggesting you don’t have this sort of problem in the Commonwealth? Thick headed individuals fighting for what they think is right?”

​“It’s a little different,” Carson replied, “but yeah, we have morons that do the same thing. They don’t turn to terrorism though. By and large.” He turned to the screen. “But someone here did. Well… it makes sense that they might go after your resources. It chokes the city a little, makes you feel something of what they’re feeling.”

​“I see that.”

​“But attacking the Queen…” Carson sighed. “That part doesn’t make sense. You guys care about the pageantry there. So assaulting that… Okay. I get it. They want to strike at the heart of your traditions. Show you what it feels like when something familiar is threatened. But it’s risky.”

​“Because,” Astrana continued, “if we find out who did it, no one will be sympathetic.”

​“Exactly. They’re putting themselves in a position of contempt. The kind that will lead to executions… or your stupid trials.”

​“I am sorry about that,” Astrana said. “I can assure you Garvin’s people did not agree with that. Me, Priak… many others… thought of it as barbaric. And we would not wish that on anyone.”

​“I get it.” Carson waved his hand at her. “I’m not looking for more sympathy about it. What’re the security protocols for landing a vessel on this planet?”

​Astrana hesitated.

​“I know you probably think I care enough to tell the Commonwealth, but I don’t. I haven’t lived there for a while. Frankly speaking, I’m a deserter.”

​“You… what?”

​“When the war ended abruptly, our commanding officer gave us some choices. One was to attempt to go home with everyone else. But the risks were high. The other option was to leave. He promised to put in a report that we were discharged. Whether or not that happened, I can’t say.”

​“I see. Why didn’t you want to go home?”

​“Mostly because I lost sight of what it meant to be there. The ideologies changed. Plus, the war took a lot out of everyone. I wanted some space. Time to be myself. I didn’t want to answer to anyone. So we set out to give ourselves a new purpose. One that we controlled in a place where we wouldn’t be bothered.”

​“And then you were brought here.”

​“To be fair, it took a long time to be abducted.” Carson met her gaze. “But yes, to your point, it was pretty disheartening to end up in your custody for no reason. Even sitting here, I have to be honest, I’m not thrilled. I don’t want to help you.”

​“Yet you are…”

​“And I’ll do my best because that’s the kind of guy I am. But make no mistake, you guys forced this on us. It makes me understand why the war started.”

​Astrana replied, “That isn’t fair.”

​“No?” Carson cocked his head to the side. “Your people seem more interested in the superficial than integrity. You’re worried about appearances when you could just as easily admit some fault and move on. You’ve mimicked us in many ways, yet you got bent out of shape enough to get into a war with us. After we’d worked together for so long too.”

​“There were many complications leading to that conflict. Breakdown of communication, inflexibility on both sides. I think we could become allies again. I suspect the Thortans thought so too before their own catastrophe took them out of the ring.”

​“Yeah, well… don’t get me started on those arrogant pricks.” Carson looked back at the screen. “If they hadn’t decided to play mediator the way they did… well, to be fair, we might’ve destroyed one another. Maybe it all worked out for the best. I don’t know. But whatever the case, this conversation isn’t helping our current problem.”

​“I believe you started it.”

​Carson snorted. “Actually, it started because you didn’t want to talk about the security protocols to land here. I’m guessing you can’t stop everyone, right? There has to be large stretches of nothing somewhere. And a small enough ship can probably drop in. But…” He nodded. “They probably didn’t have to.”

​“Because of Orlana?”

​“Yep. If he authorized it, then anyone could’ve come down. Maybe even on a trade ship. Something with cargo hiding all kinds of bad things. When do we question this guy? He could pretty much bust the case wide open if we put it to him hard enough.”

​“What does that mean?”

​“I…” Carson looked at the ceiling for a long moment. “I can get him to talk. We don’t have a lot of time, of course, so I’ll have to give him a push, but if you put me in a room with him, we’ll know what we’re dealing with soon enough. And whether or not we have something to worry about going forward.”

​“Another attack,” Astrana said, “or more of the bombs. We’re still checking every sled—”

​“That’s great,” Carson interrupted. “Get me the guy. I’ll make it happen.”

​Ugh, I should ask Garvin first. Astrana didn’t want to overstep her bounds. She didn’t know what the others wanted to do with the prisoner. But Carson was correct. If Orlana had the information, they needed it as soon as possible. The human seemed confident, as well. Far more than she did about getting anything out of the scum.

​If I make this call and it’s the wrong one… it won’t go over well.

​Neither would another attack for that matter.

​“Alright.” Astrana nodded. “I’ll take you to him now. Do you want him in his cell?”

​“It’ll have to do.” Carson stood. “Normally, I’d want a day with the guy at the very least. Some time to put him in a difficult position. But here we are…” He shrugged. “Our backs against the wall with no other option. We’ll have to make this a little harsh to get where we want to be. And the good news is he has good cause to believe what I’ll say.”

​“What do you mean?”

​“A prisoner has to believe an interrogator’s threats. The subject has to know their captor will go through whatever they’re threatening, even if it would never happen in a civilized setting. I don’t think any of you can pull it off. But I can. Because he put me through the trial. And the fact I’m Commonwealth. These factors will work in our favor.”

​“I see.” Astrana gestured for him to follow her. “Right this way.” She paused as they reached the hallway. “You have no intention of killing him, correct? You will not…”

​“No, I’m not a cold-blooded murderer.” Carson smiled. “But he won’t know that. Believe me.”

​Astrana fell silent as they walked. Orlana likely deserves whatever he gets. The Queen might have some plan for him, something she wanted to inflict on him. She’ll have the evidence to do so if this man proves capable of what he says. Providing he didn’t do anything rash and cost them the asset.

***

​Carson entered the cell, pausing just in front of the force field as it came online. The guards put Orlana in a smaller cell with four metal walls and a slab off to the left for a bed. A panel opposite the door offered access to a toilet that extended from the wall. Other than that, the place was totally bare.

​Orlana reclined on the slab. He didn’t look up, didn’t bother to shift his gaze. Carson gave him a few moments to acclimate to the fact someone else stood nearby, staring at him. It took nearly a minute before the silence got to him.

​“Who are…” Orlana turned to look, cutting himself off. “They put you in here too? What happened, did they run out of room?” He huffed. “Because this place is taken.”

​Carson continued to stare.

​“What’re you doing?” Orlana narrowed his eyes. He threw his legs over the edge of the slab, then sat up. “Why are you… what’s going on here, human?”

​“Curiosity,” Carson replied.

​“Say again?”

​“Curiosity. I’m trying to determine what compels a man already in a position of power to turn on his own in the name of unity.” Carson clasped his hands behind his back. “You’ve stabbed a lot of people in the back.”

​“You don’t know anything.”

​“Probably doesn’t matter,” Carson said. “Given the fact the Lumari put their criminals through this trial thing now. I wonder how you’ll do in the maze. Nell and I only made it because we were together. I guess you might have a coconspirator they could find to toss in there with you though.”

​“They won’t do that to me. I’m a prominent member of this community.”

​“Oh.” Carson nodded. “I see. The barbarism is reserved only for outsiders and undesirables. I presume that means you’ll be getting one of those outdated proper tribunals, is that it? A bunch of people observing evidence before they pass judgment?”

​“Of course.”

​“Wow. That’s even more intense than I anticipated. Of course, even. As if we’re so below contempt, we deserved to be thrown to the proverbial wolves. If you don’t know that phrase, it means you effectively tried to kill us without proper cause. Execution before a crime could even be discussed with the authorities.”

​“What do you want me to say?”

​“I doubt you’d say it if I begged.” Carson paced closer. “Thing is, you don’t think you did anything wrong, right?”

​“I didn’t.”

​“Okay, so delusions. I understand. The question is how long did it take to convince yourself of this?” Carson narrowed his eyes. “How long did you have to work on your own conscience to throw your lot in with terrorists?”

​“I’m making our society better.”

​“How many of your own people have to lose the right to see ‘better’?” Carson asked. “Because plenty of them have died so far.”

​“Sacrifices are necessary.”

​“Folks like you always say that,” Carson said, “particularly when you aren’t the ones who have to suffer for it.”

​“You wouldn’t know anything about it,” Orlana spat. “The Commonwealth doesn’t care about unity. It doesn’t care about its people. You’re a bunch of degenerates. The fact you won any of the conflicts disgusts me. I would’ve been happy to see your entire nation burn.”

​“Isn’t that a little harsh since much of your fashion comes from us? Hell, a bunch of you weirdos even try to look more human. I’m not entirely sure why you even think that way.” Carson chuckled. “It’s a little pathetic, really. But then again, never mind. That’s precisely what you are, isn’t it? Pathetic.”

​“I don’t subscribe to your disgusting beliefs! Nor your appearances.”

​“Is that why you attacked the Queen? Because she does? The obsession works your last nerve because the highest echelons of your community think humanity is pretty great. And here you are trying to preserve some vestige of your past. I get it. Everyone around you lacks the vision to understand your traditions matter.”

​“They are more important than what the Commonwealth offers! Which is nothing, by the way. It’s not as if you came here with your advisors to give us anything of value. No, they brought fabrics and patterns and… distractions. You wasted our time, and you enjoyed it. Poisoning us with your frivolity.”

​“Or,” Carson replied, “counter thought. Maybe we just gave you what you seemed to value. And there was plenty of trade. We each got what we needed. No one was fooled.”

​“Because you’re a decadent nation.”

​Carson shrugged. “Probably not anymore.”

​“Oh, don’t play as if you are victims. You manage your colonies just fine.”

​“Is that how you got seduced by the ailing members of your community?”

​Orlana blinked. “What do you mean?”

​“Just trying to figure out how you turned on your own people. Naturally, I assume you’ve fallen under the spell of some hardline weirdos from your distant colonies too stubborn to leave their situation. They’d rather die hating you than leave their settlements. How did that turn you to their side?”

​“You don’t understand.” Orlana turned away. “We lost contact with them because of the war. They suffered because of the Commonwealth. And our leadership hasn’t done anything about it. So the people have the right to be angry. To feel they’ve been abandoned. The beacons remain unreliable. And many suffer.”

​“What’s attacking the heart of your city going to do?” Carson asked. “How does that help their cause?”

​“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

​“I thought you were coming clean.” Carson paced to the other side of the cell. He leaned against the wall. “But if you’d like to be coy, that’s fine. Tell me how you feel about your fellow bureaucrats.”

​“What are you talking about?”

​“Other magistrates, people like Garvin, maybe the Queen herself. You don’t respect them, right?” Carson held up a hand. “I’m not trying to be cruel. Honesty’s the best policy, and all that. You know better than they do because you’re clever. How else would you have repaired the trial arena right under their noses without anyone knowing?”

​“It wasn’t easy…”

​“I bet.” Carson smirked. “You had to fool a lot of people. What did you tell the workers? The ones in charge of the operation, I mean.”

​“Historical significance.”

​“Ah.” Carson nodded. “We’ve used that one ourselves plenty of times. Tell the people they’re renovating a building or saving it for some nostalgic reason or another. Still though, did they think it was going to be a museum when you started installing weapons? And all that deadly crap that nearly killed us?”

​“Different workers.”

​“Of course.” Carson pursed his lips. “Makes sense. And the budget?”

​“Shifting things about within the city.” Orlana looked at him. “What does any of this have to do with you? Why are we even talking?”

​“One cell mate to another.” Carson leaned his head back. “I figure we’ve got time to talk before we’re both killed.”

​Orlana frowned. “You have no idea what’s going to happen to me. Once the Queen hears—”

​“You’re done,” Carson interrupted. “I’ve overheard plenty. Nell can understand your language. We know what’s going to happen. When I found out, I kind of went off. So they moved me over here for a while. Until such time as we can be ‘dealt’ with. You tell me what that means? You’re probably responsible for that sort of thing.”

​“I’ll speak with them,” Orlana said. “Garvin had no cause to put me in here. I work for the people. The city is the only thing I care about. My duty is to them.”

​“I’m sure.” Carson moved over to sit beside him. “The problem is I don’t think they’re going to listen to you. I’m certain they’ve made up their minds. Unless you have some compelling reason for them to give you the time of day, they don’t even need to let you talk to someone. After all, you’ve made a precedent with the whole trials thing.”

​“What do you know about our culture, human?”

​“Only what I’ve seen. That you don’t care about autonomy or fairness. That you’ll hurt others for your agenda. Even if they’re innocent. I don’t know why you thought about Nell. Maybe he offended you at some point. Maybe you just thought a human shouldn’t be working so closely with you. But cruelty is hard to justify.”

​“Your people…” Orlana clenched his fists. “The Commonwealth… you… no one cares what happens to you!”

​“Someone does,” Carson said. “Or you wouldn’t be here right now. But they’re connecting you to the attack on the prison, the attempt on the Queen’s life, and now some kind of weird sabotage thing. So you tell me. Are you a mastermind? Or a simple bastard who happens to be easy to set up?”

​Orlana fumed, but didn’t speak.

​“That response gives me some idea of the truth. It’s the latter.”

​“You know nothing.” Orlana growled out the words.

​“I don’t know. I feel well informed, considering I’ve been sitting in prison. But that’s what I do. I keep my ear to the ground, look for any opportunity to get out of my situation so I can get on with my life. You… I guess you’re a real patriot. Planning to take one for the team, so to speak.”

​“You think I’m going to accept… whatever you’re suggesting I’m part of?”

​“What have I said?” Carson asked. “I’m just saying, if you keep it all to yourself, then I’m impressed, that’s all. I respect a man who puts a cause before himself. I couldn’t do it. There’s no way I’d even try. See, humans always put our own lives above ideals. They just get you killed.”

​“Yes, I know that about you.”

​“Cowards,” Carson said. “Which is why some of our officers are so damn harsh. They gotta keep order amongst a bunch of independent thinking pricks. You know?”

​“I’m not surprised,” Orlana replied. “But I’m wondering how much of this is fabrication.”

​Carson shrugged. “Doesn’t matter what you believe. I’m passing the time, and if you want to think I’m full of shit, then that’s on you.”

​“I don’t know the phrase,” Orlana said. “Though you do seem… I don’t have anything else to say about this.”

​“You have a story for them?”

​“A what?”

​“A story,” Carson replied. “If you get your chance to talk. If they don’t come in here and shoot us both in the face, do you have a story to tell them? Something that’ll get you out of trouble. A way to distance yourself from the others doing all this stuff. Because if they’ve got evidence, you’ll have to deal with it, right?”

​“They don’t. They…”

​“Can’t?” Carson offered. “Is that what you’re about to say? One thing I learned in the military is there’s always something. Some type of evidence, some clue, someone talked, someone let something slip… you can’t avoid it. Unless you can literally do everything on your own, then you’re screwed. Someone will find out what you’ve done.”

​“That’s not how it works here.”

​Carson chuckled. “You’re telling me that no Lumari is going to come out against you if they’re offered a chance to walk away from this?”

​“We are a people of integrity.”

​“Except about Nell and me, right?” Carson smiled. “Selective integrity.”

​“You’re trying to twist my intent.”

​“You seem to be under the impression I’m playing a game here.” Carson shook his head. “I’m just a guy talkin’. Having the last conversation with another man so I can stop thinking about what might happen next. I don’t care if you lie, keep your mouth shut, or blab it all. We’re both going the same place.”

​“You weren’t bound at the hands,” Orlana said. “Why not?”

​“What was I going to do? Beat the shit out of someone and get killed sooner? Let me tell you something, there’s always some hope while you’re still alive. As long as you don’t do something stupid to screw it up, you have an opportunity to escape. Maybe through exoneration, maybe something else. But you don’t commit suicide.”

​“You’ve been imprisoned before?”

​“Of course!” Carson scoffed. “Who hasn’t? I’ve done my share of time. Not that it matters now. Never got caught by you lot though. Thank God. Let me tell you, I had no idea you were so brutal. That you’d just kill a guy out of hand. Seriously, it’s impressive in a way. Sort of… I dunno. Efficient, right?”

​“We do pride ourselves on our efficiency.” Orlana stared at the floor.

​Maybe he sat around here long enough for some of this to work. Carson thought he’d question more of his story. He wanted him to, just to give him the chance to make up a bunch of contradictory statements. But instead, Orlana kept it straightforward. I can work with this. He’s starting to feel some attachment.

​“Are you concerned?” Orlana asked. “To die?”

​“Who isn’t?”

​“You seem at ease,” Orlana said, “and after you just said your kind are cowards.”

​“We express fear differently. And confidence as well. See, I’ve got a wealth of information in my head. Plenty to keep me going if they ask. I just don’t think they do. Not when they’re worried about appearances. We, meaning myself and Nell, represent a stain on your precious integrity. And you caused it. So… we’re expendable, right?”

​“No!” Orlana shouted. “No, I’m not!”

​“I get why you feel that way.” Carson patted him on the leg. “The problem is when your law enforcement people make up their minds, there isn’t much you can do about it. When they deny you the right to a defense, to working with others, to talking to a representative, what can you do? Other than suffer whatever consequences they want.”

​“The people…” Orlana muttered. “The ones Garvin and his people are after…”

​“You mean the terrorists?” Carson asked. “Those people?”

​Orlana nodded. “I wonder…”

​“What?”

​“Just… what they desire, what they hope for… what they’re doing…”

​“It’s wrong,” Carson said. “If that’s what you’re trying to say.”

​“I think.” Orlana shook his head. “No, I can’t go down that path.”

​“Die with dignity.” Carson nodded emphatically. “Is that it? I agree with you. Make a show of it, too. Stand tall when they march you outside. Though, I don’t suspect we’re going to have any crowds there to watch us go. We represent an embarrassing problem, and it’s better to toss that trash out in the dark.”

​“No!” Orlana shouted again. “No, they can’t do that! I need to be seen, to be heard! I need an opportunity!”

​“Yeah? For what? Who do you think you’re appealing to? Those crowds are in a lean and hungry mood. If they loved watching us run around your little maze, they’d be more interested in seeing how long you twitch. Words aren’t moving a culture that hellbent on violence.”

​“You don’t know the Lumari.”

​“You’re right,” Carson nodded, “but I sure know what I saw when I fought for my life as a form of entertainment. That was an arena. Your ‘unity’ was based on watching two men die over a crime they didn’t commit. One you knew they didn’t commit. So I’m not sure what I need to know about them.”

​“You’re trying to get me to talk.”

​“Nope. Just telling you like it is.” Carson turned to him. “Besides, you’ve made it clear you’re hardly the one in charge of this debacle. You’re just a guy. Like me. Wrong place, wrong time. Only you’re up to your neck with it since the authorities caught you. And as a magistrate, you’re ripe for blame.”

​“That’s not how it’ll go down!”

​“Orlana…” Carson frowned. “It has gone down.”

​“You can’t possibly know that.”

​“They had us way down yonder.” Carson motioned with his chin. “With more guards since you know… we’re foreigners. Nell speaks your language.” He shrugged. “What do you want me to say? I know he’s not a liar. Besides, he’s not about to tell me a bunch of nonsense for no reason.”

​“Those… I mean…” Orlana stared at the floor. “I’ve never been in a cell before. Not like this. Not as a prisoner.”

​“First time’s always the worse.”

​“Of course you have,” Orlana sneered. “You’re some kind of Commonwealth scum. I’m sure you’ve been in plenty of these situations.”

​“Maybe, maybe not, and you can insult me all you want, but it won’t change the fact I’m right about what’s going to happen to you. Hey, you know better than me. What do the Lumari do to execute people? How gruesome is it? Especially if they go back to some kind of old school traditions.”

​“It’s… generally it involves…”

​“What?” Carson asked. “I’m serious, I’d rather know than find out the hard way. Call me curious.”

​“Well, you’re far too curious for your own good. It involves opening you up and hanging you.”

​“That’s the old way, right? Because I thought you were generally considered more civilized than that more recently.”

​“Yes, that was the traditional way someone would be killed.”

​Carson sucked a breath through his teeth. “Sounds harsh. But I’ve been under the threat of worse. You haven’t, of course, so I could see why you’d be very concerned. Maybe even terrified.” He clapped him on the back. “I’m sorry there’s nothing that can be done. Nothing you can say or do to change their minds.”

​“Of course there is,” Orlana said. “You’ve made it clear they won’t listen!”

​“No, they’re not giving you a platform,” Carson replied. “That isn’t the same as not listening.”

​Orlana stood. He paced in the cell, moving from one wall to the other. Carson kept quiet, giving the man plenty of time to stew on his position. It would be a surprise if he needed another nudge. Most of the necessary work had been done. The doubt was there. And the idea that he’d be taking the fall for others had to be gnawing at him.

​Because the magistrate hadn’t been locked up before, probably never been under serious suspicion, he didn’t have a clue how to handle it. The people he worked with likely didn’t think he’d get caught. He’d have convinced them he was beyond reproach. Which offered another avenue.

​If he got out, he’d probably be hunted down and murdered by the scum he worked with before. Orlana found himself in a lose-lose situation, regardless of what direction he went. The key was to ensure he didn’t come to that conclusion himself. They needed a contact name, at the very least.

​“You human filth.” Orlana sneered. “Come in here… fill me with all this concern. All this doubt.”

​Carson shrugged. “Like I said. I’m just a guy talkin’.”

​“One with the advice to incriminate myself.”

​“Oh?” Carson lifted a brow. “I was under the impression you’re already locked up. Do they need anything else to incriminate you?”

​That got Orlana fuming again. He shook his head. “Did they send you in here?”

​Carson narrowed his eyes. “Yes. Because I’m a prisoner too.”

​“This needs to happen.”

​“What?” Carson asked. “Specifically, what needs to happen?”

​“The reset. An understanding of what those colonies are going through.”

​“You the guy to show your society that? You ready to watch as a lot of people suffer because of it? Maybe some loved ones?” Carson pursed his lip. “Like your father?”

​“What do you know about him?”

​“Not much.” Carson shrugged. “But I had a feeling.”

​“Then you’re talking nonsense.”

​“Obviously not, because it agitated you.”

​“He was a good person! He did what he was told! Followed orders!” Orlana slapped the wall. “And they cut him loose because of those filthy stims. The ones they demanded! It’s a miracle I was able to get to the position I have!”

​“That’s a testament to the fact they didn’t judge you based on him. That’s kind of enlightened. We wouldn’t do that.” Carson hoped he didn’t know better. “Lumari culture’s pretty solid. When they’re not throwing people in mazes.”

​“Do you think…” Orlana rubbed his face. “I don’t want to die.”

​“Who does?”

​“I don’t want…” Orlana moved to the force field. He started shouting in his own language, slapping the wall beside the barrier.

​That doesn’t sound good, Carson thought. I really wish my Lumari was better. It would be nice to have a clue about what he’s saying. The force field dropped. Astrana grabbed Orlana by the shirt, dragging him into the hallway.

​Carson gestured at the field, mouthed shut it and leave me here. He hoped she’d been listening in on the conversation so she understood. When the light flickered back into place, he knew things would work out. I’ll bet he talks now. Which put he and Nell one step closer to going home.

​I think I’ll just relax until then. Carson closed his eyes as he reclined on the slab.

***

​Garvin brought Nell down to the cells with him after the meeting with the Queen. He had questions about what they talked about, though he didn’t bother to ask. There was a reason Istra made sure they had some privacy. Why didn’t matter as much as it happened. Nell got something out of it, because he seemed somewhat less morose as they walked.

​“You going to be able to help?” Garvin asked.

​“Maybe,” Nell replied. “Carson will for sure.”

​“You don’t put yourself in very high regard then.”

​“Let’s just say that I’ve got a set of skills I’ve been cultivating that doesn’t help with investigating terrorists and seditionists.” Nell rolled his eyes. “Had I wanted to continue that sort of thing, I would’ve stayed here. Or gone back to the Commonwealth. They need people to do that kind of work as well.”

​“But you didn’t,” Garvin said. “And I’d like to know why.”

​“Because there wasn’t anything back home for me. I didn’t feel welcome here. I had an opportunity. I seized it. One that Orlana may have cost me considering what is likely happening back on Peldan right now.” Nell turned to him. “You must have some idea of what’s going on. Do you honestly need us?”

​“A new idea won’t go amiss,” Garvin replied. “So yes, I’m happy to have your assistance. To get that perspective. We’re doing what we can. The next step is to interrogate Orlana. Put it to him very hard, find out what he knows, and run from there. I suspect it won’t be all that difficult.”

​“You may be surprised,” Nell said. “He always seemed rather stalwart to me. Back when I worked with him at least.”

​“I genuinely have no idea how we never met.”

​“You were at war,” Nell replied, “and I worked here.”

​“Still. It seems odd.” Garvin frowned. “Did you look different somehow?”

​“Perhaps.”

​“Oh… cagey.”

​“Yes.”

​Garvin sighed. “You know, you could just come clean. Talk to me candidly.”

​“I could.”

​“But you won’t?”

​Nell shook his head.

​“May I ask why?”

​“Because you didn’t do me the courtesy of a tribunal,” Nell said, “and I don’t make it a habit of dealing with people that lack all respect for me.” He shrugged. “It’s nothing personal directly to you. I understand that Orlana was cutting you out as well. But when you had the chance to make it right, you gave us an ultimatum. Which I don’t appreciate.”

​“Would it help if I apologized?”

​“No, but it would be courteous.”

​“I’m sorry.” Garvin rounded the corner with him. “It’s just…” He stopped dead in his tracks as something caught his peripheral vision. Astrana stood in a room with Orlana. The man shouted at her, waving his arms over his head. “I didn’t tell her to start an interrogation with him. She was supposed to be giving a briefing.”

​“Perhaps they came up with a plan,” Nell said. “What do you think he’s saying?”

​“I have no idea…” Garvin shook his head. “I don’t think I should interrupt though.”

​“I agree. Shall we wait here?” Nell leaned against the wall. “Or find out what Carson’s up to? I trust he’s got something to do with this… little conversation.”

​“I’ll… step in. The cells are over there. If you’d like to have a look.” Garvin beckoned to one of the guards. “Escort this man to see his companion.” He waited for Nell to leave before stepping into the room. Orlana stopped talking, turning to glare at him. “Hello. How’re things going?”

​“The magistrate,” Astrana said, “has decided to talk about a few things.”

​“I’m saving you,” Orlana sneered. “And giving up the people responsible for the attack. Destroying my reputation. My life. My family’s legacy.”

​Garvin turned to Astrana. He had a number of questions for her, but he didn’t want to step on whatever legend she fashioned to get the man to talk. Instead, he nodded, turning to him. “That was probably for the best. Please, continue. I’m here as an observer. I’d like to hear the rest.”

​“Before I go on,” Orlana said, “I want an assurance.”

​“Of course,” Astrana replied. “If the information is actionable, you’ll survive.”

​“Away from here,” Orlana pressed. “Not on this world. Wherever I’m sent, just not here. And I don’t want to see the Queen.”

​Garvin said, “We can’t guarantee that last part. But the rest, yes. I can assure you.”

​“I’ve already given her most of the information,” Orlana said. “The key players, I’ll give them up when I have a guarantee. Something in writing you’ll honor.”

​I don’t have to honor anything, Garvin thought. The concept it would make any difference is somewhat comical. “I’ll get another magistrate to provide you with what you need. But we’ll have to make it fast. As you can imagine, we’d like to stop them from doing whatever they’re up to.”

​“Yes, yes, I know.” Orlana waved his hands at him. “And it’s my concern too, but I have to survive this. That’s nonnegotiable. I will not be executed or… or thrown through the trials I rebuilt. Even if that means prison on some other colony or space station far from here, I refuse to be abused and humiliated.”

​If that’s his only concern, then we’re getting off easy. “Perfectly reasonable.” Garvin gestured to Astrana. “A moment in the hall, please?” They stepped out together. He kept his voice low. “How did you get this to happen? What’s going on? Has he given you real information?”

​“The human,” Astrana said, “went in and talked to him. Layered on a lot of guilt and fear. Talked about how we were going to execute him. Send him through the trials. He spoke down about his own culture to build up Orlana. Give him a sense of superiority that was crashing down around him. It was a lot… but it seemed to work.”

​“And all he wants is to go to prison without humiliation?”

​“Yes. It terrified him that much. I suppose he’s worried about his ancestors or something. I don’t know. But whatever the case, he’s changed his tune dramatically. We’ll have everything we need. Though from what he’s already said, it’s going to be something of an operation.”

​Garvin nodded. “Very well. Contact that friend of yours. The other magistrate. Get her down here immediately. I don’t care what she’s doing. I’ll gather the forces for a briefing. Then…” He shrugged. “I guess we’ll finish this off.”

​“There’s more,” Astrana said, “but we can talk about it later.”

​“Good.” Garvin patted her shoulder. “Excellent work. Thank you for taking the initiative.”

​“Truth be told, I was worried about it.” Astrana walked away.

​She and Priak are about to be peers. Garvin hurried off toward the command center. I had no concept we’d be acting so soon. This will save a lot of lives. And perhaps put down an insurrection before it really began.


Chapter 8

​Zeke found himself on the floor of the Bulwark along with a dozen other people. They all came to roughly at the same time. He remembered what happened. When the shuttle hovered over them then used a turret to stun them all, they went down hard. A groggy memory came back to him of his employees carrying him home.

​Liz nudged him, dragging him to his feet. “We don’t have time.”

​“To what?” Zeke grumbled. “Recover from being freakin’ shot? Because I’d beg to differ. The fact is, I’m surprised you’re walking around so easily. You were shot the same as me, right?”

​“Yes, but it’s just numbness. It’ll wear off. You gotta get over to the admin building. Mooch and Rosie will go with you.”

​“What’re you going to do?”

​“Make sure everyone got off that freighter.” Liz gestured around her. “There’re a lot of people here. Not just ours, but some of the refugees too. And we’ve got some folk unaccounted for. Sanders, Tully, and Eames to start. The list goes on though for the other folks that we believe are still on our side.”

​“You have enough people here to hold it?” Zeke rubbed his face. “I feel like I just sucked on a battery for half an hour straight.”

​“Yes, a bunch of Shev’s guys are here. They’re armed. The miners are being held in the boarding houses. Best place we have for them right now. All the weapons are confiscated, but that admin building…” Liz shrugged. “It might be a hotbed for people ready to shoot at us.”

​“So you want me to get blasted. Can’t we just scan it?”

​“Won’t tell us specifically who they got in there.”

​“Right.” Zeke sighed. “Whatever. We’ll take care of it.”

​Liz thrust a rifle into his hands. “There you go. Try not to get stunned this time.”

​“Whoa. You got stunned too. Why the hell are you throwin’ shade?”

​“I’m not. I just thought a little levity might help the situation. My apologies.” Liz grinned. “Anyway, you look like you need to be mad at someone. So why not me?”

​Zeke snorted. “That’s way too much like Carson.” He turned away. “C’mon Mooch! Rosie! Time to go shoot at more people.” This place turned into a war zone. Castus tended to feel a little dangerous from all the unknown factors hanging around. It hadn’t been outright violent since the Thortan attack.

​The others joined him at the door.

​“You sure?” Rosie asked. “We checked and there are people alive in there.”

​Mooch nodded. “Yep. And I was just about to meet Smedley.”

​Zeke sighed. “Much as I regret having to interrupt that meeting, I’m afraid we need to find some things out. Like if those people need help. They might not all be assholes working for Sanders.” He turned to Rosie. “How’s Smedley feel about meeting this guy anyway? Did you get a sense?”

​“He’s cool.”

​“That’s it?” Zeke asked.

​“What?” Rosie blinked at him.

​“It’s just that you always have a long ass explanation for everything, I expected a little more, that’s all.”

​“Oh. Nah. Not this time.” Rosie smirked. “I figure you just go honest. Everything else is easier if you tell the truth. I didn’t used to be that girl. Come to think of it, when I was in school way back, I used to have this friend who—”

​“Okay, okay.” Zeke waved his hand at her. “I wasn’t inviting you to come up with something new. It was about Smedley and Mooch. Let’s go. Before Liz accuses me of dragging my feet.” He led the way. They started across the street. “I wonder what’ll happen when we get it back. Who will try to take over.”

​“You,” Rosie said. “Which is what I hoped to do before I got shot out of the blue.”

​“You’d do good,” Mooch added. “Better than me. Though I think Rosie’s got it.”

​“No way, hon,” Rosie said. “I’m far too… random, I believe is the word. I’m not good at admin stuff. You want some clerical done though, depending on how you dress, I’d be the girl. We could take dictation or somethin’.”

​“Christ.” Zeke shook his head. “I gotta deal with sexual innuendos too? Can we not go there?”

​“Maybe you need a friend,” Rosie replied. “Someone you can work off some tension with. I’m pretty sure you’ve been repressed for a long time. Likely enough that you forgot what it’s like to take a deep breath and let it out along with all the cares in the world. I tell ya, it’s pretty imperative to my mental health. A good release can—”

​“What did I just say?” Zeke asked. “You know what, just be quiet. We’re almost there so why don’t you get your game face on. In fact…” A shot came from one of the holes in the side of the building. It struck the wall to his left, some eight feet away from scoring a solid hit. He nearly dropped to the ground, but elected to fire back instead.

​Rosie did the same while Mooch charged the enemy position, cutting out away from the building and into the street before making a direct line for the breach.

​Zeke laid down suppressive fire, even as a couple more stray shots made it out of the building. Rosie advanced, slower than Mooch, but just as deliberately. She maintained her aim, finally pulling the trigger after ten paces. A person cried out at the moment Mooch mantled the stones then went full automatic inside the structure.

​Mooch flinched backward, throwing himself off the debris. The move might have saved him from landing on some of the jagged stones lying in the street. He landed in the dust while a series of shots filled the air where he’d been a moment earlier.

​Zeke hustled forward, blasting at the hole.

​Rosie drew closer as well, standing on her toes to take a couple shots. “They’re done,” she called. “Four guys. Wow. All security! That bastard Tully! I can’t wait to tear him a new asshole. Seriously, after all the shit he’s pulled, that man deserves to die.”

​Harsh, Zeke thought, but not wrong. I guess I just never expected to hear her say something like that. She’s always been a lot more easygoing. Though Tully’s betrayal bit deep to them both. I have every reason to blow that piece of shit away too. Something about Rosie had always seemed sweet. Innocent even.

​Sanders move changed his perspective completely. She’d proven brave enough when they fought off the Thortans, though he never imagined her charging a position or putting people down. Let alone having a plan, initiating it, and nearly pulling it off. Had it not been for Tully, they could’ve secured the settlement.

​The wild card situation would’ve thrown anyone off. A bunch of weirdos seeking vengeance against Shev hadn’t remotely been on his bingo card. Of all the threats they faced, that one came way out of left field. And they fought hard, too, locking down the space port for the duration of their stay.

​“Mooch?” Rosie called. She aimed into the hole without looking back. “You okay, hon?”

​“I’m fine,” Mooch grumbled. He got to his feet. “Didn’t feel good, though.” He crawled up beside her. “You ready to go inside?”

​“They might be held up down there,” Rosie said. “I kinda doubt it, but it’s possible. Heck, I’m surprised we had to deal with the guys we did. They shouldn’t have been sitting around down there. Unless…” She turned to Zeke. “You think they’re trying to hold the position or somethin’?”

​“No clue,” Zeke mumbled. “This whole situation is killing me. Like… I know they heard Shev’s speech. Why are they still fighting with us? It’s ridiculous.” He cleared his throat, then yelled, “if you’re down there and start shooting when we come in, I’ll have you killed! It won’t be pretty either, because we’ve got some angry people out here!”

​“That’ll do,” Mooch said just before he jumped inside.

​“Wait!” Rosie grunted. “Damn it!” She followed him in.

​Zeke held back, crouching at the hole to see what happened. “You guys see anything?” he asked. No one fired a weapon. Damn it.

​“We’re fine,” Rosie shouted. “Get down here before we’re not though. The power’s off. And there’s a water leak somewhere. Which isn’t good. That’ll seriously piss off someone. When they see standing water in the desert.”

​Mooch chuckled. “And that one guy was going to make the whole place an oasis or something. Oops.”

​“That’s not funny,” Rosie said. “Just cause they busted a water line doesn’t mean they’re breaking the environment or somethin’, hon.”

​“No, just… it seemed ironic, is what I’m saying. And—”

​“I don’t think that means what you think.” Rosie appeared below Zeke. “So you comin’ or what? I thought we needed to save people’s lives or some shit.”

​“Yeah, yeah, yeah.” Zeke took care to crawl in. He had no desire to hop in like the others. With my luck, I’ll snap an ankle or slip and crack my head open. Halfway down, he did slip for the rest of the way, landing firmly on his ass. “God damn it!” He slapped the ground. “I knew it!”

​“Hush!” Mooch held up his hand. “Someone’s comin’ this way. I hear them.”

​“Of course they are,” Zeke muttered. “Not like it matters if we’re quiet now. They know we’re here. After the shooting, the shouting, the screaming, and my complaining… hell, the ones you guys shot probably called for help as soon as they saw us coming.” Not that it makes any sense. What did they plan to do? Live out their days in the ruins?

​Mooch and Rosie moved into the shadows, rushing toward an open hallway. Zeke scrambled to his feet, though he struggled to keep up with them. Fortunately, they stopped at the wall, right beside the passage. Zeke moved behind Mooch, who acted like a bit of cover all on his own.

​“You ready?” Rosie asked.

​Mooch nodded.

​“Wait!” Zeke rasped. “What’re we going to do?”

​“Shoot people?” Rosie offered. “What do you want to do? Get shot? Cause we already tried that. You tried it a couple times in fact.”

​Sarcastic asshole. Zeke sighed “Maybe they can get closer? Come inside even? I don’t know! But it seems pretty harsh to start shooting before…” One of the enemy fired a single shot into the room. He flinched, not because he thought he might get hit, but he knew what was coming next.

​“Now?” Rosie asked. “I mean, since they’re the aggressors? Even though we were sent to take the building back and all that… but I’m willing to let you call the shots here if you think—”

​“Just do it!” Zeke interrupted, gesturing sharply at the hall. “Open fire! C’mon!”

​“You heard him!” Rosie leaned out, letting the shots fly. The initial attacks brought out a quick cry of surprise from their opponents, though they quickly recovered enough to shoot back. Zeke risked a glance, noting they started to fall back. Some of them were already close enough to dart to the sides to get to cover.

​Others sprawled on the floor from the initial assault.

​“Go!” Mooch shouted, dashing out into the hall.

​Rosie called out to him, shouting for him to wait. It was too late. He made it halfway down the hall before she could even say anything, and rather than fret about it, she moved after him. The poor bastard took three shots before he took a knee. When he went down, she opened fire, catching two more.

​Zeke cursed under his breath as he advanced. He hopped over Mooch as the poor bastard slumped forward, then dropped low for the last few feet. Rosie took the room, firing fast as she moved to the left.

​“Four!” Rosie shouted. “Soft cover!”

​Half height, Zeke thought. If I remember my designations correctly. Hard cover would’ve been a full wall. So she drove those guys off, and now they’re probably using furniture or debris to protect themselves. He reached the next room, taking a hard right as he entered. The moment he did, he regretted his decision.

​He went under the assumption there’d be something to use as cover in that direction, an object close enough to get to in a few paces. Instead, there was nothing but a few wrecked chairs and a bunch of broken glass.

​Zeke laid down suppressive fire as he moved, firing in a wide arc from left to right. It pinned his opponents, but didn’t help all that much considering he still didn’t have anywhere to park himself. When he reached the corner, he found himself face to face with one of the security personnel, a man he knew from the bar, but not his name.

​Neither of them moved for a good ten seconds. Zeke’s weapon was already partially aimed. A quick jerk to the left, and a quick trigger pull knocked the man unconscious. There was no time for much hesitation. Not when he found himself mostly in the open, a fact driven home when a shot hit the wall inches from his head.

​Sparks showered over him, making him flinch dramatically enough to bump his head against the wall. The initial impact surprised him, though a quick, throbbing pain followed. His ears rang as he tried to zero in on who shot him. They’d be adjusting their aim, and likely already had a bead on him.

​Zeke tossed himself to the floor, moving away from the wall. He narrowly avoided three blasts that struck where he’d been, throwing more sparks over him. This time, he knew the attack came from the opposite corner. He returned fire, though he didn’t see his target completely, they were certainly there.

​Of the four shots he threw, only the third one seemed to score a hit. It brought out a grunted cry of shock and pain.

​Zeke crawled toward the nearest cover, a bit of stone fallen from the ceiling. It wasn’t much bigger than he was while prone, but enough to keep him safe for a few moments. Long enough for Rosie to make a move from her side of the room. He glanced, noting that she had an entire desk to hide behind.

​I had to try the right. Zeke winced as a shot hit the cover he moved toward. Was that a lucky shot or a warning?

​“Roll to your left!” Rosie shouted. “Go! Now!”

​Zeke complied, though he had no idea what she meant nor how far he should go. Dozens of shots went off while he was in motion. When he slowed, he saw Rosie stand. She came out from behind her cover, moving over to him. She offered her hand. “We’re good. We gotta check on Mooch.”

​“Did they stun him?” Zeke got up without her help. “Or…”

​“All blue lights.” Rosie scowled. “Lucky for them. I swear, these guys… what’s gotten into them? I recognize them all! Why would they be so damn aggressive. This makes zero sense to me.”

​“I’m with you,” Zeke replied. He kept an eye on the other opening as they moved back the way they came. “It’s like… I don’t know. They still think they can take over? Maybe Sanders is still okay somewhere in here. Giving orders. Or… I don’t know.” He saw movement out of his peripheral vision, a shadow dancing on the wall. “Contact… I think.”

​“Get ready.” Rosie hurried ahead while Zeke prepped his weapon. “Mooch is stunned, but okay. I don’t think I can get him up right now though. Christ, I wonder what the long-term effects are for gettin’ stunned so much in a twenty-four-hour period.”

​“I doubt anyone’s done a study,” Zeke said. He crouched by the wall, using it as partial cover. “If Sanders is here… you’re not going to stun him.”

​“Hell no,” Rosie replied. She came to join him. “That son of a bitch is done. All the trouble he’s caused, all the people he’s hurt… the man’s gotta pay. With his life.”

​“Two!” Zeke rasped, firing at the first of the people entering the room. They had tried to come in cautiously, moving at a crouch with their weapons at their hips. The first one took a shot to the shoulder, though it was enough to render their arm useless. They tried to shoot back, but couldn’t quite the rifle high enough, blasting the floor instead.

​The second one leaned out. Rosie got them in the face. Zeke’s first thought was that the hit probably caused some long-term damage. Possibly blindness, unless they got medical attention right away.

​“We should call the infirmary,” Zeke said. “Get some—”

​“No,” Rosie interrupted. “We find Tully, we find Sanders, we end this. Then they get help. Not before then. Right now, they’re all a bunch of traitors. Totally screwed us over for what? The promise of some stranger? I have no sympathy for any of them. And they deserve whatever happens.”

​“Okay…” Zeke walked with her. “You sure you want to leave him behind?”

​“No one behind us,” Rosie said, “and they sure as hell won’t be dragging him after us to threaten his life. I’m pretty sure we’ll be fine.” She reached the next hall, glanced inside then hurried through. “We’re almost to the stairs. I bet the bastards are hiding out upstairs in Nell’s place. Some part that wasn’t totally wrecked.”

​“That would make sense. It’s pretty fortified by the bedroom. Kind of a choke point though, if I remember correctly.” Zeke frowned. “And we don’t have anything to flush them out of there.”

​“Don’t worry about it. I’ve got a plan.”

​“You want to enlighten me?”

​“Um…” Rosie shrugged. “It’s kinda in progress.”

​“Yeah…” Zeke narrowed his eyes. “Do you mean the formation of the plan is in progress?”

​“Yep!”

​“So you don’t have a plan!”

​“Not yet! But I will. By the time we get there. And ya know, you could think of one too. While we’re walkin’ here. Talkin’ it up. I don’t have to be the only one with the genius moments.”

​“Oh, thanks for the permission.” Zeke rolled his eyes. They reached the stairs, though he paused there. Several forms reclined in the dark. He took a few steps closer, noting he was looking at bodies. “Whoa… do you see that? How many are there?”

​“Fifteen,” Rosie said, “at least.”

​“I think those people are dead.”

​“During the attack?” Rosie asked. “Maybe the concussion… or debris? I dunno.” She approached. “I don’t see any blaster marks. No scorches, at least.”

​“Damn.” Zeke crouched by one of them. The person was young, probably in their early twenties. He’d seen them around before too, but they were too shy to talk much. He’d been assigned from the governor’s palace. “I seem to remember he was going back home soon. He’d done his time here for some reason.”

​“Got in trouble,” Rosie said. “Screwed up his guard duty back home and voila. Ended up here. Like this.” She sighed. “I talked to him about it. Told him about some of the sights to check out near the governor’s mansion. Find a way to get some focus in him since he… well…” She shook her head. “I guess it doesn’t matter now, does it?”

​“None of this had to happen!”

​“Slow down,” Rosie said. “These guys died because of the criminals, not Sanders. Believe me, he deserves some ire, but he doesn’t need to take all the blame. We have the crooks in custody who did this.”

​Movement upstairs gave him pause. Zeke looked, then let out a sigh. Way too much death here for nothing. The criminals only wanted Shev, yet they took it upon themselves to kill a bunch of other people too. Sanders wanted control so badly he turned settlers on settlers, even pushing the security personnel into the act.

​Had a friend shoot me. Zeke clenched his hand into a fist. “Let’s go,” he muttered. “I want to look this bastard in the face when we ask him if it was worth it. If causing all these problems did it for him.”

​“It didn’t,” Rosie replied, “but I agree. It’s time to get up there.”

​“I’ll lead the way this time.” Zeke started up the stairs. I’m settling this score tonight.

***

​Liz stood near the door of the Bulwark as their people came through. Some were injured, others merely dazed. Medics from the infirmary arrived to help triage in the restaurant area, primarily because they had more room. Gurneys were brought in, along with extra beds from the living quarters in the building.

​When it had been a barracks, the soldiers would’ve used it in a similar way. They’d move the worst injuries to the lower floors where they didn’t have to move about in the event of a major assault. Liz always thought it was just a way of keeping them calm before they died, considering such an attack almost always resulted in the position being overrun.

​Most of their folks had been accounted for. Some remained at the port area, where technicians performed their own triage. Theirs accounted for some of the worst injuries, mostly from irresponsible use of their facilities while the miners occupied the space. The lead there locked the place down as soon as everyone left.

​The freighter captain that attempted to leave with dozens of people standing about was found dead. Someone bashed him in the head with a heavy, metal object though they didn’t start there. Other injuries included shattered ribs, a broken leg and a couple obliterated hands. They took their time with him.

​Liz assumed it had been the techs. They were hot when the people left the area. Perhaps even enough to kill a man in such a brutal fashion. She felt like doing the same after she had to sprint away from the vessel. The moment it began to vibrate to the second she got stunned, her mind filled with images of being incinerated.

​And he had a cargo bay full of people he planned to basically abduct. Rumor suggested he had some piracy contacts. The kind capable of helping one get into the slavery business. Which had become more popular in Thortan space after their collapse. The other nations still frowned on it.

​Another bout of gunshots went off at the admin building. Liz slumped as she leaned against the wall. She had hoped the others would find the place mostly deserted, or a number of injuries they needed to address. Instead, someone had to get feisty. Perhaps even the people who kicked all the violence off in the first place.

​It would not be a big surprise if Sanders is still alive and kicking. People like him often had incredible luck. Even if he didn’t make it, someone’s still got enough spice in them to keep up the opposition. Part of her felt as if she should head over there. If they needed backup, she’d be the only option.

​“Go.” Shev’s voice made her jump. “I can coordinate here.”

​“You sure?” Liz asked. “Because I could…”

​“We have to end the fighting,” Shev said. “Then we need to find a way to make sure this doesn’t happen again. So yes, get over there and help.”

​“Alright.” Liz nodded. “Do you think it’s Sanders?”

​“Doesn’t really matter,” Shev replied. “Sanders, Eames, Tully, or a bunch of random men with a grudge, they all amount to the same threat. When the dust settles, the difference in name only means we say something different during their punishment. And whether they’re exiled or killed.”

​I hadn’t thought of it that way. “Good point.” Liz grabbed one of the rifles near the door. She slipped her personal device onto her belt, then stuffed an earpiece in to interface with it. “Wish me luck. We’ll be back as soon as possible.”

​Shev waved as Liz left, then picked up the pace to a jog as she approached the admin building. Gunshots had been sporadic during her conversation. They picked up again as she reached the breach in the side of the structure. Then went silent a moment later. The final ring out of the high-pitched blast echoed through the street.

​Liz tapped her device, bringing up the comm. “Guys?” She paused. “Rosie? Zeke? Mooch? Do any of you read me?”

​No response. She leaned to check the screen on her device. The comm signal in that area appeared especially weak. Considering the admin building provided a boost to connectivity, it meant someone was actively jamming it inside. She tried to adjust the gain, attempting to overwhelm the noise.

​It didn’t work.

​Okay, I’m going in blind. Worse, she had to worry about her own people taking a shot at her. Maybe a quick shout will help. Everyone, of course. But I’ll take the risk that my people aren’t crazy enough to leave an enemy behind. She dropped down to the floor, landing in a deep crouch.

​A few bodies littered the area. Liz watched each of them for a few moments, noting they were still breathing. She stood, advancing to the nearest opening. Her device beeped in her ear, letting her know she was close to a friendly signal. She tried to reach out again with voice comm. No one replied.

​Maybe they can’t hear… or they’re stunned… or dead. Liz lifted her weapon, keeping it at the ready as she proceeded through the way. As she crossed through, she tripped on a body. The person moaned as she aimed her weapon.

​“Mooch?” Liz crouched beside him. “What the hell happened? They left you here?”

​“Took… a bunch… of hits…” Mooch groaned again. “Oof, they stunned me a lot.”

​“And you’re waking up already?” Liz shook her head. “Christ, they needed a bunch of men like you during the war. Put you in the front line, and you’d be tearing down the enemy. Are the others…”

​“I don’t know,” Mooch said, “but I don’t blame them. They couldn’t exactly drag me. And there are definitely more of these jerks up ahead. I know Rosie and Zeke made it or I’d be locked up right now. Or dead.”

​“Can you stand?” Liz asked.

​“I think so.” Mooch pushed himself to his feet. He swayed, then slumped against the wall. “It’ll take a moment. My legs and chest have pins and needles. Hand me my gun, please.”

​Liz picked up the rifle. He grasped it with his left hand while flexing his right. “Stuns are rough,” she said. “But you seem to be mostly immune.”

​“They hit me with full power,” Mooch said. “I fought through the first two. I think. I can’t remember now. It hurts though. I’ll tell you that. Acting as cover for your friends… not something I recommend.” He rubbed his eyes, gritting his teeth as he did. “I feel the strange tickle in my eyes too.”

​“That sounds awful. I’m so sorry but…” Liz pursed her lips. “I think we need to move. If we want to catch up to them and help at all, we should probably be on our way.”

​Mooch nodded. “I agree.” He shoved off the wall. “I might stumble, but we’re making this happen. I won’t leave them to fight the rest of this building on their own.” Despite his comment, he moved fairly well. Every third step or so, he stomped the ground, rolling his shoulders at the same time.

​They continued in silence though he stopped abruptly just before they entered the area with the stairs.

​“What’s wrong?” Liz asked. “You see something?”

​“Bodies.” Mooch gestured with his chin. “A lot of them.”

​Liz leaned around him. The way they were sprawled out made it clear they weren’t unconscious. They’d been killed, though the darkness covered up the specific injuries. She stepped past him, crouching by a couple of them. “They were killed in the blast. These injuries came from concussion. Hitting the walls or debris smacking them.”

​“Harsh,” Mooch said, “but we should continue on. What happened to them doesn’t matter as much as what’s happening to our friends. Not now, at least.”

​“Agreed.” Liz stood. “At least Sanders and his people didn’t do it. That gives me some relief.” She started up the stairs, picking up the pace when she heard raised voices. “Quick!” she rasped. “Let’s get up there before whatever’s about to go down is already over!”

​Mooch stormed up the way, grunting like a beast as he shoved past Liz. She nearly fell down the stairs in his wake, and narrowly avoided it by clinging to the rail. He made it all the way to the top and rounded the corner before she made it another three steps. His heavy footsteps echoed as he charged off.

​“Wait!” Liz shouted. She picked up the pace, but even as she reached the top floor, she found herself a good thirty feet behind him. The shouting was at the end of the hall, in a room Nell used for a personal office. He sometimes entertained important people there, the types of refugees with real resources.

​A gun went off. Liz’s heart sank. She might be running up to witness the end of a bloodbath. Once the violence escalated, it wouldn’t take long to wrap up. She sprinted nevertheless, though she couldn’t quite catch up to Mooch. He’d barrel into the room at any moment.

​And if it hadn’t already been set off, then the real fight would begin.


Chapter 9

​Carson enjoyed having a few minutes to himself. He stared at the ceiling, allowing the silence to wrap him up. The Lumari put him with Nell when they were locked up, so he hadn’t been truly alone since before he left Castus. Even in the stark, metal box of Orlana’s cell, there was some peace to be found.

​Enough to let him focus on something besides their predicament.

​If the magistrate didn’t spill his guts when he left, they might not open the field again. Carson prepared himself for that eventuality too. He doubted they wanted to kill a Commonwealth citizen casually, though. If they intended to end him, it seemed likely they’d do so in a quiet way.

​Or try to do a prisoner exchange. There had to be some key officials they’d like returned to them. Carson’s military record made it possible he had secrets the Commonwealth would prefer he not reveal. As a commodity went, he couldn’t argue that he represented a reasonable chip in a political game.

​Nell, on the other hand, only had Lumari secrets. And they already used them against him to abduct the poor bastard to drag him out for a murder. Possibly to get some kind of payback. Orlana had a real beef with him, enough to go through a lot of trouble to let him die in front of a bunch of Treyvant civilians.

​“Comfortable?” Nell’s voice rang out in the tiny cell.

​“I was.”

​“Until?”

​“I heard you.” Carson shifted to look at him. “Welcome back from tea with the Queen. How was it?”

​“Uneventful. Surprisingly.” Nell folded his arms over his chest. “Garvin and Astrana are dealing with Orlana right now. What did you say to him?”

​“He’d been in here a while,” Carson said. “So I emphasized the things I figured he’d been thinking about.”

​“Such as?”

​“Execution. Humiliation. Whatever else he let slip with body language and frustrated grunts.” Carson sat up. “And what about you? Did you get whatever you needed from her?”

​“Assurances,” Nell said. “Yes. For what they’re worth, she offered them.”

​“Great, so we’ve already helped a little since I got Orlana to spill in record time. We could ask them to let us go now.”

​Nell lifted a brow. “You don’t think the Lumari could’ve gotten one of their own to talk?”

​“Not without strong arming him hard.” Carson smirked. “Unless you know something I don’t about their methods. Like… do they have some drug that can do it? Something along the lines of the stim he talked about?”

​“I didn’t do any of that kind of thing.” Nell turned to look down the hall. “I expect we’ll get a briefing about what to expect soon. My guess is we’ll be dragged along to whatever nonsense Orlana tells them. All we have to do is pray it isn’t a trap so we don’t get obliterated by a bomb.”

​“You’re cheery,” Carson said. “You think you could open the cell door now?”

​“I thought you were comfortable.” Nell smiled. “Maybe you should just stay in there. Could even save your life.”

​“I’d rather go back to the other cell,” Carson replied, “and hey… you look like you’re having a good time. That’s a first since we left home.”

​“Were taken from home,” Nell corrected. “I suppose I’m feeling optimistic about the future finally. Orlana talking meant we did something important. Could be a good bargaining point later. When I need to talk our way out of here.”

​“What’re you worried about?”

​“Being too useful,” Nell said. “I’ve seen it before. In fact, it happened to me. I did a few things too well, so there were other ‘operations’ to take care of. Fortunately, they did run out and let me get back to my normal work. It’s not impossible to find oneself stuck.”

​“Same goes for the Commonwealth. But they don’t want to keep us here. I think Garvin’s embarrassed and would love nothing else than to have us off the planet. But too many people would ask questions. If the trials end abruptly, someone has to account for it. And they can’t exactly sub in some new people.”

​“Plus,” Nell added, “the architect of the whole thing can’t be responsible.” He paused. “They’re coming I think. Anyway, I’ll do any negotiating that needs to happen. If they ask for us to go… are you okay with it? Will we go in as combatants?”

​“I’m not leaving without a weapon,” Carson said. “So if they think I’m joining a bunch of security idiots as an observer, then someone’s going to be kissing my ass. And another thing…” Garvin and Astrana arrived together, cutting him off with their presence. “We were just talking about you.”

​Garvin snorted. “I’m sure. Orlana told us about the men he worked with to attack the prison. He arranged to give the chemists his father’s formula for the stim we found in the would-be assassin. And that was only the beginning. After Astrana narrowly saved her own life and a refinery plant, we’ve found some other bombs.”

​“But,” Astrana continued, “we may have more. So we’re on the prowl. Meanwhile, he let us know where they may be hiding and we’re going to hit the facility hard soon.”

​“Mister Flint,” Garvin said, “would you like to accompany Astrana on the mission?”

​“Me?” Carson tapped his chest. “And not him?” He nodded toward Nell.

​Garvin furrowed his brows. “Do you think he’d be of much help out there? Or a liability? I did watch the trials. He’s clever. But I think he’s better off helping us here rather than heading out there. But correct me if I’m wrong, please.”

​Carson turned to Nell. “Your call. I won’t hold it against you if you stay behind.”

​“That’s not fair,” Nell replied. “This is my mess. I should be clearing it up.”

​“Don’t worry,” Garvin said. “You’ll be helping me with some additional evidence from your time working here before. I need to know more about the people you worked with because it seems Orlana used some of them as well. Where you met them, how you communicated, the works.”

​“Why?” Nell asked. “Aren’t you going to kill them all?”

​Astrana said, “The ones we find, yes. But there will be others. And you can help us locate them so they can be brought to justice as well. You’ll be contributing. Only not physically.” She turned to Carson. “I’ve seen him in action. I know he’ll contribute to the cause.”

​“Maybe.” Carson held up a finger. “But then, I don’t have any training with you folks. I don’t know your techniques, your tactics, nor do I have a clue what any of your battle cues are. So…”

​“This is…” Garvin paused after his interruption. “Call it an off the book operation. The part you’re going to be involved in, at least. The two of you will be entering a facility through a service tunnel to prevent the enemy from escaping. There are three in particular that we believe will make a run for it.”

​“This is your chance,” Astrana said. “We can do this together. I have faith you’ll make it work.”

​“I’m glad.” Carson rolled his eyes. “Yeah, fine. I’ll go. Just… this isn’t the best idea I’ve heard. Most team ups require more than a little conversation. Through the force field door of a prison cell, I might add. Speaking of which, do you think I might be able to leave this place already?”

​“Sorry.” Garvin’s cheeks darkened. Not quite red. More of a purple. He tapped the panel, lowering the field. “Thank you for working over Orlana. We do appreciate the fact you made it easier. And… I’m sure you’ve already wondered if you haven’t done enough for us since our mistake.”

​Carson nodded. “You’re on the right track.”

​Garvin continued, “We appreciate you seeing this through with us. I think… rather, I hope… you will take this with you. A joint operation between us that we can each look at with a bit of pride. While it may not have happened under the best of circumstances, we’ll certainly owe you a debt of gratitude.”

​“Now that,” Carson said, “is something I can use.” He stepped out of the cell. “For now, I’m going to need some equipment if we’re going on this trip. And keep in mind, the last time I left Castus to help someone out of necessity, it was a Thortan with some of their best gear. So do try to impress me.”

​Astrana sighed. “Not likely… but I’ll do my best. Please, come this way. I’ll tell you more about the facility along the way.”

​“Sounds great.” Carson waved to Nell. “See ya later, buddy. Enjoy dishing on all that amazing admin BS you’re so good at.”

​“Be careful!” Nell called after him. “I don’t want to explain all this to Liz if you’re not there.”

​“Might be easier for me if I don’t come back now that you mention that.” Carson smirked as he paced alongside Astrana. “He’s talking about a person I’m seeing.”

​“You have a partner?” Astrana asked. “Somehow, I find that surprising.”

​“And why’s that?”

​“Just because you don’t seem like the type to settle for such mundane things as… how do you say it? Mating?”

​“Dating,” Carson said, “maybe. You could mean relationships in general, I guess.”

​“Yes, perhaps so. Forgive me.”

​“Don’t.” Carson shook his head. “I might have four words in your language and you’ve been chatting at me better than some of my closest friends in mine. Anyway, you haven’t exactly seen me at my best. Maybe if you met me on Castus, you’d wonder how long I’d been married for.”

​“Union?” Astrana asked, “correct? The civil joining of two people? We have that, but it’s somewhat different. It doesn’t always mean exclusivity.”

​Carson snorted. “Neither does ours.”

​“But isn’t such a thing… uh… stepping out?”

​“Yes,” Carson said, “yes, it really is.”

​“We don’t have that as much. Unless it’s an agreement. But… what is your partner like? What does she do?”

​“Used to be one of the intelligence officers back in the Commonwealth.” Carson narrowed his eyes. “You’re not going to have her abducted for info, are you?”

​“I…”

​“Just kidding.” Carson waved his hand. “Pretty sure this administration isn’t going to be grabbing any Commonwealth people for a long time after this. We’d have to practically come and throw rotten fruit at your queen. Anyway, she’s great. Headstrong, tough… actually, she’s a little like you. But, forgive me for saying if it’s not true, you seem more duty bound.”

​“Is that a bad thing?”

​“No, it’s just Liz… she tends to think of the whole picture when she did her missions. Which sometimes got her in trouble when compared to things like following the strict instructions of the assignment. I think her way was better, honestly. It meant saving a lot of lives. Not just grabbing whatever our government wanted.”

​“I see. So she’s a fighter. Like you?”

​“Probably better,” Carson said, “if for no other reason than she’s got a lot more passion for it.”

​“I’m confused. I understand you handled yourself quite well in the maze.”

​“Survival isn’t the same. Doing what it takes to stay alive comes with its own passion, its own… need. Without that pressure, you need a spark to fight for a cause. Patriotism, adherence to duty, hatred of your enemy, something needs to push you to victory.”

​“So what happened?”

​“I didn’t buy the rhetoric anymore.” Carson shrugged. “Not as much as I did in the past. Once your faith has been damaged, you start poking holes in the story you’ve been told. That path leads to a shift in attitude, how you approach your work. I did it because I could, not because I wanted to.”

​“We have similar feelings,” Astrana said, “about the war. I did not fight much before the end. But no one could explain why after the beacons went down. They had explanations, but these were unsupported by fact. The Thortans suffered for it, but their act drew attention to the frivolity of the conflict.”

​“I think they had a plan.” Carson huffed. “They just didn’t get a chance to implement it before their own people used the beacons as an excuse to overthrow them. Once the trade stopped coming, they had their excuse. Even wartime didn’t slow it down significantly. We allocated military assets to escort freighters all the time.”

​“As did we.” Astrana paused before a door. “This is where we’re going, but I’d like to say one more thing.”

​“Sure.”

​“You didn’t like the story your government told, you left behind the military, but the way you treated Nell Brooks… it seems to me there was something else you could’ve fought for.”

​“The guy next to me?” Carson asked.

​Astrana nodded.

​“True. And I admit, I was selfish about it. I can’t say otherwise. But I guess it was engrained in me somewhat because I always had my partner’s back. I think you have to go at a military exercise with that in mind. No matter what else happens, you help your team. Down to the person. Rivalries, frustrations, whatever, they mean nothing when the shooting starts.”

​“Will you keep that in mind as we go out today?”

​Carson met her gaze. “I’m angry that your people brought me here. Put off by how we were treated. Thrown into an arena to die in front of your civilians… it all put me off. But frankly speaking, I know it wasn’t you. The fact we’re heading out to save regular people from suffering helps a lot.”

​“Even though they wanted to watch you die?”

​“Yep.” Carson shrugged. “They’re just angry and frustrated by the events of the galaxy too. I can hold it against them or I can show them there’s a better way. I don’t think I should be going out there with you, but since I am, I’ll do my best to make sure this works out for both of us. We’re coming back. No matter what that means.”

​“Then I make the same commitment to you.” Astrana nodded her head. “I will ensure you return from this mission and that you will be allowed to return home to your partner.”

​“I appreciate that.” Carson gestured to the door. “Guns? Armor? That good stuff?”

​“Armor, yes.” Astrana turned away. “You’ll find the outfit four doors down on the left. Weapons are aboard our transport. We’ll collect them as we fly to our destination.”

​“Sounds good.” Carson left her alone. No matter how sincere I might sound, they can’t trust I won’t start shooting them the second I get a gun. Though I guess they also have some notion that I’m a suicidal maniac desperate to go down in a blaze of bloody glory. He found the locker in question.

​The black armor wasn’t as technical as what he’d received when he worked with the Thortans. A heavy coat, a pair of mesh trousers, and some boots made up the majority of it. The material contained a metallic fiber which displaced beam fire. Stuns would be absorbed for the most part, while fatal shots would hurt, but not kill.

​His experience fighting against the armor meant he’d have two to four hits before the protection failed and started melting. He changed into the stuff, struggling with the inseam. It was a little on the tight side. This is where the Thortan stuff had the advantage. He hoped it might loosen up when he started walking.

​Carson carried the gloves with him back to Astrana. She’d changed as well, though she wore a sidearm with a rifle slung over her shoulder. I was right about the weapons. Maybe there’s someone in particular they think I’d like to blast. Still, the suicidal aspect struck him. Just keep that thought to yourself. No reason to put the woman on the spot.

​“How’d you get this close?” Carson asked. “To the fitting, I mean.”

​“The outfit you wore in the maze. We took from that size and got you that.”

​“It’s okay.” Carson pulled at the pants at his inner thigh. “Just… wish it wasn’t quite so tight.”

​“That’s not something I think we could technically predict. Your—”

​“Okay, okay.” Carson waved her down. “We don’t have to go there. Just lead the way to this shuttle we’re taking before we have to embarrass me more.” Keep it to yourself. He couldn’t do it. “So… the guns?”

​“I understand your thinking,” Astrana said. “There’s a protocol. We’re following it.”

​“What is it? Specifically.”

​“Guests are not issued firearms until we have left the compound.”

​“That simple? Not the fact I was a prisoner a few hours ago?”

​Astrana sighed. “I do hope you’ll forgive the suspicion.”

​“I mean, I do. But I’ve been asked for a lot of forgiveness since we started down this road together. At some point, you guys have to remember you wronged us. And that we aren’t the ones needing to earn some trust.”

​“You realize it isn’t me…”

​“Sure.” Carson regretted his comment in the pregnant silence. I really need to learn to keep my mouth shut. Especially when they were on the verge of heading into a dangerous situation together. Right after I promised to have her back. You’re a proper tool, man. With the social skills of a rat.

​It made him think about his last real conversation with Liz. When he came out to find her and Zeke decorating for Yule. He felt more confused than festive, and didn’t embrace their excitement. At some point, he knew how to read a room. Then he either stopped caring or lost the ability to adapt to a situation.

​I gotta get away from being set in my ways or… whatever this is. Carson prided himself on being adaptive. Then I alienate, act belligerent or otherwise push people unnecessarily. Luckily, Zeke knew him well enough not to bail. And Liz put up with it, probably because he tended to be somewhat different in private.

​I’ll make it up to everyone when I get home. Including myself. Carson likely killed plenty of opportunities in his life. The personal ones that mattered. These Lumari are genuinely upset about what happened. They might be going through the motions, but I could form some friendships here.

​Relationships that could be useful in the future when some refugee needed something. Or, heaven forbid, me and mine. The Crossroads may have been neutral, but that didn’t necessarily mean stable. Anything could happen, even when it felt like they might stay at the Bulwark forever.

​The universe was in flux. Terrorists attacked the heart of the Lumari Collective. The Thortans suffered under a myriad of dictators. And the Commonwealth remained silent through it all. Hiding out gave him time to collect himself, to live without the fear of violence or idiotic orders getting him killed.

​But it may have been time to step back into the game. Perhaps not right away, but sooner than later. Before the universe chose for him, and he found himself having to pick a side he wasn’t fond of. That was a worry for after the fight in Treyvant. After he secured safe passage back home.

​Then… it’s time to look at the big picture again. Much as he’d dreaded it, he didn’t have a choice anymore.

***

​Nell stood in front of a giant screen overlooking the operating theater where they sent Carson. A water treatment plant acted as the enemy’s base of operations, a reasonably large structure long since retrofitted to be entirely automated. A Lumari worker visited the site weekly to check on things.

​Though Orlana made it clear the person they sent worked with the terrorists. No reports would be getting through to an authority capable of doing anything about it. The assumption was a few people may have already died, murdered by the group to keep their secret a little longer.

​Until they could enact a final plan capable of bringing down the government.

​Garvin called from the other side of the room, “You don’t have to worry about that.”

​“I’m worried about my friend,” Nell said, “not necessarily your operation. The fact they go hand in hand is the only reason I’m concerned.” He paced over to the terminal Garvin crouched in front of. “What’re we doing then? You said you had some individuals I might be able to identify.”

​“Yes, those you worked with for the previous ops.” Garvin stood. “You’re logged into the identification database.”

​“That was easy.” Nell stepped in front of the computer. “I had to really fight for even a scrape at this when I legitimately worked for your government.”

​“This is a crisis.”

​“Sort of,” Nell said. “What I’m doing is peripheral to the real problem. You want to stamp out the enemy completely. Otherwise, this step could be ignored. Your authorities, people like Astrana, they’d hunt down the threats soon enough.” He prepared to type, pausing for a moment. “You know some of my former contacts may have nothing to do with this.”

​“I’m aware.”

​“Will you be arresting them all regardless?”

​“No,” Garvin said, “we’re going to check their alibis to the attacks. Ensure they have no connections with the terrorists. And if they don’t, they won’t even know we had a look at them.”

​“What are you going to do with the ones you suspect?”

​“They’ll be put before a tribunal.”

​Nell raised a brow. “You sure they won’t replace us in the trials?”

​“Those will never be run again,” Garvin said, “whether you want to believe that or not, is up to you. I never wanted it done. I tried to talk the Queen out of it. But Orlana got his hooks in her about the unity of it all. The enthusiasm of the people. He’d been planning it for a while. I’d love to understand his animosity toward you specifically.”

​“It’s personal,” Nell replied. “And since it doesn’t have bearing on this case or what you’re looking for, I believe I’ll keep it to myself.”

​Garvin chuckled. “Alright… do you even know?”

​“Probably.” Nell looked back at the big screen. “Shouldn’t you be coordinating that?”

​“I trust my commanders.” Garvin folded his arms over his chest. “You needn’t be concerned. I’m sure your friend will do fine. Astrana’s a tough officer. If we had time, I’d tell you the story of how she freed herself and saved a refinery before returning here. The two of them should work well together.”

​Nell bit his lip rather to avoid responding. He took a deep breath. “I’ll get on this list. But if you’d do me a small service, could you at least pay close attention to their progress? Carson’s only here because of me. I want to ensure he makes it out of here alive and unharmed.”

​“Do you feel guilty that you aren’t there with him?”

​“Of course,” Nell said. “Or in his place. If he hadn’t been taken…”

​“You might not have survived the maze,” Garvin pointed out.

​Probably not. Way to rub it in. Nell scowled. “I’m going to work now. Might take a bit to jog my memory. I’m sure you understand.”

​“I do.” Garvin stepped away. “I’ll just be over here.”

​I’m sorry, Carson. I can’t believe I put you through this. Nell felt sick to his stomach. I can’t imagine how I’ll make it up to him. He already owed the man a debt for helping him through the trial. Whatever comes next, he’ll deserve a great deal more than I have to offer. But I suppose we’ll cross that bridge later.

​Just then he had to betray old comrades.

***

​The shuttle raced through the sky, staying low to the ground. Carson clung to the safety bar above the downed ramp. Astrana attached a tether to his back, which in turn linked up to the wall. Wind whipped at them, competing with the engines for noise. Sunlight streamed down, filtered through a few wisps of cloud.

​“One minute,” Astrana’s voice blared in Carson’s left ear. “I’m translating for you.”

​“Thanks,” Carson said. He leaned to get a look at the terrain below them. Green fields spread out as far as the eye could see. They’d left behind the city some ten minutes earlier. Their pilot buried the throttle. The last time he’d been ready to deploy in such a capacity had been a major military operation against the Lumari.

​More than five years passed since that event. The motion of the ship combined with the blurring landscape made Carson’s stomach flip. He fought back the nausea, focusing on his feet. Though the longer he kept his head down, the worse his vertigo became. Finally he drew a deep breath, then turned to look inside the ship.

​Astrana picked a smaller vessel, a four-seater. The pilot and his partner sat in the front. Turrets on the front made it clear it was an attack craft, one of the fast ones the Lumari used to perform hit and run assaults on enemy territory. Carson witnessed them in action plenty of times during the war.

​They were fast, nimble, and capable of packing a real punch. Especially when they came in groups of five. Astrana brought along ten, which made him wonder how much of a threat they were walking into. Why do we need two full units of these things when the two of us are going in alone?

​Something wasn’t adding up.

​“I just realized,” Carson said, “looks like you’re going to war.”

​“Precautions,” Astrana replied. “And we’ve seen some activity suggesting we have some ground forces that need to be removed. Weapons, specifically. I don’t want someone to launch anything at the city. They’re close enough to cause real damage.”

​Carson nodded. “And you think we’re going after the leaders, right?”

​“That’s the hope. You and I cut them down, finish their movement once and for all.”

​This is going to be a shit show.

​An explosion caught him off guard. If the tether hadn’t been holding him in place, he swore he would’ve fallen out. “What the hell?” They passed over a massive pillar of smoke and flame. “What did they do?”

​“Ground defenses,” Astrana said, “they’re taking them out. Hold on tight. This is going to get rough.”

​“Maybe we should close the damn doors!” The intense heat chased away all the chill from the wind. “You know, until—”

​“We’re disembarking when they come around,” Astrana interrupted. “Ready yourself.” She crouched as she reached behind her back. “When I give you the word, disengage the tether and jump.”

​Carson finally got a good view of the facility they were after. Four stories, sprawled out over at least half a mile, it nudged up against a massive lake. Fires roared at several points around the facility, which suggested the terrorists had an insane amount of time to prepare their defenses.

​Blasts raced past their ship, well over a dozen of them. Carson had to give their pilots some credit. They managed to avoid most of the attacks. Those shots that got through caused a good nudge.

​The vessel dropped, almost as if they lost power to the engines. Carson squeezed the handle until his knuckles ached. This is it. I’m going to die in a crash on some foreign world. The possibility dogged his steps since the first days of his military service. Though after he left, when he moved to Peldan, he thought he could put the fear of death behind him.

​At least in some random crash. Part of him accepted the notion of dying old in the desert. Standing on that Lumari ship plummeting toward the ground, he came to realize he both missed the thrill and despised it in equal measure. Though he preferred when he had control over what might happen.

​His life rested in the hands of their pilots. Whether they could pull up in time or not, or if they’d taken enough damage that they’d crash regardless. Astrana didn’t give him a warning from them, didn’t translate any sort of commentary.

​Thrusters fired suddenly, slowing their descent. Carson instinctively bent his knees to absorb the impact. They spun around, hovering directly over a smooth, gray walkway. The lake’s surface on the other side rippled from the force of the thrusters holding them aloft as mist formed all around the area. Like a smoke screen.

​“Now!” Astrana shouted. She leaped from the vessel, landing in a crouch while Carson still fumbled with his tether.

​Once the ship started to fall, he forgot about the idea of disengaging the thing or jumping. His fingers wouldn’t cooperate, wasting a good ten seconds before he figured out the clasp. As it came free, he prepared to jump. The ship jostled to the left and right, costing him his balance.

​Carson began to fall. He shoved off with one foot, reclaiming some sense of control. Though he still landed hard, falling to the ground before rolling into the barrier. Had it not been there, he would’ve found himself in the lake. Regardless of that small bit of good news, his shoulder and side ached.

​“You okay?” Astrana asked. “I told you to be ready to jump!”

​“Yeah, sorry about that.” Carson grumbled as he rolled on his back. “I didn’t know the idea was to cut the damn engines or whatever they did. I thought we were going to crash. If you’d like to throw some accusations, you could’ve warned me about their plan.”

​Astrana grabbed his arm then yanked him to his feet. “We have to go. I wanted to be much closer to our destination than this. It’s time to run for cover and hope they don’t have infantry turrets in position to harass us along the way.”

​Glad you mentioned that possibility in the briefing. What little of it there was. Carson followed her while rolling his sore shoulder. He figured he probably only had bruising, though a good jog would reveal the truth soon enough. If the pain didn’t start to subside, he’d know the fall left him with something serious.

​The section they traversed was barely wide enough for three people to run side by side. Carson gave Astrana a head start, allowing her a good five paces ahead of him. A dark passage loomed ahead of them, though it would take at least another full minute to make it inside.

​Explosions around them made it clear the violence continued. Engines roared as weapon fire screamed over the carnage. Smoke and flames filled the sky, blocking out the horizon on the left.

​These terrorists are far more than a fringe group, Carson thought. They’ve fortified this place. We needed a large ground force to take it, not two people and some fast attack aircraft.

​They closed in on the landing before the passage. A red beam cut through the air directly between them. Carson moved to his side of the wall, slowing down so he could aim. The attack came from an infantry weapon, that much he knew for sure. But he didn’t see the flash before it was nearly on them.

​There wasn’t all that much room in the area directly in front of the passage. If they were inside, they only had the cover of darkness.

​“Think it’s a civilian?” Carson shouted.

​“No.” Astrana laid down a field of fire into the tunnel, lighting it up red. A silhouette danced backward before collapsing on their back. “There are no civilians here, remember? It’s an automated facility.” She approached the passage. “Someone suppressed the lights though. They should’ve come on.”

​Another explosion rocked the ground, shaking it like they’d experienced seismic activity.

​“That might’ve been a crash,” Carson said.

​“Or the reactor,” Astrana replied. “They may be trying to destroy the entire facility.”

​“Seems logical. If they want to commit massive carnage. Why are we the only people coming in here?”

​“I’ve got a force taking the front as well,” Astrana said. “They’ll seize and hold the facility. You and I are here for a surgical strike. I did make this clear. Or so I thought.”

​“Left out a lot of details,” Carson muttered. He glanced behind him, just in time to watch one of the vessels crash into the bridge they’d passed over. A massive chunk of the cement burst, flying into the air as water from the lake poured out. “I hadn’t even put it together that we were on the top of a dam.”

​“It’s time to go,” Astrana said. “So we can get the repair crews in here.” She headed into the darkness. “Do keep up. This might be the most dangerous part of the mission.”

​That doesn’t worry me at all. Carson shook his head. Considering the first part. Stepping inside gave him some sense of safety and fear at the same time. If it collapses, we’re crushed. But at least no one can shoot at us. Any little bit he could take heart in helped. And at least it was almost over.


Chapter 10

​Zeke stepped close to the room. Sanders stood in the center of the room, arguing with at least two other people. He recognized one of them as Tully. The man’s form was hard to mistake. The other might’ve been Eames. All three in one spot. That seemed fortuitous. They shouted at each other when a weapon went off.

​No one seemed to be injured by it, but it did cause them to escalate their verbal conflict. As they continued shouting, Rosie walked in with her weapon at the ready. Zeke thought she might open fire immediately, killing all three of them without a second thought. Instead, she cleared her throat.

​“Drop them,” Rosie said, “and be thankful this isn’t two years ago when I would’ve executed you all while you didn’t bother watchin’ the door.”

​“You…” Sanders stumbled back. “I thought… this is absurd! We’re in control of this settlement now. And the two of you…”

​“Stop.” Rosie shook her head. “First, you got no idea what’s goin’ on out there. We’ve got a bunch of your pals locked up. And the security ones too. No one’s ‘taking over’. So you can stop hopin’. The second thing you should be aware of is that even if you did, I’m aiming at your face. And you’ll be the first one to die if you don’t comply.”

​Tully turned to them. “It wasn’t supposed to go down like this, Zeke. You gotta believe me.”

​“Doesn’t much matter,” Zeke said. He trained his weapon on Tully. “Considering what you did, you’ve got a lot of balls even talking to me. Let alone trying to make this out like you’re a victim. Fact is, I should kill you regardless. We can talk to these other two clowns. But you… you betrayed friends.”

​“No.” Rosie shook her head. “No, because someone here killed Gustav. And I’m not about to let that pass.”

​“It wasn’t me!” Eames stepped forward with his hands in the air. “I didn’t shoot a single gun this whole time! I hid in the boarding house, then came here right before the attack on the building. So you don’t have to worry about me! In fact, I have no real association with these two men. They can go to hell as far as I’m—”

​“Hush,” Sanders spat. “Or I’ll shoot you myself.”

​“That reminds me,” Zeke said, “no one’s dropping guns despite the fact I’m ready to start shooting. And Rosie’s definitely got some passion. So… maybe we should start the disarming process, huh?”

​“Rosie!” Mooch shouted from the hallway, his voice echoing with no small amount of rage. “I’m here!”

​“Oh, shit…” Zeke held up his hand. “Hey! We’ve got this under control! Slow down, man. Things are going to be—”

​Mooch barreled into the room. He slammed into Zeke, easily knocking him to the floor. He fired his gun, blasting at Sanders first. People scattered. Eames let out a high-pitched scream as he flopped on the floor, landing flat on his stomach. Tully returned fire as he dropped, blind shooting in their general direction.

​A woman yelped from the hallway. Zeke couldn’t make her out. Someone shot out one of the lights. A dim glow came from the left side of the room from a lamp that tipped over. Sparks showered down from the damaged fixture, scattering to the floor behind a piece of busted furniture.

​“I don’t want to die!” Eames shouted. He repeated himself over and over again, occasionally pausing to whimper.

​Zeke wanted to sound off on Rosie and Mooch, but he didn’t want to give away his position in the dark. Not with Sanders and Tully still functioning. Glass shattered a moment later. A heavy grunt followed. Whoever it was jumped from the second story window. If they didn’t hurt themselves, it would’ve been a miracle.

​“You still here, Tully?” Zeke asked. “Don’t think you’d be a coward and make a run for it.”

​“I’m right here,” Tully said. “Maybe we go our separate ways. You want to call it?”

​“Castus is pretty small,” Zeke replied. “And no one’s leaving for a while so… I don’t think that’ll work for us. Counteroffer. You surrender, I’ll put you in a cell and let Nell deal with you when he gets back.”

​“Hell with that!” Mooch growled. “I’ll tear that man apart myself!” Zeke saw motion in his peripheral vision. As the big guy stood, he charged Tully’s position. A gun went off two times.

​Zeke stood, watching as Mooch stomped Tully’s arm with the rifle. The horrifying crack echoed off the ceiling, only matched in pitch by the man’s scream.

​“Mooch…” Zeke took a step closer as his companion grabbed Tully by the head. He dragged the man to his feet, then slammed him into the wall.

​Tully tried to fight back with his good arm, slapping at Mooch’s face. But once the lug’s massive hand wrapped around his neck, it was practically over. “No!” A strangled cry wrenched from Tully’s lips before the hand constricted. He gagged, his tongue came out, but he couldn’t do anything about it.

​“Hey!” Zeke shouted. “You can’t…” Another crack sounded. Tully’s body went limp, the legs tapping the wall.

​“What?” Mooch asked as he dropped the body. “He earned that.” He turned in a circle. “Rosie?”

​“I’m here,” Rosie grumbled. “I cracked my head.” She stood. “Where the hell’s Sanders?”

​Mooch frowned. “Where’s Liz?” He gestured to the hall. “Quick!”

​They moved into the hallway. Zeke found Liz lying on the floor. She was still moving, but took a shot to the side, just below the ribs on the left. “Hey…” she muttered. “You guys had some excitement in there, huh?”

​“Shit!” Zeke dropped beside her. He checked the wound. A blaster burn, one that needed immediate medical attention. “I have to get her back to the Bulwark for medical treatment.”

​“I will,” Mooch said. “This is my fault. I can carry her faster.”

​“What am I supposed to do?” Zeke asked. “I need to help her!”

​Rosie said, “You and I have other business. Sanders jumped out that window. We gotta find him. He can’t be allowed to get out of the settlement. He goes off to one of those mines, it might be hard to find him any time soon.” She headed back in the other room. “And I don’t want this guy wandering around either.”

​“Don’t kill him!” Zeke called. He hurried in just as she stunned Eames with a shot to the back, right between the shoulders. The body twitched as he let out a long, squealing sigh. When he fell still, he seemed to melt into the floor, as if his bones had been liquified. “Harsh… but thank you for not… you know.”

​“Hey, he’s lucky you got a soft spot for these scumbags.” Rosie kicked Eames for good measure. “Now he’s got a bruise to remember all this nonsense. Anyway, let’s go. I ain’t jumpin’ out no window though. Not after I just knocked myself stupid going for cover on the damn floor.”

​Mooch hoisted Liz up. She looked like a doll in his arms, and though she continued to mutter, she seemed on the verge of unconsciousness. “Did I do alright? Or… should I have…”

​“I mean…” Rosie shrugged. “You probably could’ve been a little more subtle, hon. But hey, you got things moving. So that’s not for nothin’.” She slapped Zeke on the arm. “You ready? We gotta move.”

​Zeke stared at Liz for a good, long moment. “Make sure she gets help fast.” He turned away. Carson’s going to kill me if she doesn’t recover. Not that he’d blame him. “Alright, Sanders has done enough.” He moved down the hallway. “It’s time to finish him off once and for all.”

***

​Shev looked up as someone came into the Bulwark shouting for a medic. He looked up to see Mooch carrying Liz. She appeared limp in his arms, but the injury on her side was prominent. It was in a bad spot as well, one that had all the potential to be fatal. If it hadn’t already taken her life.

​“Over here!” Shev shouted. “This gurney is free.” He turned to one of the doctors. “You need to check this woman immediately.” Once Liz was in position, he took a quick moment to look her over before making way for the medic. She was still breathing, though she’d gone pale, her face covered with sweat.

​Mooch put his hands on his head, staring at her with a pained expression. He backed away. “I tried… I tried to hurry. And… this may have been my fault because I became too exuberant… I charged… I ran into the room and then… and it could’ve been Rosie or Zeke but…”

​“Slow down.” Shev grabbed the man by the shirt. “Where are the others? What happened?”

​“Sanders… jumped out of a window. They’re pursuing him. Tully’s dead. Eames is unconscious. Rosie stunned him. He’s still at the admin building because I couldn’t carry him too but he should certainly be locked up as quickly as possible because he’s just as much trouble as the others, and…”

​“That’s enough.” Shev patted the man on the chest. “Go sit down. Have something to drink. Relax the best you can.” He turned to watch the medic work on Liz for a moment. Please make it, young lady. She’d always seemed tough to him. Though it might come down to luck if she survived being shot there.

​Sanders probably isn’t worth it. Though Shev understood why they pursued him. If he got away, he might rally some people to come back. Several of the miners stayed out at mining camps much of the time. They didn’t come into the town but once or twice a month. Not even for a ridiculous vote. Because none of them cared who ran the colony.

​Shev moved over to look out the window. The streets looked peaceful. Though he didn’t know what he expected to see. The conflict narrowed down to three people. Two against one. A desperate fool who decided to solve a problem with violence when a conversation would’ve done.

​Or he could’ve just showed his worth by addressing the problems. Whatever happened, whether he hated Nell or didn’t want to risk having to fight with the man over a toll, it didn’t matter. Between Zepha’s children and the attempted coup, Castus became vastly more interesting than it ever needed to be.

​We’ll have to take some precautions against something like this happening in the future. Shev turned back to look at Liz. So people don’t have to potentially sacrifice themselves for stupid reasons. That was something he committed to fixing. Providing he survived Zepha’s vengeance. And whatever nonsense the Sanders situation might bring.

***

​Zeke tried to keep up with Rosie. She seemed to be sprinting down the street, though she didn’t seem to be breathing all that heavily. He believed they should’ve taken it a little slower, in case Sanders prepared to be followed. At least the rest of the people had taken to hiding out in their homes or the Bulwark.

​So they wouldn’t get a false positive when they did have to start shooting.

​“Where are we going?” Zeke shouted. “You sure as hell seem to know where we’re going!”

​“Up here,” Rosie said. She slowed to a halt. “He’s gotta get a ground vehicle to leave. Which means one of two things. Either he needs to bust into the hangar to get one or he’s got somethin’ stashed near the mining office. I’m heading there because the port guys ain’t lettin’ anyone in there.”

​“You sure about that? He’s got a gun.”

​“All they have to do is ignore him. And they will. The port’s closed until we can negotiate with them to let us in. Anyone inside there right now is pretty much trapped.” Rosie frowned. “I guess they might also need some food eventually. That might get them to come out. But barring snacks, they’re in for the long haul.”

​“Funny. Freighters… hauling…” Zeke rolled his eyes. “If he’s got something at the mining office, he’s long gone.”

​“Nah. I don’t think he’s runnin’ as fast as we are. Not after hopping out a two-story buildin’ like that. Even a lucky son of a bitch had to feel that. And it wasn’t like he did it with a lot of preparation either.” Rosie started walking. “I’d be surprised if he didn’t twist an ankle or even bust himself. Of course, it won’t matter. He had to move.”

​“Cause we could’ve leaned out to shoot him.”

​“Yep. I wish I would’ve thought of it. But I was kinda nursin’ a conk to the head.” Rosie gestured. “It’s right over there to the left. You go around the back. I’ll take the front. We’ll meet in the office. I don’t think anyone will be in there.” She patted her hip. “And since I have no idea what happened to my computer, I’m afraid we ain’t scannin’ shit.”

​“Let’s get it over with then.” Zeke never paid much attention to the mining office. It had a common area in the front for a large number of people to gather when they had their meetings. Four offices made up the rest of the structure, though he had heard they had a basement for storage.

​It had been built later, as in the structure wasn’t a prefab. Local materials made up the walls, the interior, and the door. Which made it fairly secure, for the most part. Someone put a good amount of time and energy into making it safe. Payroll was occasionally kept there when the miners demanded physical resources for their efforts.

​The other buildings nearby were storage facilities. No one occupied them. Nell provided access to one of them, a particularly large four-story structure with individual rooms available to rent. The opposite side belonged to the tech crews for the hangars and remained private. Zeke never saw inside that one.

​Rosie moved over to the front. She whispered, “I’ll count to forty for you to get in position then I’m goin’ in. So move your ass!”

​Great. There were three windows along the wall he had to traverse. Zeke dropped low, hustling along so he’d move underneath each one. His own counting got him to thirty before he reached the corner. Much as he didn’t want to charge around to the rear of the place, he worried she might go without him.

​He won’t be there, Zeke thought. I’ll find an empty courtyard in the back of the building. Nothing’s going to happen. Nevertheless, he braced himself for a shot to the chest as he rounded the corner. All his muscles remained tense for a good five seconds before he acknowledged he was alone. To the door! Damn it!

​Three stairs led up to the back entrance. He got there, pounding up to the door just as it slid to the left. Zeke came face to face with Sanders trying to make his way outside. They stared at each other for what felt like an eternity, as if they were too shocked to respond. Neither of them had a weapon at the ready.

​But Sanders acted first, throwing a quick jab. He connected with Zeke’s nose, knocking him backward down the stairs. As he fell, he expected to feel the follow up blast to the chest.

​It didn’t come. Instead, Sanders darted back into the building. Zeke huffed as he made contact with the ground. His nose went numb. Blood smeared the top of his lip. He stood, rising in a cloud of dust. Landing hurt, though he’d been through worse in the last twenty-four hours.

​Rosie must’ve busted into the building already. She’d encounter Sanders quickly enough. Unless he went for the basement. The question was whether or not they had a way out down there the way the boarding houses did. Though where would it let out? There was no limit.

​Zeke couldn’t remember the previous mining admin. He was some kind of former military guy though. Anything could’ve been set up in there. Sanders hadn’t been around the place too long. It seemed unlikely he’d have an opportunity to do much in the way of prepping for an emergency.

​Yet, I have to go in there to find out. Zeke couldn’t leave Rosie on her own. Not that she can’t handle herself. Probably better than I can. He touched his nose. That made it hurt beyond the numbness. Sack of shit probably broke it. He started up the steps, stepping just to the side to take a peek.

​No one was in the immediate hallway. It went in a good fifteen feet before turning into a T intersection. That meant it led to the offices and the front. Depending on which way Sanders went, he might have already run into Rosie. Though if that happened, Zeke expected a lot more gunfire.

​Zeke got to the end of the hall. He tried the left side first. Empty offices, and a passage to the front. He rushed over to the right side, nearly running into Rosie. He flinched, fumbling with his weapon for a second before letting out a grumble.

​“He didn’t come this way,” Rosie said. “Why’re you bent out of shape? Is that blood?”

​“Asshole sucker punched me at the door. I’m sure he went into the basement. That’s where we have to go to find him.” Zeke looked around. “No clue where they put it though. Probably at the end of the hallway over there. By the storage rooms. I’m guessing they dump overflow mining tools down there.”

​“Okay.” Rosie followed him. “So I guess he saw us comin’ then tried to do a runner. No clue what the backdoor got him. I didn’t see the vehicle I expected. Which means the tech guys did insist they all shore up at the hangar.”

​“The sunlight messes with them,” Zeke said. “So yeah, I’m not surprised if they’d want to avoid unnecessary work.” They got to the storage rooms. A panel became obvious against the wall. “Voila. There we go.”

​“I got this.” Rosie tapped around the edge. She smirked. “Hidden button. This basement isn’t something they use often, I guess. I hope it’s not a panic room or we’re going to have to siege the stupid bastard. Lock it down until he comes out for some food.” The door opened. “Let’s do this.”

​“Wait.” Zeke stopped her from going down. “Isn’t rushing in exactly how we got Liz shot?”

​“She’s not here to be shot again.” Rosie hurried down the stairs. Zeke cursed under his breath as he followed.

​They emerged in a lit up, cavernous area. The walls to their left and right were part of the structure, but the rest had been dug out. The surfaces had clearly been carved out with laser powered pikes. Those tended to keep the walls less jagged. Someone expanded the room out to thirty feet square.

​A tunnel led off across from them. Rosie didn’t hesitate, charging through the way into the darkness. Zeke kept pace, though he had a bad feeling in his gut, as if they might be taken down by Sanders at any moment. Of course, the punch came as a surprise because they both tried the door.

​Sanders didn’t seem like the kind of man who waited around to ambush people. Probably because he didn’t have much in the way of military training. That would’ve made him much more dangerous. Instead, he was running, looking for allies or just a chance to escape. Then it dawned on Zeke.

​“He has a ship.”

​“What?” Rosie asked. “That would be at the hangar.”

​“Nope,” Zeke said, “not if he landed it out at one of the mining sites. No one governs out there.” He picked up the pace. “Which means he probably has the means to get there nearby. Hurry!”

​“Okay,” Rosie said, “keep up!” She dashed ahead, moving through the tunnels like she’d been born down there. The passage weaved left and right, growing narrower as they traveled. Zeke worried about tripping, so he slowed down just a little. Enough to lose his companion after less than a minute.

​“Slow down!” Zeke called. “Hey, I said…” A hand lashed out in front of him, hooking his cheek. He yanked backward out of the person’s grip then followed up with a kick. He made contact with the wall, though it was only a glancing shot. Enough to make him wince before he caught a glimmer of light off the shiny barrel of a gun raising toward his head.

​Zeke grabbed the person’s wrist, wrestling them against the wall. He slammed their hand against the stone three times before they let the weapon fall to the floor, just as they shoved him back. The confined space meant he only stumbled a couple paces, but his attacker descended on him instantly.

​Struggling against them, Zeke took a gut punch that knocked the wind out of him. He felt his muscles seize up, even as he gasped for a breath. A second blow threatened to bring him to his knees. He pulled his head back then plunged forward, bashing his forehead into his attacker’s nose.

​Cartilage gave way to the force. The victim screamed, falling back away from him. Zeke wanted to take the initiative but instead, he slumped to the floor. He leaned against the wall, fighting to breathe. His opponent remained opposite him, dancing about while holding their face. He still couldn’t make out who attacked him.

​Zeke’s rifle had fallen to the floor at some point during the struggle. He drew his pistol, lifting it with a trembling hand before pulling the trigger twice. The person took the first hit to the back, the second to the gut. They fell to the floor with a final, wet gasp before going still.

​What the hell? Zeke thought about standing. His legs protested with a quick rush of pain. I can stay here a second. Moving became a monumental task, one his whole body protested against.

​“Rosie?” Zeke croaked her name. “Hey… I don’t know…” Another struggle started, just down the hall. He knew he had to move, to get back in it. So much for the break. He shoved himself to his feet, drawing a deep breath. It hurt, not only his chest and gut, but spiritually. He felt exhausted. I’ve been through more in a day than I have in years.

​Stumbling toward the noise, he came upon a clearing. A stairway led up at the opposite end. Two people engaged in a fight, moving swiftly in close quarters. Sanders and Rosie went at it, each throwing quick, tight blows. Some were deflected, some got through, but they were fast enough to be little more than blurs, leaving behind bruises and blood.

​Zeke lifted his weapon. I can’t guarantee the right hit. “C’mon!” He shouted. “Can you guys just stop already? I’ve got a freakin’ gun!”

​They didn’t acknowledge him.

​Zeke fired the weapon into the ceiling. They still ignored him.

​Maybe I just stun them both. Though he wasn’t keen on pissing off Rosie. Not that she could be too pissed. But I’m fairly sure she wants to kill that guy. If I stun them, we’ll have him as a prisoner. At least until Mooch, Shev, or Liz takes him out. Even Eames wouldn’t mind putting him down.

​“That’s enough!” Zeke shouted. “I’m literally going to shoot you both if you don’t—”

​Sanders shoved Rosie, gave her a quick kick to the gut, then spun toward Zeke. He went for his pistol on his side.

​Zeke flinched, stumbling over his own feet while firing his weapon. The shot went wide, but he dropped to the floor again, landing on his back. I’m terrible at this! He sat up, ready to aim again though frustration gripped his gut, making it hard to focus.

​Rosie lunged at Sanders.

​He turned toward her, firing the weapon into her. She took the shot, jerking while grabbing his wrist. Twisting hard, she brought it around before he could do more than yelp. He cried out, telling her to wait right as the barrel touched his chin… then the weapon discharged. Chunks of skull scattered into the air.

​Sanders dropped to the floor. Rosie pressed her hands against her stomach. “God damn it…”

​“What the hell was that?” Zeke got to his feet, rushing over to her. “First Liz, now you? Seriously?”

​“Hey…” Rosie shrugged. “He had you dead to rights. Better a gut shot to me than a kill shot on you, right?” She motioned for the stairs. “C’mon. Let’s get up there. Probably a vehicle waitin’ so we can make our way back to the Bulwark. Without walkin’ that damn hallway again. What kept you by the way?”

​Zeke put her arm over his shoulder then led her for the stairs. “Some guy jumped me. I have no idea why he let you go by.”

​“I was probably goin’ too fast. He didn’t have the chance.”

​“That’s one explanation,” Zeke muttered. They took the stairs. She winced, holding her breath as they went. “I’m sorry. I know this probably hurts like hell.”

​“Would you like to find out?” Rosie grunted. “I could shoot you just so you really know.”

​“I’m good. I just… you know… wanted to express some sympathy.”

​“I don’t want it,” Rosie said. “Just… get me outside. We gotta get out of here now.”

​They reached the top. A doorway opened. They stepped out of a small shack well out of town. Maintenance people used it to take care of the weather stations and ground defenses. A small ground car sat nearby with massive knobby tires and enough room for four people. The back provided cargo space, but it was empty.

​Zeke asked, “Do you want to lie down or can you sit in the seat?”

​“Just… the seat’s fine, I’m sure. Hurry!”

​Zeke got her in the passenger side then sat behind the wheel. I haven’t driven one of these in a while. The startup sequence was already engaged. He cranked the engine on, then spun them around. The tires caught and the vehicle lurched forward. Won’t be long now. Once they got her medical attention, the situation in Castus would be over.

​Sanders died. Irya and Eames were locked up. And Tully got himself choked out. As long as Zepha didn’t show up in the next half hour, they could finally get things back to normal. And look for Carson and Nell. That part was long overdue. Though having the bandwidth didn’t tell him how they’d make it happen.

***

​Shev saw the vehicle turning up long before it arrived. He saw Rosie slumped against the passenger door. Dread filled his heart. He knew Mooch might lose his mind. The husband as well. Two people, each with a major connection to the woman, had a lot to process in the next few minutes.

​Particularly if she died going after Sanders.

​Would Zeke be stupid enough to bring her corpse back? Then Shev realized it might be worse if he left her out there. I’m sure these two would be asking a lot of questions. Though it seemed neither of them were doing particularly well. Zeke had plenty of blood all over his place, and a couple nasty bruises including a swollen left eye.

​Someone put up quite the fight. Shev had no clue how many people Sanders might’ve been able to call upon. The miners had mostly been defeated, so it seemed unlikely there’d be too many out there, waiting to have his back. From what he’d heard, the man leaped out a window.

​The idea someone might’ve been lingering around some building, just waiting to support him seemed ludicrous. But then, he couldn’t have possibly taken on both Rosie and Zeke at the same time. And surely, he wouldn’t have delivered a beating worthy of the visible wounds each of them wore.

​Zeke hopped out then gathered Rosie up. She leaned on him, but managed to walk herself toward the door. Shev opened it up for them. “Right over there.” He directed Zeke, then followed them to the free gurney. “Is it bad?”

​“No,” Rosie said, “I leaned on Zeke ‘cause I was feelin’ lazy. It’s a shot to the gut, ya dumbass!”

​“Right.” Shev cleared his throat. He turned to Zeke. “What happened?”

​“Sanders.” Zeke backed away as the medics took over. “He’s gone.”

​“Escaped?” Shev lifted a brow.

​“Dead.” Zeke gestured to Rosie. “She got him in the end. And one of his pals too. He didn’t get away.” He ran a hand through his hair. “Did anyone find Gustav?”

​“His body.” Shev sighed. “He was gone.”

​“Wow.” Zeke sat heavily at one of the tables. “That piece of shit legitimately killed him. I… don’t even know what to say.”

​“He received a form of justice,” Shev said. “That’s probably all there is to say about it. The key now is to pick up the pieces. Though I suspect we may have some trouble from the governor.”

​“Why?” Zeke scoffed. “That bastard didn’t care enough to even answer us when we reached out. If he comes here, I think he’s going to find a group of people that don’t care too much about his ‘authority.’ Fact is, I’d rather kick him in the face than send him any more resources at this point.”

​“Nevertheless,” Shev replied. “He holds the power. I think he liked Sanders. They may have been comrades. And it could mean that Morris sent him here to supplant Nell.”

​“I don’t get the reason.”

​“Perhaps Morris wanted to see progress. Instead of continuity. My guess is that Sanders made big promises with the sort of conviction that made them seem possible.”

​Zeke nodded. “Your scenario requires Morris to be a coward. A man afraid to talk to his people. He could’ve told Nell. He could’ve talked to Carson or me. Or you, for that matter. If he would’ve told us he wanted that settlement cleaned up or this planet to be adjusted, we could’ve had that conversation. Instead, he what? Tries to have people killed?”

​“This is all conjecture,” Shev said. “But I believe it. We should be cautious. About how we report this to him, and how he learns about it. Though I suspect he’ll be looking to understand fast when he stops getting updates. Providing, of course, that Sanders bothered to do so.”

​“Do you think he’s that stupid? Nell’s people could’ve picked up any communications if they went through the relay at the admin building.”

​“None of mine do,” Shev said. “And I’m sure if there’s a conspiracy, they set up the means to talk without us finding out. In fact, I will be sending someone over to investigate the mining facility, Eames personal office, and where Sanders was staying to determine if I’m right. Then we’ll know.”

​“I hope you’re not,” Zeke replied. “Because frankly, I do not want to deal with the idea we were betrayed by the guy who we look to for some defense. Some protection. Shit. If he did any of the things you said, then I don’t know what I’ll do. Or how I’ll respond. We’ll find out more when I ask for help looking for Carson.”

​“Don’t bother,” Rosie called from the table. “That part’s under control.”

​“What do you mean?” Zeke asked. “Shouldn’t you be unconscious?”

​“Meh, they haven’t sedated me yet. But yeah, I’ve…” A hypo hissed. Rosie fell silent.

​Zeke turned to Shev. “You have any clue what she’s talking about?”

​“No, the girl’s a total mystery. I can’t wait to find out more.” Shev took a seat. “Perhaps it’s time to relax a little. Take a deep breath. Let whatever strange plan she had going run its course. Perhaps her husband that’s here can tell us more. I don’t know where he is at the moment. Likely tending his ship.”

​“And Mooch?” Zeke looked around. “He’s not here. That’s weird. He’s going to lose his mind in a minute.”

​“Yes.” Shev nodded. “I’m enjoying the silence before wanders in, and praying the medics get her stabilized before his arrival. I have no desire to see him freak out.” He rubbed his face. “Anyway, we have plenty of worries now so I think we should stop looking for more. I need a drink. Shall I get you something?”

​“I’m fine.” Zeke waved his hand. He rested his head on the table. “I just need a second to unwind.”

​“I understand.” Shev stood, then went to the bar. He leaned against it, staring at the bottles. None of them sounded good. He turned, slumping onto one of the stools. Despite the fact it’s over for now, I don’t feel like it at all. There was too much uncertainty, too much suffering. And too many things waiting to bite us.

​They’d arrive soon enough. And he doubted they’d be ready for the threats.

Chapter 11

​Nell barely remembered the people he worked with before he left the Lumari Collective. They were underlings, numbers more than individuals. Employees that put in reports to others before they reached the top. And because of that, he had to think through several written messages just to recall those who conducted the operations.

​The whole situation made him nervous. If he couldn’t deliver, would Garvin continue to hold them? The man might hold a bad memory against someone. Nell felt sick to his stomach as he rifled through the active people from years before. Some of them seemed familiar, but even when he saw their images, it didn’t help.

​Come on. Someone here has to make sense. Orlana had been one of his contacts. He probably had a better chance of remembering the people… and he did since those were the ones that attacked the prison and queen. That assassination attempt made it possible to abduct me. And conduct those nonsense trials.

​A couple quick flashes from the right caught his attention. Nell glanced at the massive screen looking out at the place where Carson went. Several buildings burned. Gunshots streaked from one side to the next. Turrets blasted away. Attack vehicles rushed about. A lack of sound made it seem all the more chaotic as a true battle raged on.

​“What is happening?” Nell stepped over to look. “Is that the treatment plant?”

​Garvin nodded.

​“Were you going to tell me it turned into… that?”

​“It’s their job,” Garvin said, “to take it.”

​“I thought our people were going after one or two leaders. Not a whole base! There are turrets down there! And you sent those?” Nell shoved Garvin. “What else have you lied to us about?”

​“I didn’t lie!” Garvin scowled. “I didn’t tell you the whole story. Because it didn’t matter to what you were doing. What’s the point of you knowing I’m sending a large group of soldiers in so they might hold the area? You probably should’ve thought about it anyway. I have to clean up the mess, after all.”

​“I think Carson should’ve been told so he was prepared to deal with half an army.”

​“He doesn’t have to do it alone,” Garvin said, “and if you’re worried, imagine how I’m feeling about Astrana. I only just met the woman. I promoted her, and intend for her to take on greater responsibilities. Yet, I might lose her right now in that mess. So please, think about the fact we’re both in a position to be concerned.”

​“I don’t care about your concerns,” Nell replied. “You brought us in this mess. You wanted us to trust you. Then you pulled this! I have half a mind to—”

​“What?” Garvin snapped. He stepped into Nell’s personal space, staring him in the eyes. “You have half a mind to do what? Because if the next words out of your mouth don’t involve some permutation of finding me some names, you might as well keep it to yourself. This is an operation. I don’t answer to you. Accept that and move on.”

​Nell smirked while shaking his head. “Interesting. And predictable, despite the fact I didn’t see it. Did you sacrifice them both? Is that why you’re concerned about your friend?”

​“No. I wouldn’t have bothered. I need Astrana to put those people down. I need them to be caught or killed. And I wanted someone on the ground I could trust. She brought the man who helped make it happen because he seemed resourceful and capable. Because I can’t risk my other trusted person at the same time.”

​“How fitting that you can only trust two of your people.”

​Garvin shrugged. “I’m glad that amuses you. But it doesn’t change the fact that my government is under siege. My planet, my ruler, my city… all of them are being threatened by these terrorists. You don’t necessarily care because you feel wronged. And you don’t have a country anymore, hiding out in the Crossroads.”

​“That’s not fair, if you—”

​“Don’t bother,” Garvin interrupted. “I know what you’re about. Now, if you’d quit interrupting, I’ll do what I can to ensure your friend survives out there. I’ve got reinforcements incoming because we encountered more of a threat than we anticipated. But that doesn’t mean we’re going to lose. The facility, the fight, or our friends.”

​Nell stiffened. “I’ll hold you to it.” He turned away. “And I should point out, this is going slow for a good reason. Orlana has most of the information. If you want me to find these people, then I suppose you’re going to need to give me access to him.” He glared at the screen for a moment. “Might keep my attention away from that.”

​Garvin sighed. “Fine. You.” He pointed at a guard. “Take this man to Magistrate Orlana. Keep an eye on them. Only let this one out of the cell when he’s done. Do you understand?”

​“Yes, sir.”

​“When in doubt, contact me.” Garvin looked at Nell. “Don’t make me regret this by you doing something foolish. Only get the information I need.”

​Garvin offered a half-hearted salute. “Understood.” He left, following the guard silently down the hall. Getting in a room with Orlana made more sense than dabbling with the computer. Carson’s going to be okay. He knows how to handle himself in those combat situations.

​Though the man might’ve been tired. After the abduction, the maze, and being stunned, he may not be at his best. Surely, he would’ve pushed back more if he didn’t think he could do it. Then again, if Garvin didn’t tell them everything, then Astrana probably held back too. Just when Nell started to believe their sincerity too.

​Like it matters. The truth, lies, we’re stuck with them either way. I can’t wait to get away from this place. Nell remembered when he first felt the Lumari became less than genuine with him. He recognized the falsehoods, the ease at which they lied and made things up to fit a fake narrative.

​It seemed dangerous then, and he had yet to be victimized by it. This situation, finding himself and Carson totally at their mercy, put a different spin on it. He left precisely to avoid such a situation. Only to be dragged back to experience it firsthand. Without the benefit of an easy way to depart.

​“Here.” The guard gestured to a cell. “Enter.” He opened the field. Nell stepped inside.

​Orlana laughed when he saw him. “You are the last person I expected.”

​“Why?” Nell asked.

​“Because I thought you got everything you wanted. Aren’t you on your way out?”

​“Not yet.” Nell shook his head. “I have to give Garvin more information.”

​“Of course you do. The man’s insatiable. He thinks he’s going to extract more from me.” Orlana leaned back on the bench. “But I don’t see the point. He’s already going to foil the plot completely. What more do I have to provide? Honestly, this entire thing is insulting. Where’s your friend, anyway? Or did he prey on my fears and walk away?”

​“Pretty much,” Nell said. “You were worried about the situation, your life, what might happen, and your name. He only reminded you of those things until you did the right thing. I wouldn’t hold it against him. Anyway, that’s not why I’m here.”

​“I thought you might enjoy gloating over the fact I proved to be an easy mark.”

​“You weren’t easy,” Nell replied. “Scared. There’s a difference. And I don’t hold that against anyone. I’ve been afraid. I know how terrible it can be. What I do hold against you is the fact you’re working with a group that wants to hurt innocents. I need the names of the people we worked with so they can be questioned, checked, and stopped if necessary.”

​“They’re taking care of them right now,” Orlana said. “I heard them talking. They’re going after the water treatment plant. The mainstay of the forces I worked with. Some of which, I recommended. Others are younger members of our society. You wouldn’t have known them, anyway. So I guess that should exonerate you from their request.”

​“It doesn’t.” Nell folded his arms over his chest. “We employed people capable of building bombs. Smuggling things around the city and between colonies. Most of our contacts were part of an extensive rogue’s gallery. I generally asked for something to be done and someone did it. I can’t even remember the reports anymore.”

​“Perhaps you drank too much,” Orlana replied. “I seem to recall you enjoyed your distractions as much as the most decadent of my kind. I don’t feel much of a need to help you recover that information. Besides, what’s the point of going after anyone? They found a base. And beyond that, I think they’ve even stopped all the sabotage attempts.”

​“Yet you and I both know the people in question may not be there. And they could be part of this. It’s right up their alley, so to speak. Why did you do it, anyway? Maybe that’s more important than calling out individuals. What drove you to seek me out to do this? The truth, this time.”

​Orlana glared at him.

​“What do you have to lose at this point?” Nell gestured around him. “You’re done. You’ve been caught, and they aren’t letting you out of here other than to maybe move you to a different prison. So just tell me. What did I do to warrant this treatment? Wasn’t there some other idiot to take the fall for your scheme?”

​“My father,” Orlana said.

​Nell shrugged. “What about him? I worked with him for a while. I never treated him poorly. We got on very well, in fact. I didn’t know about his work with the stims though so if you think I turned him in, you’re mistaken. Truthfully…”

​“Do you know how often he brought you up?”

​Nell shook his head.

​“All the time. I rose through the ranks toward this position, and he talked about how you, a human, a Commonwealth defector, did more than I ever would.” Orlana snorted. “He said, ‘do you have any idea how hard it must’ve been for that young man to leave everything to come help us? That’s true nobility. Coming to the right cause. To fight for us.’”

​“I never did anything to suggest such a thing to him. I didn’t even talk about how I came to be here. That wasn’t anyone’s business. If he sang my praises, it was unprompted.”

​“And yet, he did it anyway.” Orlana threw his arms over his head. “Our fascination with your culture sickens me. Totally and utterly. Beyond all recognition, I cannot stand your kind. And you in particular. When I found out where you moved off to, I knew I could do something someday. When I started this… it seemed appropriate.”

​“You had to know this would backfire though… right?” Nell shrugged. “Please tell me you weren’t so foolish as to imagine you’d get away with it.”

​“I had the Queen convinced to do the trials. Garvin was nearly out of the picture. The terrorists were likely to win when I got Astrana out of the way. If I’d been a little luckier in that fight… if I’d taken him down… the two of you would’ve been in the next one by now. Waiting for the next attack on the city that would’ve easily succeeded.”

​“Because you took out all the security leaders.” Nell nodded. “Okay. I suppose I see how you thought you’d get away with it. But I feel like you went far too elaborate.”

​“Really? It was actually quite simple. The trick was getting an appropriate focus for the people. A former agent, a human, made for a good gossip point. People talked about you. They fretted over what you could do, who you were, what it meant for our culture that you had betrayed us. And the mystery of your departure added sauce to the dish.”

​“I see.” Nell sighed. “And the rest was just a matter of semantics. Killing the right people at the appropriate times. Finding out how to get them out of the way at least. And when you did, then you’d kill the Queen. But what was the plan after that? Fall into the same chaos as the Thortans?”

​“Freedom,” Orlana replied. “That’s what I offered. A chance to be free of the former leadership and to forge a new path. One that focused on what mattered. Getting the beacons functional, saving our colonies, and finishing the Commonwealth.”

​“And the Thortans?”

​“They could wait. Their lack of unity made it simple enough to ignore them for the time being.”

​“And who was going to lead the Lumari Collective to that state?” Nell asked. “Certainly not you.”

​“The men and women Garvin’s slaughtering right now… they had visionary leaders amongst them. Whether or not they could find a way to collect themselves and rule didn’t matter to me. I wanted to burn this establishment down. What came after… I barely even thought about it.”

​“I’m sorry your father hurt you so much,” Nell said. “I’m sorry he used me to do it. I hope you realize I had nothing to do with it, so taking it out on me… on Carson… was a waste of rage. And from what I gather, your father paid a price for his own efforts. The person you were most angry with suffered.”

​“Yes, he did. And we didn’t have words before he…” Orlana grimaced. “Anyway, I didn’t care that you weren’t directly responsible. You represented something. An ideal I could not achieve. And so I found a way to be better than that. By besting you in every possible way. From the abduction to setting you into the maze, to watching you die publicly.”

​“Deranged.” Nell frowned. “But I suppose it’s not a huge surprise.” He stood. “I don’t think you can tell me anything after all. You were right. This whole thing, this situation, you and I… it was built on a lie. One you told yourself. One your father inadvertently created. Pity that a whole civilization had to suffer because of your ego.”

​“Ego? You think this was over arrogance?”

​“I know it,” Nell said. “Or at least bruised pride. But it amounts to the same thing. You allowed something to fester in your heart that didn’t matter. Maybe you even misconstrued what he was talking about. He may have merely been impressed that I made it from one side of the galaxy to the other in my pursuit of a cause. But you took it personally.”

​“Hard not to, hearing your name every day.”

​“And yet, all you had to do was focus on yourself. He saw that you were good at what you did, Orlana. Whether or not he said doesn’t matter. Sometimes, in life, we have to take inference. We may never get the words we want out of those we care about, but they mean them all the same.”

​“Oh, spare me your nonsense. What do you know about it?”

​“More than you know,” Nell replied. “I would never have come to the Lumari for a position if I hadn’t been running from something myself. Generally, we flee from perceived expectation. We think someone wants something of us or for us. If we can’t live up to it, then we leave. As far as we can.”

​“Are you saying I should’ve done that?”

​“Not necessarily. But I am saying… if I can give you nothing at all, if I can’t offer you any comfort, I can hopefully give you a little peace of mind to go with you when you’re taken to live out your sentence. Your father cared about you. He believed in you. But he talked about someone else he admired. That wasn’t because you were lesser.”

​“You… can’t… know that.”

​“I do.” Nell nodded. “And you need to come to terms with it. Find a way to hold on to the fact he cared. It may be too late to live down your crimes and mistakes, but you don’t have to feel ostracized by your father at the same time. You can at least be at peace with that part. But in the end, that’s up to you.”

​“I didn’t expect you to offer a word of kindness.”

​“Because your answer to problems is spite and violence.” Nell tapped on the frame by the force field to get the guard’s attention. “And mine… well, I’ve learned a great deal. Kindness trumps brutality in the long term. It costs me nothing to be kind at a time like this.” The field dropped. He stepped out. “I do hope you think about it… and that it helps.”

​“Where are you going?” Orlana shouted. “What do you think you can do?”

​“Nothing.” Nell shrugged. “It’s all up to Carson and Astrana at this point. But I’ll go to watch the situation unfold. And give what names I can think of to Garvin. Then I’ll go home. I’ll have a drink to your father, and to you. I’ll cherish my positive memories of this place and suppress the bad ones. After that, I’ll move on. Will you?”

​“Probably not.”

​“I understand.” Nell turned away. “I hope you figure it out before the end.” He nodded to the guard, and they strolled away together.

​Goodbye, Orlana. Nell refused to look back. His father would’ve been proud to a point. But all of this… it’s lucky he’s gone. And that was the saddest part of the situation. In trying to live up to some perceived expectation, Orlana made himself the type of person his father would have despised.

​And he ended up suffering the same fate in the end. What a pitiful loss. Nell kept his focus on the future. Let’s see what you’re up to, Carson. We’re close to the finish line here.

***

​Come in, Astrana. Garvin tried her comm over and over, hoping he might get a status update. Much as he didn’t want to admit it to Nell, he worried. The situation became something he hadn’t anticipated. The group they encountered proved to be prepared for a serious assault. He began to wonder if they sent enough personnel to take the facility.

​Priak entered the room. He stepped up beside Garvin to stare at the screen. After a moment, he gasped. “What exactly happened? I thought we understood the opposition at the treatment plant. Didn’t that fool Orlana talk?”

​“He did.” Garvin nodded. “But I don’t think even he knew what those scum did. They’re embedded.”

​“With weapon emplacements? That’s insane.” Priak shook his head. “I recommend we bring in some orbital support. We can…”

​“What?” Garvin asked. “Destroy it? They picked that location for a reason. They know we have to be cautious while they can do whatever they want. There’s nothing binding them to hold back. If the facility goes up, they win. If we fall back, they win. The only way they lose is if they all die.”

​“Well… I see.”

​Garvin gave Priak a side glance. “The situation isn’t as dire as it could be, but it’s far more dangerous than anticipated. Our forces are hitting the front because we believed there would be little opposition. The support from the fast attack crafts helped, but we’ve lost a few of them. I have reinforcements coming.”

​“I could get some security personnel up there,” Priak suggested. “Send in a larger group. Pull from the palace reserves, and—”

​“No!” Garvin snapped. “Under no circumstances are any security procedures in the palace to be adjusted. No additions, no departures. For all we know, they’ve got another attempt ready for the Queen’s life. And if that’s the case, the moment someone tries to go, they might slip in.”

​“Understood. We’ve the building locked down though, sir. There’s very little chance anyone could use an opportunity through the hangar. It’s eight stories from the ground, and—”

​“They have my respect now,” Garvin said. “I also don’t understand them completely. There’s no telling what they have or have not done in preparation of this moment. All we know for sure is that they want to disrupt our society through murder. And they’re willing to do anything to make it happen.”

​“Begging your pardon,” Priak pressed, “we shouldn’t give them too much credit, either. They attacked the prison as a distraction, but the assault on the palace came so close to the same time, the only person they really kept busy was you. I managed to stop the assassin.”

​“What’re you suggesting?”

​“Maybe this…” Priak gestured to the screen. “Is meant to keep you busy. You’re focused on this. What are we not paying attention to at the same time?”

​Garvin frowned. “Interesting point. Check the local law enforcement channels. See if anything odd has happened in the city. Or maybe it’s underway right now. Go.” He waved his hand.

​What could they possibly want that would warrant this situation? Garvin doubted they knew he’d attack the treatment plant. Unless they found out about Orlana’s capture. Did he give us the information we wanted? Or needed? The distinction bothered him. It may not have even been his fault.

​If the terrorists duped Orlana, the attack on the plant might not matter.

​I’m getting ahead of myself. Garvin’s heart beat a little faster. But maybe not. He turned to watch Priak. Hurry up! The notion went from possibility to fact in his head. There was another threat in the city. Something he thought might be vastly more dangerous than what they’d been led to believe thus far.

​And worse, they willingly sacrificed people to forward their plot. That unto itself offered a vision into their overall structure. Those in charge of their movement must have thought of their followers as little more than fodder. Easily sacrificed forces to be tossed away for a greater goal.

​But what do they want to achieve? How could a group mastermind such a thing right under their noses? We’re liberal. The people can wander about, preparing for all sorts of nefarious activities. If they’re cautious, and they remain subtle, they could practically prepare anything.

​This led him to wonder if the initial attacks on the palace and the prison had been diversions as well. Did they sacrifice those resources, force security to tighten around the palace, and cause all that carnage for some other purpose? What could it possibly be? How powerful had this group become?

​Priak returned. “There was nothing unusual on the comm traffic, sir. Just the usual issues they deal with on a daily basis. But I was thinking, we might want to conduct a search of the palace grounds.”

​“What’s your thought?”

​“What if the assassin wasn’t here to kill the Queen?” Priak asked. “What if they had another purpose and, after achieving it, they made it seem like they wanted to kill her?”

​“Because after he went down, we stopped the search for anything unusual.” Garvin rubbed his chin. “Other than out of place individuals wandering the halls. I could see that being a possibility.” He cursed under his breath. I don’t necessarily want to cause a massive stir here though.

​“May I proceed?” Priak asked.

​“Do it as subtly as possible,” Garvin said. “If someone’s observing somehow, I don’t want them to know we’re on to their plot. Because frankly, we’re not.” He glanced at the door. “I wonder if Orlana knows anything about this… though I sincerely doubt it. I’m fairly sure he was a tool just like everyone else in this plot.”

​“I can ask him.”

​“Don’t bother.” Garvin jabbed a thumb at the door. “Get to the search. Remember, don’t have people go crazy. Take the scanners through all the areas around where the assassin was found. He made it inside, and he could’ve done anything for quite a few minutes. It’s imperative we find out what. Go.”

​Did we underestimate them? Criminals tended to be an easy group to dismiss. They statistically made fatal errors when initiating their plans. The burden they carried was an intolerance for mistakes. The slightest oversight had the capacity to upend the entire plan. Whether their goal was to steal resources, commit murder or blow something up.

​This group seemed to make those mistakes. The assassin being caught alone helped establish a sense of half-baked ideas and poor execution. But if they had the sophistication to use the initial event as a ruse, they may have been prepared for other contingencies as well. Which knocked the security personnel off balance.

​They had to work twice as hard to get to the heart of the situation while fighting the concerns of second guessing their efforts.

​Oh, I hope we’re wrong about all of this. Garvin closed his eyes before returning his attention to the screen. Astrana… you might not be making the biggest difference today, but you could be the last of us standing depending on how bad all of this is. He clenched his hands behind his back and did his best to wait.

***

​Carson followed Astrana at a brisk pace. Once they got inside, he wasn’t sure why they needed to run. If someone in their intelligence department figured the important terrorists would make a break for the back, it seemed better to slow down. Prep for a surprise attack. Which made it obvious she had another plan.

​“You want to fill me in?” Carson asked. “We’ve been running for nearly a full three minutes now, and you don’t seem to be looking for an ambush point.”

​“The way out is destroyed,” Astrana said. “No one’s going that way. They know what happened. So we have to get to the command center while they think they can win. Before Garvin sends back up.”

​“Just tell him not to,” Carson replied. “What’s the problem?”

​“Coms are down in here.” Astrana slowed to a halt. “So we’re on our own.”

​“You’re serious? What’s jamming them?” Carson checked his equipment. “The explosions? Or are they actively cutting you off right now?”

​“Does it matter? We have a task to do. We’re going to do it either way.”

​“Yes, it matters,” Carson said. “Because if they specifically have the means to kill comms, they thought about you showing up here. Which means they’re not running. And we’re probably walking into a trap.” He looked back the way they came. “I don’t suppose there’s a way to abort this mission?”

​“No.” Astrana shook her head. “No, I’m not giving up because it got difficult.”

​Carson lifted his brows. “Seriously? That’s what you think I mean? I’m talking about them knowing we’re on the way. Which almost certainly means we’re going to find ourselves in a world of shit whenever we run into someone. They’re putting up one hell of a defense out there too so I’d…”

​“Stop.” Astrana took a step closer to him. “You don’t seem to understand the situation. We’re going through with this. I will not force you. If you’d like to find somewhere to lie low, then by all means, do it. But I’m pushing on.” She walked away.

​“Christ, lady!” Carson hurried to keep up. “I get it, you’re dedicated to the cause. But if they know we’re coming, we need a bigger force. Something that can overwhelm these guys. Keep your air support to stop anyone from fleeing, and you’ll have this dealt with. Otherwise, we’re doing this the hard way for no reason.”

​“They can destroy this facility,” Astrana said. “That’s reason enough for us to be here to stop them. Anything we can do will—”

​“Think they might blow it up with us in it?” Carson asked. “Probably while they stick around. If they’re true believers, they won’t care if they die in here.”

​“If you’re afraid…” Astrana pointed back the way they came. “You can leave. I told you, I’ll take care of it. You can get to safety, I’m sure.”

​Missing the point, but whatever. “Then you’re right.” Carson picked up the pace. “We’d better hurry. Do you have any clue where you’re going?”

​“Stairs will be on the right up ahead.” Astrana pointed. “Though I’d recommend we don’t move too much quicker now. They might be guarding the entry point. Considering the frontal assault, they should.”

​“I’m getting the impression you thought you could send people as a diversion. But this turned into something more.”

​“Correct.”

​“And we’re pivoting by…” Carson hesitated. “Never mind.” He lifted his weapon as they approached a brighter light, something beaming down from the ceiling. Likely, something to indicate how close they were to the door. The two of them split apart, putting some distance between them, enough to avoid an explosive.

​Astrana held up her hand as she reached the edge of the tunnel on her side. She pressed against the wall, leaning out while aiming her weapon. Carson cast a quick glance behind them then swept wide, walking sideways while training his rifle toward the stairs. Shadows danced over the floor, some kind of movement from a landing above them.

​How open is this place? Carson wished they hadn’t been in such a rush. He would’ve had a look at the plans for the place, found a way to get a feel for what they were up against. Going in blind. Like we’re security personnel investigating a forced entry report. This doesn’t even resemble a military op.

​More like a desperate move by people without an option.

​“Clear,” Carson muttered, “at least from this angle. Can someone see me from above?”

​“No,” Astrana said, “but I’m fairly sure someone’s around the threshold above us.” She crouched, slipping out of cover straight to the stairs. As she reached them, she looked up, then fired her weapon twice. The high-pitched squeal of the gun echoed through the hallway, giving them away as surely as if they would’ve called out their names.

​A body tumbled down the stairs, coming to a halt at an unhealthy angle. Carson winced at the way their head sat nearly twisted all the way around. He turned his attention to the top of the stairs. Someone peeked out, but jerked back almost immediately. Then at least two people started shouting up there.

​“Now!” Astrana darted from her position, taking the stairs two at a time.

​Carson scoffed at her charge, but he found it in himself to follow. She got to the top just a few steps ahead of him, grabbing someone by the arm only to yank them through. They went soaring over the first few steps then bounced their way to the bottom.

​They didn’t quite settle before Carson put one through their back. Better not to find out they got insanely lucky in their descent.

​Astrana entered the room, firing rapid shots before taking a hard right. Carson went in after her, stepping over a body as he followed her into a hallway. He found himself in a much nicer area with tables and chairs scattered about. Piles of open food containers gave off a sour, orange smell which mingled with the scent of roasted flesh.

​Carson swallowed back a rush of bile as he glanced behind them. The room didn’t have another door going off in that direction. Astrana continued moving swiftly, firing into rooms as she went.

​As Carson passed by each door, he noted another corpse. All of them had been armed, though some seemed to be looking to hide rather than fight. Perhaps they had no clue they were only facing two people. If they had, would they have stood against them? He kind of doubted it. These didn’t seem to be soldiers.

​Probably the admin terrorists. The ones that know how to make the technology work but not necessarily the trigger types. Those were fighting at the front of the building, using the turrets to fend off the flying vehicles while doing their best to put down the threat. Why though? They can’t possibly think they’re going to win.

​The fact they bothered to put up a fight at all didn’t make sense to him. They should’ve been making a retreat or planning to destroy the facility. Instead, they acted like they might occupy the place, like they had some sovereign right to it. None of them are stupid enough to think the Lumari won’t just send more soldiers.

​They had an army. The terrorists would run out of people sooner than later. Even with the smaller force, they faced an uphill battle. Despite their turrets, they still faced air attack vehicles. Carson hadn’t seen anything capable of supporting them against an orbital strike either.

​Not that the Lumari wanted to waste the facility. But a prefab unit would do the job until they could repair it. So the terrorists were lucky more than anything else. At any moment, they could be wiped off the face of the planet. Yet he rushed through the place with Astrana, killing individuals.

​“The command center!” Astrana called. “It’s at the end of this hallway. We’re almost there!”

​“Great,” Carson replied. “I still am seriously confused about what we’re doing here. But… yay that we’re in the right place.” He slowed down as they reached the door, aiming behind them. “No one even shot at us. What’s going on here really? What do you know that you’re not telling me?”

​“That the people behind here,” Astrana said, “are going to answer a few questions. Dead or alive, we’ll know who they left behind. Who commanded them. We’ll have their data, their identities, their locations, their families. We’ll have answers.” She started working on the entry panel. “And we’ll be able to tell people why all of this happened.”

​“You’re putting a lot of faith on what we may or may not find in a terrorist’s hideout.”

​“They’ll have something,” Astrana replied. “A manifesto, a reason, a cause, something that indicates why they got involved with Orlana. These types always want to disclose something. They have to. It’s the whole point of their movements. To make waves and issue demands.”

​“Contact!” Carson fired as some movement caught his eye. He scored a hit, the body of his victim hurling backward with their arms over their head before they crashed to the ground. “Christ… I don’t even know if he was armed. Are you sure there aren’t civilians here? Or that all of these guys are combatants?”

​“If they are here,” Astrana said, “and they aren’t wearing a uniform like us, then they are terrorists.” She continued working. “We’re almost through. Just keep watching my back. This is about to be over.”

​I hope you’re right. Carson took a knee while aiming his weapon. Because it’ll be seriously embarrassing if we get in there and no one’s around. But he had a bad feeling that would be the truth.

​And that they were barking up the wrong tree.


Chapter 12

​Garvin ordered his comms officer to continually attempt to make contact with Astrana. He already spoke to the commander of the attack force. They couldn’t reach her either. Someone on the premises installed a jamming device in the facility itself. Local comms within a few dozen yards likely worked, but beyond that, they’d be scrapped.

​Nell came in behind him.

​“Did you get what you wanted?” Garvin asked. “Did he give up the names?”

​“He didn’t,” Nell said. “But I understand why he made his decisions.”

​“Motive generally doesn’t matter at a time like this.” Garvin gestured at the screen. “I can’t reach Astrana or your friend. Neither can the ground forces. They’re jamming our signals internally. And I don’t have the people out there to make a solid push. They were meant to be a distraction.”

​“And the backup?” Nell asked. “How long?”

​“Ten minutes before they arrive. They’ve been deployed.”

​Nell watched the action for a few moments. “Do you think they’ll get there in time to make a difference?”

​“That depends on what you mean. To the effort to take the facility? Yes.”

​“But to help the others?”

​Garvin didn’t respond.

​“That good.” Nell looked around. “Where’s Priak?”

​“Exploring another possibility,” Garvin said. “One I don’t even want to think about too much until he reports back.”

​“And what’s that?”

​“The possibility that this…” Garvin gestured at the screen, “is a ruse.”

​“For?”

​“An attack on the palace. Another one. This time… better planned, I suppose.”

​“Like what?” Nell frowned. “A bomb?”

​“Perhaps. The previous assassin may have been sacrificed.”

​“How many people are looking?” Nell asked. “And shouldn’t we put that at a higher priority?”

​“Priak knows where something may have been planted. I’m relying on him.”

​Nell pursed his lips. He lowered his voice. “And you trust Priak completely?”

​Garvin frowned as he turned to Nell. “You think…” It’s not possible. The notion that Priak would’ve betrayed them made no sense. He’d been taken to the infirmary after the attack. Orlana’s people put him there. He could’ve attacked the Queen at any time. He’s the head of security here.

​Yet he didn’t voice any of those things. Some part of him began to worry. This is paranoia. And a human’s bringing it out of me. One that has every reason to be angry after what we did to him. Much as he tried, he couldn’t put it out of his mind that Priak might have some involvement. That sedative they gave him didn’t keep him out.

​There was no reason they couldn’t keep him unconscious. Incompetence. That’s what he said. But there may have been something else. Orlana would’ve said something if he knew. So it’s possible he didn’t, and that’s why I’m even entertaining this. But he’d been with Priak for years. They worked together since the war.

​“Your silence is telling,” Nell said.

​Garvin sighed. He grabbed the comm, then reached out. “Priak, come in. We need to talk.” Silence. He checked the service in the palace. There was nothing wrong with it. “Priak, please respond. This is Supreme Commander Garvin.” The fact I included my title is telling unto itself.

​He’d never had to draw attention to their relationship in such a way. Priak acted in a respectful manner, even though they’d been friends for the better part of fifteen years. What would have turned him? Why would he consider attacking the palace or the Queen? None of it made sense.

​Nell said, “The equipment is working.”

​“What do you want?” Garvin snapped. “Some kind of award for figuring it out?”

​“This isn’t my fault,” Nell said. “I didn’t turn the man. I never met him before. So while I understand your frustration, you’d better turn the energy toward finding him as quickly as possible. Before he does something awful.”

​“I know.” Garvin practically growled. He checked his pistol before turning away. “Stay here, human. Watch the board. Communicate with your companion if possible.” He barked an order in his own language. “This human is to be given access to the terminal for the purposes of keeping in touch with the attack force.”

​“Thank you.” Nell bowed his head. “I appreciate your confidence.”

​“It’s not about that.” Garvin started for the door. “It’s a matter of honor at this point.” And responsibility. I should have known better. I handpicked Priak for his position. He was vetted. Something must have changed along the way. Something that compelled him. But he has no family. No one that anyone could leverage against him.

​The answer was out there. Garvin wondered if he had time to get it. Before his friend completed a terrible plan. The question was did he have others working with him? He was supposed to have called upon other trusted personnel to help him find what the assassin may have left behind.

​Will I have to deal with them? Or just him? A sense of frustration burned his chest. And what if I’m wrong? What if this is total paranoia and he’s not doing something wrong? Then he would’ve answered the comm. Ugh… please, Priak. Prove me wrong. I do not want to have to take rash act against you.

​Not to mention the conversation he’d be forced to have with the Queen. I’ll resign, of course. After this, after I allowed a dangerous man to get so close to her, I would prove I had no right to be in this position. I should probably be jailed for it, in fact. For not seeing some sign from Priak, an act, a change… and I missed everything.

​Garvin remembered where the assassin went when he entered the palace. He went through the front area, then cut through a guard post. When he left there, Priak’s people were waiting for him. They cut the man down without hesitation, killing him before anyone could ask questions.

​Evidence? Or just a swift response? Priak’s people failed. There was no way around that truth. They allowed the aggressor inside the walls. Things had moved too quickly to initiate any sort of proper discipline for those involved though they had been moved to other duties quickly enough.

​Garvin moved through the hallway, stopping as he emerged into the foyer near the main entrance. The assassin had been there on the night of the attack. He remembered the report well enough to find the specific path. As he followed it, he noted the door was still secure. Guards hadn’t been posted, but they were watching from the security department.

​With the active turrets at the ready to stop any other incursion.

​“Hello, sir,” Priak’s voice echoed through the chamber, though it seemed he stood on the left side of the room. “What’re you doing?”

​“Hoping,” Garvin replied.

​“That must be nice,” Priak said. “It’s been a long, long time since I’ve felt that sensation.”

​“So you are involved.” Garvin’s heart sank. “You’re with them.”

​“That’s a hard thing to say. They have some kind of agenda. I’m not as concerned about it.”

​“Then what got you involved?” Garvin moved over to the nearest pillar. He drew his gun. “Why are you helping them if you don’t care about their… their cause?”

​“We’re in a trying time,” Priak said. “The people are demented. Going for those trials proved it to me. Pushed me over the edge when it came to worrying about whether or not I was doing the right thing.”

​“It was bad,” Garvin replied, “I’ll give you that. But it’s not something you turn your back on everything over. We can still fix things. Once the beacons are restored, and—”

​“Ha!” Priak let out a genuine laugh after he scoffed. “Is that the lie you tell yourself? Does it help you sleep at night?” He sighed. “Because no one’s doing anything about it. I’ve talked to others. No one with the intelligence division has a clue what to do about them. And we aren’t taking on the Thortans to find their secret either.”

​“You have to have patience,” Garvin said. “Discipline. Remember those things?”

​“How long should we wait to make a change?” Priak asked. “Until we’re no better off than the Thortans? A bunch of barbarians killing each other over vital necessities? Well, I’m willing to push us closer to that so we are forced to change our path. If that doesn’t happen… there won’t be a Lumari Collective anymore.”

​“You think destroying something is the answer?” Garvin shuffled out toward the opposite side of the foyer. A shot hit the ground by his feet, driving him back.

​“Sorry, sir. I think you should stay over there.”

​“You going to respond to the question?”

​“Yes, I do.”

​“I can’t let you,” Garvin replied. “You might’ve decided your oath didn’t mean anything, but you know for a fact I won’t give it up.”

​“Didn’t you? How many mistakes have you made, Supreme Commander? One might think you’ve made them on purpose. A little deniability, perhaps? Maybe you thought you’d blame your age or your years of service. Exhaustion. Being injured during the original attack. But you’re complicit, even if it’s through sheer incompetence.”

​Garvin slipped around behind the pillar he used for cover, then darted for the next one. His heart raced, waiting for the inevitable shot. It didn’t come, and he made it to cover. He paused, took a couple deep breaths, then looked around the edge.

​A shadow danced across the opposite wall, beyond the other set of pillars. Priak appeared to be stationary there. Whatever he was doing required some effort. Or at least wild gestures.

​Garvin hit his comm. He whispered, “Security forces. Respond.”

​His earpiece buzzed. “Compliance, sir.”

​“Foyer,” Garvin continued to keep his voice low, “defensive turrets should be set to…” He swallowed hard. “Target Priak.”

​“Forgive me,” the voice replied, “can you repeat?”

​“Target Priak,” Garvin answered. “And…” He closed his eyes. Oh, Saints save me for this one. “Belay that. In three minutes, prepare turrets for any movement in the foyer.”

​“But sir, are you—”

​“Comply,” Garvin snapped. “Now!”

​“Yes, sir. Understood. Shifting in thirty seconds.”

​Garvin charged from his position, sprinting across the room. He heard Priak cry out, just before he reached the cover of another pillar. Once he got there, he leaned around, opening fire on the space ahead of him. Priak narrowly avoided the shots by moving to his own pillar where he remained.

​“Close one,” Priak said. “And now, you’ve caused a serious inconvenience.”

​“Sorry,” Garvin muttered. “Sure didn’t want to put a damper in your plan to ruin our society.”

​“See the thing is, I only have to enter two more codes into that device to level half the palace. Enough to bring the tower down and obliterate the Queen. But if you’re right there, I’ll have to risk a lot to make that happen.”

​“Failure,” Garvin said. “That’s what you’re risking. But why don’t you give it up? Step into the foyer proper and I’ll arrest you.”

​“I don’t think that’s how our story ends, sir.”

​“You can stop with the honorific. That part of our relationship is certainly over.” Come on, Garvin thought. Try for it. Or go in the foyer. He had a bad feeling of what he was going to have to do. Depending on how honest Priak had been about the device. He’s stalling me. For whatever reason, he thinks it’ll work.

​Was the device armed? Perhaps only in so much as it might go off if he gets to it.

​“Here’s a game,” Priak said. “Let’s see what you can do. I’m willing to bet I can enter those last two codes before you kill me with your gun. You want to play?”

​“No,” Garvin replied. “I don’t want to shoot you.” I’m going to have to.

​“Well, then I guess I’ll win. And you know what happens then.” Priak clicked his tongue. “The world changes. You shoot me enough, you stop me from getting those codes in, then you save your precious queen. And society continues to flounder until it burns out on its own. So I’m going to make the choice for you. Ready?”

​Garvin charged.

​Priak stepped out, though he turned abruptly, eyes wide. He lifted his weapon, firing twice. Both shots struck Garvin in the stomach. But he continued on, slamming into his former friend, then throwing his arms about him. They spun twice before moving away from the pillar, stumbling toward the open part of the foyer.

​“Let me go!” Priak shouted. He struggled, thrashing about violently. “Get off of me!”

​Garvin held fast. “No…” He muttered. “I’m sorry it came to this.” He threw himself toward the floor, right in the middle of the foyer. The two of them came down hard on the tile. The blow knocked the wind out of him, though he expected it came from jarring his wounds. He lost his grip on Priak, who started to rise.

​Then the turrets engaged. Their high-pitched screams filled the air, ripping through Priak in seconds. The man was obliterated, his arms and head vaporized before chunks of his corpse collapsed on Garvin’s legs. His clothes were soaked in blood. Pain rushed through him, enough that he thought he might pass out.

​“Deactivate…” Garvin muttered. “Turrets… bomb… in foyer… by… bodies…”

​“Sir? Do you need medical assistance?” The voice pressed the question three more times.

​I’m surprised the turrets didn’t take me too. Garvin smirked. “It doesn’t… matter. Just… deactivate… the bomb. As soon… as… you… can.” The pain took him. He closed his eyes as his muscles relaxed. His extremities went cold, starting with his toes. They felt icy, as if he’d been trudging through snow for days.

​That chill welcomed him, gave himself to aim for as he slipped into a peaceful state of oblivion.

***

​Carson maintained his aim down the hallway. No one came for a good solid minute. “What’re you doing back there?” he called. “Reprogramming the entire system? How’s one door on a water treatment plant giving you so much trouble?”

​“It’s locked,” Astrana replied, “and they changed the codes. So maybe you could give me a little flack here while I go through the misery of that, huh?”

​“Well, there’s my reminder about your language skills.” Carson sighed. “You know, no one’s come down this hall either. You sure there’s a…”

​As if on cue, a group of people started up the stairs. They leaned their weapons around the way, blind firing in their direction. “Contact.” Carson returned fire, crouching lower. The shots coming their way mostly hit the ceiling, some splashing against the wall. “What’s the point of this?”

​“Harassment,” Astrana said. “They’re trying to get me to stop, not necessarily kill us both.”

​It’s working. Carson took a moment to aim. He got one of the guns dead on the side, causing the shooter to drop it. The shooting stopped for a moment, so he put another five in the general area. Let’s see which one of you has the courage to stick your hands out again. Come on!

​“Almost through,” Astrana announced. “I’m into the administration module.”

​“Whatever that means,” Carson grumbled. “I’ve got at least six people ready to storm this area.”

​“Then be prepared to kill them,” Astrana said.

​“If they have this armor…” Carson sighed. “You see where I’m going with this? It’s not as simple as putting them down!” And sure enough, two of them made a break for it, coming around the stairs while charging their position. “Incoming!”

​Carson fired on the first one, blasting them once in the chest. Both people began to move from left to right while moving toward them, though they hadn’t fired their own weapons yet. The two would arrive at the door in the next thirty seconds.

​“You might want to help!” Carson called out as he led the one he first shot. He fired twice, catching the person in the leg with one of the two blasts. The concussion of it knocked them to the floor, but the other one used that opportunity to return fire.

​Carson dropped prone to the floor, laying down several more shots. Astrana spun, firing her weapon as well. They knocked the terrorist down, tossing them on their back. But neither of the two had been neutralized.

​“Take them!” Astrana shouted. “I need to finish!”

​“Damn it!” Carson crawled to his feet, blasting the two men as they attempted to rise. He redirected his aim at the stairs as the rest of the crowd gathered at the top. He could just make out the edge of the crowd, counting at least five people. If they all come down here at once, there’s no stopping them. “You’d better have that door open in seconds.”

​“It’s good!” Astrana grabbed him, dragging him away from the hallway, into a room full of terminals. The door slammed shut behind them. She paced further inside. “Wait… no one’s here.”

​“Of course.” Carson sighed. “Can those guys get through the door?”

​“They’ll have to do it the same way I did,” Astrana said. She approached the nearest terminal, leaning to read from the screen. “No…”

​“What?” Carson joined her. The text he saw was written in Lumari. “What’s it say?”

​“They’ve got a bomb here after all.” Astrana frowned as she tapped the screen. “Someone started the process here.”

​Carson looked around the room. The place seemed confined, but it was only because someone brought in a bunch of terminals on trolleys. He moved around them, slipping on something. He slapped the wall, turning to see a body sprawled out with its back against the wall. A pistol rested in their hand.

​“This guy killed himself,” Carson said. “What the hell would he do that for?”

​“He set the bomb remotely,” Astrana replied. “Likely while I attempted to breach the room. Then, in order to stop me from forcing him to disarm it, he shot himself.” She rested her forehead in her hand. “I need to think. Can I get through his security before this place detonates?”

​“Where is it?” Carson asked.

​“The bomb?”

​“No, your freakin’ family home, lady! Yes, the bomb!”

​“There.” Astrana gestured off to the left. “Attached to the wall outside near the water line. You can’t see it from here, but it’s just over the lip there.”

​“What’s the model?” Carson looked over her shoulder. “Is it…” He noted the design. They’d used it during the war. A hefty metallic piece stuck up from a black portion where the explosives were stored. “I’ve dealt with those before. How can I get an angle?” He leaned to look around the window. The roof stretched around the structure. “That might do it.”

​“I don’t follow you.”

​“I have to shoot it,” Carson said. “There’s a way to disable the thing.”

​“Won’t it detonate?”

​“That’s not how bombs generally work. You can destroy them before they trigger. However, in this case, there’s something to worry about. If I don’t hit it in the right spot, then it’ll blow.”

​“So how is this a good idea?”

​“How long do we have?”

​Astrana looked back at the screen. “I’m converting to your time… two minutes, thirty seconds.”

​“Can you crack the security in that time?”

​“No… no, I don’t think so.”

​“Then we don’t have a choice, do we?” Carson gestured to the glass. “Can we get through that?”

​“It’s nothing special.” Astrana frowned. “Are you sure you can make a shot that far? It’s some distance.”

​“Do you know what to shoot?”

​“No…”

​“Then I guess it doesn’t matter. I’m the only chance. But we’re running out of time so…” He aimed at the glass. “Shoot with me.” It took three blasts from them before the glass burst. Shards danced over the roof then fell off the edge. He didn’t hear it make contact. “Alright, you try to get control of those turrets.”

​“Hey…” Astrana touched his arm. “Good luck. Be safe out there.”

​“I’ll do my best.” Carson crawled through the window, pausing to get his balance. The roof slanted downward, though it wasn’t too bad. Fortunately, there was texture for him to get some traction on. Time’s running out. He kept a hand on the wall as he rose then shuffled along as quickly as he dared.

​The wind struck him from the front, threatening to blow him clear of the structure. He crouched, leaning into it until it subsided. That was a lot of time. He started moving again.

​Astrana’s voice piped through his earpiece. “If you don’t take it out, the detonation will obliterate the station. Sending the water into a valley which will likely kill hundreds. Not to mention all of us.”

​“You bored?” Carson muttered. He leaned to see if he had a look at the bomb. He needed to get another thirty yards.

​“No?”

​“Then stop trying to layer pressure. It’s bad enough out here without that.” Carson flinched as a series of shots caught his attention. Fortunately, the fighting took place far enough away that he didn’t have to worry about being shot. That’s a small consolation considering the situation.

​As Carson got into position, he saw the bomb glistening in the sunlight. The part he had to hit happened to have a sharp light on it, acting almost as a marker. Thank God. There’s at least some luck available. He crouched, drawing a deep breath as he took aim. The bomb was a lot further away than he anticipated.

​“You have thirty-five seconds.”

​“Thanks,” Carson said, “I’m doing my best.”

​“Your best should involve taking the shot. Otherwise…”

​“I should use the time to kiss my own ass goodbye?” Carson asked. “Just… shush.” He drew another deep breath. When he let it out, he pulled the trigger. The weapon vibrated in his hands, warming them through the gloves. He became hyperaware of every sound, every sensation, from the tickle of the wind to the chaos of violence nearby.

​The beam would make contact in less than two seconds. Carson didn’t bother to count them. But when nothing happened, his heart dropped.

​“Twenty seconds,” Astrana said. “I believe you missed.”

​Yeah, no shit. The problem was Carson didn’t know how to compensate. The glint of sunlight made it impossible to see any sort of scorch mark or darkened area. “Alright, alright, here we go.” He stretched his neck then aimed again. This time, he pulled a little closer to the wall. Do not hit the black part.

​The Lumari liked to use volatile explosives to avoid tampering. When the Commonwealth first encountered their devices, they attempted to destroy them, through shooting and even regular bomb disposal techniques. They ended up causing a lot of destruction before they learned their lesson.

​Carson’s finger felt heavy as he prepared to pull the trigger. A miss meant so much. Either he hit the wrong part of the target and killed them all prematurely… or he missed entirely and they died anyway. That one moment, an action that required less than a heartbeat, would determine the fate of thousands of people.

​Astrana said, “Time is running out!”

​Screw it.

​Carson pulled the trigger. He closed his eyes, waiting for a wave of brief warmth to take him. When it didn’t come, he blinked a couple times, frowning as he couldn’t find the glittering piece of metal anymore. Time must’ve already run out, so he likely scored a hit… then knocked the thing into the water.

​“Are we…” Carson cleared his throat. “Are we good?”

​“You did it!” Astrana shouted. She clapped her hands. “I no longer have the weapon on scans. I…” Her comment was cut off by a string of gunfire in the admin area.

​“Astrana!” Carson hurried back toward the broken window. He stopped abruptly when two men crawled out, each aiming their weapons at him. Are you kidding? I manage to avoid dying by bomb only to be shot by these two jokers? He thought about lifting his weapon, going down with a fight. But they’d shoot him before he even twitched.

​I guess that’s it.

​Engines roared nearby as a turret let loose. A couple hundred shots tore through the remaining glass, ripping the two enemy targets to pieces. As their tiny chunks spilled over the edge toward the ground below, Carson leaned against the wall, holding his arm in front of his head to avoid the worst of the heat from the attack.

​The ship veered off, heading back to the attack group.

​“What the hell was that?” Carson asked. “Astrana? Are you still there?” He continued his path back, though he didn’t have to go as far to get through the glass. He slipped into the room, slipping on a fresh body. Over a dozen terrorists littered the space. “Astrana!” He shouted her name, though she couldn’t have possibly survived.

​Either the turret got her or the dead guys on the ground. “God damn it…” Carson continued toward the terminal. “We had this… we had this!”

​“You did it.” Astrana’s voice made him jump. “Good job!”

​“What the hell?” Carson spun on her. She was covered in blood, but didn’t appear to be injured. “Are you… how’d you… are you okay?”

​“I’m uninjured.” Astrana turned in place. “That ship came at the right time though.”

​“Come in,” Nell’s voice crackled over the comm, “Carson?”

​“You’ve gotta be kidding!” Carson shouted. “Hey! What’s going on?”

​“Just me saving your ass,” Nell replied. “Did you succeed?”

​“I mean, we stopped a bomb… and there are lots of dead terrorists. I think we prevented what they were going to do so… we’re good. I guess?” Carson shrugged as he turned to Astrana. “Would you say?”

​“Yes.” Astrana nodded. “We did it.” She leaned against the wall. “Thank the saints.”

​“Yeah. Them.” Carson clapped his hands. “Holy shit, Nell. This was crazy. We need a ride out of here though. Get that Garvin guy to honor our agreement so we can be on our way.”

​“That’s… I’ll have to work with the Queen,” Nell said. “Garvin… he’s in critical condition.”

​“What?” Astrana asked. “What do you mean? What happened?”

​“Priak,” Nell said. “He… I’ll tell you when you get back. This is something you should hear in person.”

​“You’re right.” Astrana turned, marching out of the room.

​“You struck a nerve,” Carson sad. “But I don’t blame her, I guess.” He sighed. “I’ll see you soon, buddy.”

​God… what did this guy get himself into? Carson glanced back at the broken glass. Insanity. He hurried to catch up with his companion. And now we might have to fight for our right to leave this planet. Great. Just… freakin’ great. A ship hovered outside, landing at the end of the hallway. The ramp dropped.

​At least we don’t have to wait for a ride. Carson slung his rifle. Please be cool, guys. We helped you save your water supply. The least you can do is send us out of here in one piece.

***

​Nell stood beside Carson as they entered the Queen’s office with Astrana. Twelve hours passed since they saved not only the water treatment plant, but prevented a massive bomb from detonating in the palace as well. The terrorists responsible for both had been defeated, at least for the time being.

​Queen Istra invited them for a conversation before they left for Castus. Astrana arranged a transport for them to return home in luxury. Not a military craft or a cramped, little shuttle. They got one of the luxury liners the royal family of the Lumari used. Complete with staff to cater to their needs.

​Nell nudged Carson as they entered, showing him he needed to bow. He hoped his friend would comply, and let out an audible sigh when he did. They both remained in the position while waiting for the Queen to acknowledge them. She stood at her desk, reading something.

​“Rise,” Istra said. “And thank you all for coming.”

​“Thank you,” Nell said, “Your Majesty. We appreciate the audience.”

​“It was the least I could do,” Istra said, “thank you for your heroism. For the lives you saved. I only wish Garvin stood beside you.”

​“We…” Nell cleared his throat. “We didn’t… is he…”

​“I’m afraid he succumbed,” Istra replied. “He was lost.” She sighed. “And he’ll be missed. Though I suspect he might have always blamed himself for Priak. To his dying day, he would’ve felt poorly about not seeing some sign about that man’s betrayal. And I do not believe I could’ve placated his worries.”

​Astrana said, “Likely not, Ma’am.”

​“Exactly.” Istra cocked her head to the side. “He’ll be given proper honors. And the last things we discussed… I’ll hold dear. The Lumari need to make a change. They cannot stand as they are. And the past is not necessarily the answer. We have a future to create. If we’re willing to try.”

​“I hope so,” Nell said. “And perhaps you’ll find appropriate allies. Maybe the Commonwealth.”

​“I’m open to anything.” Istra smiled. “I do not want to keep you too long. I’m sure you’re anxious to return to your lives. If you’ll accept my thanks, I think I can let you be on your way.” She turned to Astrana. “Supreme Commander, will you be so kind as to show these gentlemen to the port so they can depart?”

​“Your Majesty?” Astrana frowned. “Did you… what do you mean?”

​“I’ve promoted you,” Istra said. “As I believe Garvin would have wished.”

​“But… but Your Majesty, I… was nowhere near… and I…”

​“We’ll discuss your duties later.” Istra gestured for the door. “Oh. Forgive me. There is one more thing.” She approached Carson. “May I have a moment of your time? A private word? I’ve got a question I hope you’ll answer.”

​Carson looked at Nell. Nell nodded. “Sure. Why not?”

​Astrana touched Nell’s shoulder. “Let’s go.” She muttered. They moved to the door, paused, then turned to bow. This time, they didn’t wait for word and left immediately.

​“Oh my…” Astrana slumped against the wall as the door closed. “I’m not… I’m not ready. That is madness. I’ll have to… talk to her. Maybe talk her out of it. Or…”

​“Try it,” Nell said. “I don’t think it’ll be as bad as you think. Besides, I can’t think of anyone else who would have the Queen’s back quite as well as you will at this point.”

​“The people I thought I’d rely on… Priak… Garvin… they’re gone.”

​“You have others,” Nell replied. “Other magistrates you’ve worked with, I’m sure. And investigators or soldiers you trust. Get them. Bring together a team. Don’t do it the way your former commander did. Make sure you surround yourself with many good people. So you’ll always have some backup.”

​“Sound advice,” Astrana said. “Though I’m not sure how to trust someone after this.”

​“You’ll think of something.” Nell touched her shoulder. “I have faith in you.” He turned away. “What will you do with Orlana?”

​“He’s being put on trial,” Astrana replied. “Something public. The people will see what we prevented, what he attempted to bring down on us, and how we defied it. We’ll make it fair.”

​“And no more trials?”

​Astrana snorted. “I will die before those are tried again.”

​“As long as you don’t abduct me again.” Nell smirked. “Anyway… I’m glad to hear that.”

​“We are civilized. But sometimes, it’s hard to tell.”

​“That’s true of every country.”

​Astrana gestured at the door. “What do you think she’s asking?”

​“God knows. Carson brings out curiosity in people. Happened when the Thortans came to Castus. And of course, when he first arrived there, I had plenty of questions. I can’t even imagine what she wants to know.” He chuckled. “But I bet she doesn’t get the information from him.”

​“Why not?”

​“He’s cagey. Doesn’t trust anyone. I wonder if his lover even knows much about him.” Nell stretched his arms over his head. “But he should hurry up. I’d like to get aboard that ship. Put my head down for a while. I’m exhausted.”

​“It’s been a trying time.” Astrana lifted her brows. “I feel like I’ve been awake for days.”

​“Me too.” Nell paused as the door opened. Carson waved at the Queen as if they were pub buddies. “What the hell?” He rasped. “Carson, did you completely ignore what we talked about when it came to protocol?”

​“Meh.” Carson shrugged. “I think she and I are friends now.”

​“Oh, are you now?” Nell shook his head. “Christ, man. What did she want?”

​“She asked a question,” Carson said. “Wanted to know what I did in the military.”

​Nell groaned. “Of course she did.”

​Astrana wrinkled her nose. “Why is that a problem?”

​“Because!” Nell threw his arms in the air. “He doesn’t answer the question!”

​“I did today.” Carson gestured. “Are we walking that direction?”

​“Wait!” Nell grabbed Carson’s shirt. “I don’t think I heard you right. Did you say you answered her?”

​“Yeah.”

​“Truthfully?”

​Carson smiled. “She’s a queen.”

​“What’s that matter?”

​“You can’t lie to nobility,” Carson explained. “They always know.”

​“But you could’ve refused to answer.”

​Carson nodded.

​“And you didn’t.”

​Astrana stepped in. “You’re really bent over shape because of this.”

​“It’s bent out of shape,” Nell corrected, “and I am! I’ve been asking him for over a year!”

​“I might still tell you.” Carson patted his shoulder. “Later. When I’m not so tired.”

​“Why not now?” Nell asked. “I think she’d like to know too, wouldn’t you, Astrana?”

​“No.” Astrana shook her head. “No, I’ve seen enough to have a good idea. Right this way gentlemen.” She led the way.

​“You’re going to tell me someday,” Nell said. “I hope you know that.”

​“I did just say I might.” Carson grinned.

​“Soon.”

​“Don’t get pushy.”

​“After all we’ve been through, you’re going to be cagey like that?”

​Carson met his gaze. “Look at it on the bright side. We have something to look forward to.”

​“What you did in the military is hardly a topic I want to hold in anticipation!”

​“And yet…”

​“Ugh!” Nell hurried ahead. “Astrana, remember that when you surround yourself with people, make sure they are not insufferable.”

​“I don’t know what that means.” Astrana turned to him. “Explain?”

​“They can’t be like Carson.” Nell waved his hand at him. “Pick someone that doesn’t play word games all the time. Someone that will be straight about themselves.”

​“Sometimes,” Astrana replied, “you don’t need words to know the person you work with. Their actions are more than sufficient. And what I’ve seen so far makes it clear he doesn’t need to explain himself. He’s the type of man that makes an impression without talk. And you have to admit, that’s much better.”

​“See?” Carson said. “She’s got the idea.”

​“I want to hear it with my own ears.” Nell shrugged. “And I won’t give up.”

​“That’s fine,” Carson replied. “Like I said, just more reason for us to hang out in the future.” He put his arm around Nell. “But now, we have a colony to check on, friends that need us, and God knows what other nonsense waiting to give us a hard time. We’ll need all the rest we can get because I’ve got a bad feeling we’re walking into a shit show.”

​“Undoubtedly, you’re right.” Nell sighed. “We made it. We survived.”

​“We sure did. Couldn’t have done it without you.”

​“Likewise.” Nell smiled. “Thank you.”

​“Don’t mention it.” Carson stepped away. “But remember it when you come looking for your bribe.”

​“Yeah… those…” Nell bit his lip. Those are done. He planned to change a great deal when he got home. Not the least of which being the way he treated others. Wealth didn’t hold the same appeal it did before the Lumari abducted him. The way he kept score had to change. He wasn’t sure how, but it would become clear.


Epilogue

​Carson yawned as he entered the dining area of the Bulwark. A full day and night passed since he returned from Lumari custody. So much happened while he was away, he barely remembered it all, even after having a chance to acclimate to it all. Any one of the things would’ve been enough.

​An attempted coup, Shev’s past coming to haunt him, and a whole lot of violence mounted to enough problems it seemed strange the settlement remained standing. Gustav died, Liz and Rosie were both shot. Mooch took some serious punishment as well. Much of it made Carson’s time away seem like a vacation.

​Liz and Rosie survived their injuries. The medics ordered them to take it easy for a few days, which worked out well. Any refugees that had been on Castus got a free ride off the planet to wherever they wanted to go. The technical team holding the port finally opened up, granting access to the ships again.

​Two freighters left, carrying quite a few passengers with them. That included a number of miners that decided to take off after they were embarrassed by the situation. After taking arms against the other citizens, they probably couldn’t stick around. And that suited Carson just fine.

​He didn’t want a bunch of untrustworthy clowns taking up space there.

​They still hadn’t heard from Governor Morris. Nor did Shev’s criminal pal show up to get his kid yet. She remained locked up right alongside Eames. That was something they could put off for another day. Several buildings required rebuilding. And they needed some more team members to fill out their roster.

​Nell got his people working on restoring his home. He took Tully’s betrayal hard. Liz invited him over to the Bulwark, but he declined to attend their gathering. Carson understood. The man needed a chance to come to terms with many things, not the least of which being his right hand turning on him.

​The Lumari situation got to him in a major way.

​“There he is!” Zeke shouted. “Welcome to the land of the living, man! We’ve been waiting to open gifts for you.”

​“Is today the day?” Carson asked. “Or are we just making it up?” The others gathered around their Yule tree. Mugs sat on one of the tables, though they sat on the floor. Liz held her hand out for him. He stepped over to join her. “How’re you feeling? You sure you should be on the floor?” He gestured to Rosie. “Or you for that matter.”

​“I’ve got a pillow,” Rosie said. Mooch and Smedley sat on either side of her. Carson thought it would be a lot more awkward, but oddly they made it work somehow. He didn’t get it. “And anyway, it won’t be for long. It’s not like we had a lot of time to buy a bunch of gifts. Or places to get them.”

​“No,” Liz added, “and though we’re missing someone, I have to say, it’s good to see the faces that could be with us.” She leaned to grab her mug. “Can we have a drink to Gustav?” Everyone took a mug. Zeke handed one to Carson. “He didn’t deserve what happened… he was a grounding influence… and he’ll be missed.”

​“To Gustav,” they all intoned before drinking.

​“I can’t believe that,” Carson muttered. He leaned against Liz, whispering into her neck, “or that you got shot.”

​“Sometimes, I live dangerously too.”

​“I didn’t mean to.”

​“Neither did I.” Liz turned to kiss his cheek. “I missed you… but we’re okay. Things will be fine.”

​“Maybe.” Carson looked at Shev across the way. The man stared at the tree with a distant expression. “We’ve still got his problem to deal with. And God knows what the governor’s going to do.”

​“One step at a time,” Liz said. “We don’t need to borrow trouble.” She smiled. “Are you aware of the fact I love you?”

​Carson cocked his head to the side. “I was not.”

​Liz rolled her eyes.

​“Are you going to say it?” Carson asked.

​“I love you.”

​“I love you, too.”

​“Was that hard?” Liz asked.

​“Not even a little.”

​“What happened to you? With the Lumari?”

​“I’ll tell you later,” Carson replied. “Right now, I think we’re supposed to be celebrating a holiday, aren’t we?”

​“We are.”

​“Then I say we have to hand out some gifts and…” A ship’s engine roared overhead, shaking the walls. “Uh oh.” He turned to Shev. “You don’t think that’s your guy, do you?” He started to stand. “Coming to…”

​“No!” Rosie shouted. “No, that’s Heady’s ship!”

​“It is!” Smedley added. “He’s back!”

​Carson whispered, “who’s that?”

​“Husband two,” Liz said.

​“Jesus Christ…”

​“Right?” Liz snorted. “I mean… how many does she need? And what did that guy do? Park right outside?”

​Rosie opened the door. A man who looked nearly identical to Smedley stepped in. He gave her a hug. “They weren’t there!” He complained. “I went all the way to Treyvant, asked them for Carson and Nell, and they said they already left!”

​“Oh, honey!” Rosie kissed him. “I’m so sorry! They’re right there!” She gestured. “Also, Smedley’s here. And Mooch! We might get married.”

​Carson coughed. He exchanged a wide eyed look with Zeke, who shrugged.

​“Sounds great!” Heady said. “Can I get a drink?”

​“No, hon.” Rosie gestured toward the door. “You gotta take the ship to the port. The tech crews will literally eat you alive if they find it there. Not to mention the admin. He gets twitchy about people putting down wherever they want.”

​“This place is so desolate, I had no idea.” Heady waved to everyone. “I look forward to meeting you when I get back. See ya!” He left.

​“Well…” Zeke held up his mug again. “Let’s hear it for crazy relationships, weird friends, near misses, and surviving things we had no business coming through the other end on.”

​Carson lifted his glass. “I can definitely drink to that.” They all threw back a swig. “Things are definitely going to change. Maybe not necessarily for the best. But the people in this room…” He looked at each of them. “These misfits… we’ve got something. And I’m not about to let it fall apart. No matter who tries to dismantle it.”

​Rosie said, “we’re with you.” She waved at the others. “C’mon, say it with me!”

​They all repeated, “we’re with you!”

​Carson smirked. “I think together is sufficient.” He gestured to the gifts. “Now… maybe we can lighten up, huh? I can’t wait to see what you clowns turned up.”

​Liz leaned against him. “We really are going to make it, aren’t we?”

​“You bet.” Carson held her tight. “You bet.”
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A galactic war has ended. The nations of the universe reel from the aftermath as they struggle to recover from the carnage. One region thrives in the chaos. The Crossroads acted as a neutral zone during peacetimes, and it has become a place for the desperate, the criminal, and those who wish to disappear.
 

Carson Flint had enough. He arrives on the planet Peldan with the intention of settling into a new life without conflict and violence. The settlement of Castus offers him the opportunity, to leave the past behind. But sometimes new beginnings carry a cost and when a former colleague arrives in need of aid, he must risk the future he craves…or let her die.
 

Looking for your next binge-read? Check out my latest box set and dive into a new adventure today!
 

https://www.amazon.com/dp/B0D7TMQ5BN
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The End Has Arrived 

The civilization of man has fallen. A mindless alien race has swept across the colonies, consuming structures and people along the way. As humanity stands on the brink of destruction, we have one hope to preserve what’s left of our culture and very lives. The Passage.

One of the greatest scientific achievements of humanity, a gateway that will hyper-accelerate our faster than light drives so we can cover an unimaginable distance. A new home waits beyond, one far from our aggressors. But can we escape the desolation of our old empire before it’s too late?
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