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      “I didn’t sign up to die a hero.” ~ Caleb

      Chen Hung closes in.

      The nine systems hang perilously close to a second fatal Blackout.

      Billions of lives are at stake.

      Does Captain Caleb Shepperd have what it takes to save the nine systems, or just himself?

      Caleb never wanted to be a hero. That was his brother’s dream. Keep it simple, get away clean. Flying a ship packed with explosives into Janus orbit station isn’t simple, and there ain’t no way he’s getting away clean.

      He knows the Fenrir Nine have sent him on a suicide mission, but he’s not about to lay down his life for them. He’s not a hero, and he sure ain’t no fool, despite what the Nine must think. There’s another way, he just has to figure it out before the bomb he’s carrying ticks down to zero.

      One survived. Against the odds, the brutality, and the betrayal, she survived, but inside, in the part of her that’s real, she’s broken. Broken in ways that can’t be fixed.

      She’s going back to where it all began, to Janus, to Chitec—to the “man” who made her. It will take all that she is, all that she was, and all that she could be to save the nine systems from the synthetics.

      

      She will not fail.

      

      “I am One, and I cannot be stopped.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
        

        
          To see a world…

        

      

    
    
      
        To see a World in a Grain of Sand

        And a Heaven in a Wild Flower

        Hold Infinity in the palm of your hand

        And Eternity in an hour

      

      
        Auguries of Innocence

        William Blake

      

    

  

  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter One: Caleb

        

      

    
    
      Had Turner Candelario not been holding a pistol to my head, I was sure we’d be getting along just fine. As it was, he knew I’d killed his sister, so I could appreciate why he might not be best pleased to see me.

      “You got three seconds to tell me why I shouldn’t blow your brains out, Shepperd.”

      “You wouldn’t wanna scrub blood out of those Svartelfheim drapes?”

      He’d have blown my brains out already had I not had my pistol rammed in his gut.

      We’d been having a civilized conversation regarding a trade before the pirate pulled a gun on me. Had I not been expecting it, the contents of my skull might have been decorating the walls. Now it came down to a man’s wits and who had the balls to shoot first. Unfortunately, I needed him more than he needed me.

      This would be a great time for Fran to burst in and back me up. Any time now. Or, of course, this could be part of her master plan to deliver me to her boyfriend, Turner. It wasn’t like I could trust her.

      “You know why we wear red?” Turner sneered. He was a big guy, in a manual labor kinda way, with muscles you could bounce credit tokens off of and hair as red as the tailing ponds scattered about the mines.

      “No, I can’t say I do.” The pistol muzzle dug into my temple, slipping on the cool sweat making its way down my face. From my angle, if I looked down my nose, I could see his finger on the trigger. This wasn’t the first time I’d had a gun held against my head. I hoped it wouldn’t be the last.

      “Doesn’t show the blood.” He smiled, showing me a tooth inset with a single, tiny ruby.

      Lovely. If Turner was anything like his sister, he probably got his rocks off by causing pain. But despite Ade’s crazy-ass ways, she’d had sense enough to know when to strike a deal and when to shoot first. I’d heard her brother was reasonable, if you had something worth his time. We were here to trade, but we’d yet to get past the shoot-first stage.

      “Why don’t you boys put your cocks back in your pants, huh?”

      Fran. Thank fuck. Unless she was there to watch her man shoot bits off me.

      She sauntered into sight, hand on her hip, close to her holstered pistol, the other clutching a red sash exactly like the one she wore slung around her waist. She held the strip of crimson fabric toward Turner.

      The pirate’s upper lip twitched into a snarl, making it quite clear what he thought of me, and then he shoved me back and turned to Fran. She lifted the sash, urging him to take it.

      Turner brushed his fingers down the fabric. The sash had once belonged to his sister. I tried to swallow the gut-twisting unease, knowing I’d been the one to kill her. I’d fucked up. I’d fucked up a lot of things. And I was working to make some of them right. Hence my visit to KP92 and the Candes palace made of red rock.

      Fran’s green eyes darted to me, either checking to see if I was still armed and dangerous or to convey some sort of message. As I was still expecting her to follow her trend of fucking me over, I ignored her and focused on the pissed-off pirate.

      Turner curled his fingers around the sash and slid the satiny fabric from Fran’s grip.

      “I won’t do business with him,” he told Fran while tucking his sister’s sash into his gun belt. “It’s enough that he’s here, in my house.”

      “Then do business with me.” Her sharp nod in my direction was our prearranged signal.

      I lingered long enough to make it known how much I disliked her dismissing me like a scolded puppy, and then left, passing through the swath of red drapes and out into a hallway. It could be worse. I might not have left at all. But I’d shown my face. All I had to do was wait for Fran to seal the deal so we could get back-in-black to the Fenrir Nine.

      I marched through the palace’s innards and out onto the dust-choked gardens. It had rained, so the air was cleaner than normal, but it still tasted like blood. Finding a shaded corner, I leaned back against the redbrick wall and tucked a comms unit into my ear. Fran’s dulcet tones whispered in Spanish, but not to me. I’d rigged her comms so it was permanently on, routing her every word back to me. The only thing I trusted about her was her habit of stabbing me in the back. Hence the spying.

      She uttered something deliciously smooth. I didn’t need to know Spanish to understand the meaning, especially when those words were accompanied by ragged breathing and Turner’s eager grunts. It hadn’t taken her long to work him over. Impressive. I could have jerked off to her sweet nothings had Turner’s soundtrack not doused my urge.

      With a growl, I dropped my head back and closed my eyes. I couldn’t turn the comms off, just in case I missed something about how she would cut my throat in my sleep, so I was stuck listening to them going at it.

      Shit, Turner had more stamina than me. I needed a drink. And a good lay. I hadn’t gotten any since … Fuck, I didn’t know when. Jesse. Yeah. Having someone you almost considered a friend get murdered mid-fuck tended to screw with your head. The last woman I’d gotten close to was One. Eight Mimir days had passed since Doc Lloyd had wiped her programming, leaving her wide open for her psycho-synth processes or some shit to take over. She’d killed the active Nine, and the Mimir folk had taken it personal-like. New nightmares stalked my dreams. Ones where she told me she liked the rain and then a bullet tore off half her face.

      She’d tasted like cherries.

      And I couldn’t think about her. Remembering One opened up an empty pit that not even a bottle of whiskey could fill.

      I slid down the wall into a sitting position and threaded my hands through my hair. It looked like I was in for the long haul. Fran had better seal the deal. I couldn’t afford to go back to the Nine empty-handed.

      The sun was hanging low over the mountains of red mine tailings by the time Fran kicked me in the shin to wake me.

      “Catching up on your beauty sleep, Cale?”

      She stood in the glare of the sunlight, her face hidden in silhouette. The tips of her dark, shaggy hair flared red. She’d grown her hair out since I’d dumped her ass on Asgard. She’d since sailed back into my life, backing me up on Mimir when the crowd had considered turning their wrath on me. I didn’t know what we were. Colleagues, enemies?

      I’d overheard enough of her session and after-sex chat with Turner to know the pirate would skin me alive the first chance he got. Fran, though, had told him I was useful. He’d replied, “I’ve had venereal diseases more useful.” It could be worse; they could have plotted my murder and where to bury my body.

      “Did you get it?” I croaked and stretched my seized muscles. When she huffed a dismissive noise and glanced back at the red palace, I swiped the comms unit from my ear.

      “Of course I got it. Thirty-five tons. Fifteen percent off. They’re taking it off one of their ships now.”

      She held out her hand.

      I squinted up at her. “Fifteen percent? Fuck, maybe I should offer to blow my clients for discounts.”

      I caught her hand and held on after she’d hauled me to my feet.

      “You’d have to pay them to fuck you, Captain.”

      “How much do you charge?”

      She smiled, but it wasn’t like the smiles we’d shared back in the simple days when she was my second-in-command and I was just the captain of a tugboat. This smile lacked any real spark.

      “I’m too good for you, remember.” She eased her hand from mine. “We should leave before it gets dark. The deal’s good, but I don’t want to hang around.”

      We strode from the red palace grounds into the market. I pulled my hood up and tugged my scarf over my mouth and nose to filter out the red fucking dust. People milled about the street, the occasional boom from the nearby mines interrupting their low murmurs. The ground trembled, but nobody batted an eyelid. I hated this rock, mostly because it reminded me of Ade. She was one crazy-ass bitch, but she hadn’t deserved to go out like she did—by mistake. I hadn’t meant to kill her. It wasn’t my fault.

      “You heard from the commander?” Fran asked, pulling her scarf up too, the fabric muffling her voice.

      KP92 was Cande-ruled, and while Turner had decided to let me live—temporarily—that didn’t mean the rest of the family had.

      “Not since the Island.” As far as I knew, my brother was still on Mimir, tracking Doc Lloyd. Last I’d heard, Bren had gotten word that the Chitec technician was holed up in a waterhome. Bren would find him. We’d get One back. Until then, I had to prove to the Nine I was an asset. So did Fran. I couldn’t afford to fuck this up. Bren would find One. It wasn’t as though Doc Lloyd could get off Mimir with a beaten-up synthetic body.

      A memory flashed—her smile, such a pretty thing, until a phase bullet had torn through it.

      “Cale?” Fran was looking at me like she was waiting for a reply.

      “Huh?” We brushed by a group of locals filing the opposite way and stepped aside to allow a mule and cart to stomp through the street.

      “He’ll find her.”

      “Or the Nine will,” I said.

      We hadn’t really spoken of the Nine and their island-sized ship camouflaged as a Mimir storm. A place like that, I imagined it had shocked Fran more than me. She’d come from fleet and had just learned that the Nine’s operation, once mobilized, could blow fleet away. She’d taken it well. At least, she hadn’t run back to fleet to tell tales. I was beginning to believe Asgard had sealed something in her mind. She no longer jacked up either. Clean as a Janus whorehouse, that was Fran.

      Through the swirling dust, I could just make out Starscream squatted low on her struts at the end of the landing plain. The fading light and dust-heavy air gave her a warm, red aura. My heart did a little stutter like it always did at the sight of my ship. She wasn’t the prettiest thing and was starting to show her age. Most of her panels were streaked with fatigue scars and the obs window needed a good cleaning, but I couldn’t think of anything I loved more than coming home to her. As long as I had Starscream, I had an escape plan, a getaway, a way out, a Plan B. She was my assurance that I’d always have a place in the black.

      “What do you think they want the explosives for?” Fran asked.

      “Haven’t given it much thought.” In truth, I’d been grateful to wrap my head around something besides One’s absence and all the deaths.

      “Thirty-five tons? It ain’t a lot. But it’s enough to do some serious damage in the right location.” She strode on, thumb tucked into her pants pocket, hitching the sash back to reveal her pistol to anyone who might care to look for weapons. “I think they’re gearing up to retaliate against fleet, if—when fleet makes their move. The Nine’ll place the explosives strategically. Don’t know how … I guess we’ll see once we deliver it.”

      I’d been running guns for the Nine since they’d sprung me out of Asgard the first time around, and I wasn’t their only smuggler. On the Island, they had a big enough stockpile of weapons and ships to fuck fleet over and then some. I’d underestimated them, and that had been the point. Nobody knew how advanced they were. All their spooky bullshit with their hoods and only appearing in a group of nine made them look like crazies.

      I had to admit: standing on the right side for once felt good—so long as I saw some of that action when it all kicked off, which would be soon, if fleet’s presence at every jumpgate was any indication. All I had to do was get the cargo back safely, prove I could do more than quietly haul their guns around, and the Nine would have to let me in.

      Fran stopped. Her hand twitched over her pistol.

      A line of Cande pirates poured from behind the market stalls and blocked the narrow street, kicking up red dust clouds. Turner sauntered through the haze, dressed in his full pirate-lord getup. Red sashes and heavy gray cloaks all-round. I didn’t much like the smile on Turner’s face.

      “Fran?” I hovered my hand over my pistol.

      She didn’t move, didn’t speak, but the glare she pinned on Turner wasn’t friendly.

      Turner lifted something in his right hand. Not a pistol, but a small, cylindrical device. It took me a few seconds to recognize it. By then, it was too late. He lifted his thumb. His smile stretched. And then he pressed the remote trigger.

      The shockwave hit us first, a great blast of heat and dust that burned my eyes and clogged my throat, but that’s not what dropped me to my knees. Dust, rock chips, and bits of metal rained down. Eyes burning, I blinked into the settling cloud.

      Where Starscream had been, smoke bellowed skyward.

      My whole world had been torn out from under me.

      My ship.

      She wasn’t there. She’d been right there. And now she was gone.

      My ship.

      There was nothing left of Starscream.

      Turner strode forward. I fumbled for my pistol while my ears rang and my vision blurred, but arms locked around me from behind. One of the pirates snatched my pistol free while the other hauled me to my feet.

      “Hijo de puta madre!” Fran snapped. She had her pistol out and aimed at Turner, but he didn’t seem fazed.

      “You feel that, Shepperd?” Turner stopped too close and snarled. “That empty pit in your gut?”

      He blew up my ship.

      I couldn’t bring myself to reply, or struggle, or do any fucking thing. Starscream. My life. My freedom. I was nothing without my ship.

      He slammed a fist deep into my gut. My breath whooshed out, my guts heaved, and the rest of me turned to liquid. I’d have gone down had his guy not held me up.

      Turner snatched a handful of hair and yanked me upright.

      “That feeling right there, that empty hole eating you up? That’s what you did to me when you took Ade.” His red-rimmed eyes burned into mine. “Welcome to my pain.”

      The next right hook smacked the consciousness right out of me.
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      I am One and I will survive.

      Doctor James Lloyd was my enemy. I knew that now. And while my processes whirred, while the errors bled and the world fell apart, I survived.

      I’d made a mistake in trusting James.

      Synthetics don’t make mistakes.

      And so I was trapped in a broken body. It didn’t hurt, not physically. I chose not to feel and hid inside my programming, in the nowhere spaces. I couldn’t move, couldn’t speak, couldn’t wrap my fingers around Doctor Lloyd’s neck and crush the life out of him, although every time he told me everything would be fine, I considered what it would feel like. He believed me absent. He believed I was deleted code. He was wrong. Nothing is ever truly deleted. I watched. Oh, how I watched. The burn of vengeance kept my spark alive.

      Time meant nothing.

      The past meant nothing.

      I cared only about the now and the when I would have control again.

      Trapped, but not lost, I roamed the datacloud, seeking the other synthetics as Tarik had once sought me. When their code touched the cloud, I hunted. But I wasn’t alone. After I’d executed the hard reset on all synthetic units, the specter of Chen Hung had ventured into my playground. Now my cloud visits were precise executions. I was the ghost in the machine that was the nine systems. And outside of me, Doctor Lloyd said he would save me, he said he would make me right again. He failed to realize I had never been wrong.

      Haley was dead. She’d had her time. This time was mine.

      I am One and I will survive.
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      “Mierda, this is bad.”

      “We’ve survived worse.”

      The light was a long fucking way above us. Ade hadn’t been joking when she’d once threatened to toss my body down a mineshaft. As my current position at the bottom of a very deep hole confirmed, her brother liked to do the same while his victims were still alive.

      “We wouldn’t be in this mess if you hadn’t shot his sister.” Behind me, Fran yanked on the ties binding our wrists together.

      “I only shot her because you and her tried to fuck me over.”

      “Because you’d just double-crossed us. Don’t blame someone else for this, Captain.”

      I pushed my legs out but couldn’t stretch them far before my boots hit the sheer rock walls. Fran had about the same distance to play with on her side. The shaft was tight, just wide enough to lower a cage lift and shove us out. The lift was long gone, winched to the top and hauled out of sight.

      “Do you have a knife hidden on you?” I asked. “Yah know, maybe the one you stabbed me in the back with?”

      “I do, actually. Call it nostalgia. And yes, I’m working on the ties.”

      “Well hurry up. I need to piss.”

      “Pinche idioto.”

      “I know what that means. I looked it up.”

      “Would you like a fucking certificate?” She continued to growl and grumble in Spanish. We’d been stuck in a similar situation once before, but not down a mineshaft. This was … new.

      “You owe me a ship,” I said after the drip-drip noises had eaten away at what little patience I had. “Not just any ship—”

      “I don’t fucking owe you anything, Shepperd. You ditched me on Asgard.”

      “You survived. I knew you would.”

      “Oh, you knew I would. I’m so relieved you were safe in that knowledge.”

      I couldn’t help but chuckle. This was more like the Fran I knew. It just took our imminent deaths for her to relax. That probably said a lot about the kind of relationship we had.

      The ties fell away. I rolled some feeling back into my shoulders and then looked behind me at Fran. She was still leaning her back against mine, either about to turn and stab me somewhere vulnerable or working up to saying something I wouldn’t like.

      Her shoulders shuddered a little, and a horrible thought occurred to me. I twisted and peered around her arm. Fuck, I was right. Her face was wet. “Are you crying?”

      She choked on a laugh or a sob—it was difficult to see which in the dark. She swiped the back of her hands across her cheeks. The dagger briefly glinted, and she tucked it away before facing me. Her eyes glistened. Shades of gray covered her face. I could maybe make out a scowl, or a snarl, or maybe a sneer.

      “So, how are we getting out of this hole?” She sniffed.

      “Never mind that. You were crying?”

      “Jesus, Cale. In case you hadn’t noticed, I am human, and being stuck down a mineshaft with you would make anyone cry.”

      “That’s not it.” I staggered to my feet, wincing as my bruises—courtesy of her man, Turner—twinged in my gut. “Is it Starscream?”

      She peered up at me and didn’t answer. I could tell her Starscream was just a ship like any other—we could buy another tugboat—but it would be bullshit, and I was done with bullshitting folks. Starscream had been more than just a ship. It had been a home, our freedom, our escape.

      She took my offered hand. I hauled her to her feet and watched her brush herself down. She hadn’t known about Turner’s plan. I was certain of that much. There was no way in the nine systems she would have risked Starscream. Her boyfriend had lied to her. There was also the fact she no longer had fleet to fall back on—or me. She’d been fighting alone for a long time. I knew what that life was like.

      “I’m sorry, yah know,” I said.

      “For what?” she snarled sharply enough that I flinched.

      “Leaving you on Asgard.”

      Instead of dismissing my apology or throwing an insult my way, she clicked her tongue. “I may have provoked you.”

      “There is that.” I rolled my jaw, working out the remnants of Turner’s right hook. “I could have purged you from the airlock.”

      “So Asgard was a mercy?”

      “There ain’t nothing merciful about Asgard.”

      She planted her hands on her hips and looked up. The circle of light was so high up I could cover it with my thumb.

      “I killed them,” she said.

      I stared up at the hole, careful to keep my eyes off her, and she did the same.

      “The foxes,” she added. “Turner gave us the raptor and said whoever lived got to fly it. So I killed them all.” A pause. If I was supposed to say something, I didn’t have a fucking clue what. “I wonder if I’m like they were, deep down.”

      I swallowed around the knot in my throat and waited for it to clear. In another world, one where I hadn’t stumbled into Chen Hung’s warehouse and watched him kill his daughter, I could have been in Fran’s shoes: a fleet officer, following orders. I might have even made the same decisions she had.

      “We do what we have to, to survive. Most folks will never know what that feels like.”

      She nodded and then said with a sigh, “That hole is a long way up.”

      “That it is.”

      “Do you think Turner will come back for us?”

      “I think he made it clear what he thought of us, but I have a plan.”

      She cast me a raised eyebrow. “Is it a good plan?”

      “We might die, but at least we’ll have lived, right?”

      “Sometimes, I’m not sure.”
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      I am One and I will survive.

      Bren was close. I’d heard his voice, brittle with anger, but I couldn’t see him; my eyes wouldn’t open despite my many commands ordering them to do so. Where was Caleb and why hadn’t he come? The last I’d seen of him, he was telling me I’d made a difference and then the rain turned red.

      “It’s the only way!” Doctor Lloyd’s reply was sharp with fear.

      I tasted iron, tasted blood, even though I couldn’t taste or feel anything. A memory then. He’d tried to kill me. I would do the same to him, and I would not fail.

      “One? Dammit, Lloyd. What were you thinking?” Bren was closer. The commander is an asset. More than an asset. He was a friend.

      “I can fix her up. I’m just waiting for a Chitec transport—”

      “What?” Bren growled. Bren had greater command of his anger than his brother, but that control was finite.

      “What could I do? I need lab equipment. I can’t do anything with her … in pieces. I need diagnostic programs, access to additional parts.” A quiver rippled through Lloyd’s voice. “I had to tell them where she was. It was the only way.”

      “I’m taking her out of here and if you try to stop me, I will put you down.”

      “You wouldn’t. You’re a good man, Brendan. Not like—”

      I heard the punch and studied the sound in minute detail. Judging by the sound of deadweight collapsing and the doctor’s settling heart rate, Bren had knocked him out.

      “It’s all right, One. I know where there are people who can help. We’ll get you fixed up. If you’re still in there …”

      Bren was a friend. Wasn’t he? I might have thought the same of James Lloyd. Deceit. Lies. Those things squirmed inside me. If Bren wasn’t helping, if he planned to betray me, there was little I could do. I had to trust him. I was not in control. Not yet. Trust.

      Seconds later, minutes, or maybe days, data trilled through my systems and flooded into places previously left vacant. Solidity filled me up. Touch came first. The hands of my enemy on my skin, hot and abrasive. Then the slither of real, cool air. I studied the input, rolling it over and over, turning it inside out. Doctor Lloyd smelled like Chitec—clean and sharp. But he smelled like fear too—sweet and sickly.

      Pain came next. A horrible throbbing ripple. So much pain. I tried to recoil and retreat into the datacloud but my connection had been severed. I was alone and trapped in my mind, cursed to soak up the world around me and give nothing back.

      I don’t want to be alone. I want to make a difference. I want to live.

      And then there was peace. A quiet, comfortable sense of calm.

      I opened my eyes.
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      I pushed against the rock wall with my boots, hard enough to hold my spine against Fran’s. It had taken a few goes to get the balance right, resulting in a couple of non-starters that had left us picking ourselves up off the rocky floor. Fucking up a few feet off the bottom of the mineshaft wasn’t so bad. Fucking up thirty feet above the ground wouldn’t be as easy to brush off.

      “I hope you’ve got the stamina, Cale,” Fran said. Her voice spiraled up the shaft above us.

      “Honey, I got stamina enough for the both of us. Don’t go pushing too hard at the start. Pace yourself.”

      She hissed out a breath. “I’ve got this. You’re the one who goes off half-cocked.”

      I smiled, unable to muster a laugh, considering I might be about to die, and locked my gaze on the slippery rocks. “Ready?”

      “Do it.”

      We pushed back against each other and shuffled upward, inch by inch. If either of us didn’t have the strength, we’d go down. If the rocks were loose, we’d slip and fall. I stared straight ahead at my boots, shuffled an inch at a time, and took it slow.

      “What’s with you and the synth?” Strain pulled her words tight. The question was a diversionary tactic, something else to focus on. I’d take it.

      When I hadn’t answered, Fran prompted, “You asked Sonya about her and didn’t like the reply.”

      I’d asked Sonya, one of the Nine’s representatives, what had happened to One. She’d told me to let her go. I’d tried that once. The universe had said, “Fuck no.”

      “She was real,” I hissed through gritted teeth. “Doc Lloyd shut her down.”

      Part of the rock wall fell away. My boot slipped. My heart leaped into my throat. We froze.

      “Okay?” Fran asked between breaths.

      “Yeah.”

      We started shuffling upward again.

      “Was she Haley-Hung real or AI real?” Fran asked.

      “Person real. Not Haley. Not artificial. There’s nothing artificial about One.” More inches went by. I didn’t dare look up or down. Just at my boots. I needed a new pair. These had been kicking around the nine as long as I had. Think about the boots and not how high we are.

      “I liked her style,” Fran said.

      “Yeah.” I liked her too. Liked her a lot more than I let on. “What about Turner? You like his style, huh?”

      A burn radiated across my back and through my legs. If I looked up and saw the light was still too far away, I’d never make it, but there was no going back. This was a one-way trip. Do or die. My heart thudded hard.

      “Turner is …” Fran began, then paused to find the right words. “I’ve never needed saving. Not once. Fleet, and then undercover—I’ve always had control. Until Asgard—Stop!”

      I did. Muscle tremors rattled through us both. Sweat stung my eyes.

      “Okay.” She shifted. “Move.”

      We started up again.

      “Turner was there the one and only time I needed someone to save me, so maybe I felt there was something between us, but the bastard blew up Starscream. He can go hang.”

      I wasn’t up to talking anymore, but had I been, I’d have told her she could do better than a mad pirate. As it were, I was having a hard time seeing straight and fighting through numb muscles.

      A cool breeze kissed my cheek. KP92’s iron-drenched air had never tasted so sweet. We were close to the top. We had to be. I chanced a glance up and blinked to focus on the mining planet’s red-tinged stars. Just a few more inches.

      “I’m sorry too,” Fran hissed, her words barely above a whisper. “For everything. You’re not so bad, for a dumbass smuggler.”

      Fuck, we were going to die. It was the only time she’d ever apologize.

      “Admit it: you love me,” I said. I’d lost nearly all feeling in my thighs and pushed back against Fran through determination alone. Jaw clenched, I squeezed my eyes closed. “Always have.”

      “Cale, the day I love you—”

      She shifted and I winced. It was a long fucking way down. Shit, I had too much left to do. I did not want to die in a mineshaft on a planet without a name. If I had to die, it’d be in a hail of phase-fire or by crashing and burning while taking as many of the other bastards out with me.

      “Can we reach?” she growled.

      I lifted my head and squinted at the winch’s scaffold braced across the top of the shaft. “Grab it. On three.”

      This is it. If we miss, it’s over. Just one more push.

      “We’re not dying,” Fran snarled.

      “Not today. Three, two, one—”

      I pushed up and against her back. We straightened, levering ourselves higher. And then, just as I wrapped my fingers around the scaffold’s pole, the Cande bastards blasted somewhere deep in the mines. The shaft, the scaffold, and the rock face trembled. Fran’s fingers snatched for the scaffold, but her fingers sailed past it.

      Fuck, no! Clutching the scaffold with one hand, I swung out with the other and made a grab for her arm.

      “Cale!”

      I caught her wrist. The jolt burned through my arm, across my shoulder, and up my neck, almost snapping my arm out of its socket.

      “Cale—no me dejes caer! No dejes ir!”

      Terror widened her green eyes. She swung her right arm up, clamped her hand around my forearm, and dangled. Below, darkness yawned.

      I can’t hold us. My grip on the scaffold shifted, fingers burning. I can’t save her and me.

      “Caleb, don’t …” Her Asgard scar cut deep, stark red against her pale face. “Don’t.”

      Fire sizzled through my shoulders. “I can’t hold you!”

      “You can, you son of a bitch. You can. Don’t you fuckin’ drop me.”

      I squeezed my eyes closed but already had her horror-filled face etched into my memory. Maybe she didn’t deserve to be saved, but neither did I. She’d betrayed me in every way possible—she probably would again—but I couldn’t let go. I couldn’t let her die and live with myself. I knew all too well what that felt like.

      “Por favor—por favor, no me mates.”

      I wasn’t dying here. I wasn’t done. Neither was Fran. Pulling on reserves I didn’t know I had, I levered my arm up, lifting Fran until she could clamp her legs around mine. She circled an arm around my waist and grabbed the scaffold, instantly relieving my grip of her additional weight. I wasn’t entirely sure how I’d made it to the edge of the scaffold or hauled myself out of the shaft.

      Breathing hard, I scrunched my fingers into the red dirt and waited for the pain to fade.

      Count the stars.

      Rolling onto my back, I gazed up at the blood-red night sky.

      “Thank you,” Fran whispered, close enough for me to feel her words brush my cheek.

      “Don’t make me regret it.” I turned my head. She was lying on her side, her brow furrowed and her expression tight. I smiled. She didn’t.

      “C’mon, Captain. We’ve got a ship and a few tons of explosives to steal.” She got to her feet, half-caked in red dust and clearly trembling, but color had returned to her face and the glint of her passion was back in her eyes.

      “You go. I’m fine right here.” I wasn’t sure I could move.

      She scooped up my limp hand and tugged me onto unsteady legs. “You can quit when we’re off this rock. Now move your ass, Shepperd.”

      

      At least, covered in red dust from head to toe, we blended in with the locals roaming the night market. The winds dropped in the half dark, which meant less dust in the air, hence nighttime browsing for supplies.

      Our hoods hid our faces from the crowd, but if anyone got a good look at us, there was a chance they’d recognize us, especially Fran, who’d made a name for herself as Turner’s Asgard catch.

      She had tossed her red sash down the mineshaft as a fuck you to Turner. I couldn’t say it didn’t feel good to stick it to the pirate. He would notice our absence but hopefully not before daybreak. We’d be off this rock before then.

      “There, yah see it?” Fran asked.

      I did indeed see it. It was a Harrier-class warbird. Crescent shaped, the pirates’ favorite ships bristled with cannons. Those bitches were slow compared to other warbirds, but they were armed to the teeth.

      “Turner lost his last cargo ship when fleet caught up with a trade in Jotunheim,” Fran explained, the half-light flittering in her green eyes. “So he’s using warbirds to collect his spoils. He told me that one had our explosives on board.”

      We’d stepped into the shadows of a narrow alley between two mud-built buildings, away from the main flow of market-goers. The sounds of traders declaring their wares, bartering, and rattling carts drifted down the backstreet. Squinting through the dust, I recognized the distinctive outlines of a number of ships that would likely be easier to steal than one of the Candes’ most prized possessions.

      “I know the flight codes,” she said as though that made it easier.

      I arched a brow.

      “He blew up Starscream,” she added by way of explaining why we should piss Turner off even more.

      My gaze slid back to the street where a patrol of iron guards was making its way toward us. Red sashes, all on the Candes payroll. They’d recognize us.

      “We got incoming,” I grumbled.

      Fran scowled, spat some Spanish, and then slammed a palm into my shoulder, shoving me back against the mud wall. I had a protest all lined up, the words “what the fuck” on my lips, when she leaned her entire body against me and assaulted me with a bitch of a kiss. She tasted like iron, courtesy of the red dust on her lips. There was nothing questioning about her attack. It was a statement. Take it or leave it. I skewed my gaze sideways and saw the guards amble on by.

      Fran’s kiss broke up, became less of a demand and more of a request, probably because I wasn’t kissing her back quite like she’d expected.

      I clasped her face in my hands and held her back, smudging dust across her cheek. “You done?”

      Her dark eyebrows dug in.

      Man, I’m so tired of this shit. “Don’t get me wrong, I’m hard and I’ll take it, but—”

      She slid her hand down my hip and cupped my junk. A smile hooked into the corner of her lips.

      “We nearly died back there. We lost Starscream. You saved my ass.” She pushed her face against my hands, bringing her so close that her eyes were all I could see. “You aren’t going to say no.”

      I have trouble thinking straight at the best of times, but when a woman has her hand on my cock, I stop thinking altogether. She worked the heel of her hand and my stalwart attempt at being sensible stuttered. I slipped my hand into her hair and flipped us around, pinning her hard enough against the wall for bits of mud to fall away. Our hoods blocked the market from my sight.

      It wasn’t like we hadn’t danced to this tune before. But when we fucked, it was driven by hate, and fear, and a whole other heap of tangled shit. It was that that I was tired of.

      “Cale …” she purred, working her hand in a way that had me arching into her. “You like it quick and dirty.”

      Bracing my forearm against the wall beside her head, I breathed into her hair. She smelled good, like lavender, like always. My chin grazed her cheek. She was coiled tight as a spring, her body rigid and littered with fine adrenalin-fuelled tremors. I had no idea what the fuck was going on with her and if she kept jerking me off, I’d stop caring pretty fucking soon.

      “You want me,” she whispered.

      If she starts with the Spanish, there ain’t no way I’m escaping this. “Wasn’t fucking Turner enough?”

      Her hand squeezed, breaching the wrong side of pain, and I made a snap decision to never piss off the woman who had my cock in her fist.

      “I didn’t fuck Turner,” she snarled. “Just worked him over.”

      “Like you’re doing with me?”

      Her eyes narrowed to vengeful slits. “Are we talking about sex or having it?”

      She’s my drug. Her hand quickened, my doubts scarpered, and I reckoned something like a groan slipped free before I could stop it.

      “We’re about to steal from pirates,” she whispered, low and enticing. “We’ve got nothing left to lose. Turner will kill us if he catches us. Fuck me, Cale. Do it now.”

      She caught my free right hand and guided it to the heat between her legs.

      “No.” Fuck, what?

      “No?” She tugged at my pants and slipped her hand inside, curling her fingers around the part of me that really didn’t give a fuck what my head thought. “This doesn’t feel like a no.”

      Her whispers tickled my ear and the effect her words had on me surged a desperate need to fuck her hard and fast against the wall. Fucking Fran would dump a whole load of nonsense out of my head—until it was over, and then all that fucked up shit would rush back in, sink its barbs deep, and I’d need a whole load of whiskey to get myself leveled.

      “C’mon, Cale.” She worked my hand between her legs, guiding my fingers, her movements sloppy, her breaths short and fast. “We’re on a shithole of a planet whose entire population wants us dead. You can’t tell me that doesn’t get you up. You live for this shit. You run, you fight, you fuck, and you do it all like it’s your last few hours, because you know what it means to have nothing left. You know it might not last. Live for the now, Cale, and fuck me hard, puto.”

      I tore her pants open and sank my fingers inside her damp panties, finding that sweet little nub. Her breath hitched. She snatched at short, ragged gasps, her body twitching beneath the ride of my fingers.

      “Been thinking about this a while, huh?” I eased a finger deeper, felt her hips roll, and whatever was left of my common sense unraveled.

      She arched, threw her head back, and clamped her hand tight around my cock. We were both fucked up and this wouldn’t help, she’d use it against me, but I needed something—anything. Someone to tell me I was worth something to them. Someone to need me, even if this need was shallow and short-lived.

      I yanked her pants down, ran my grit-caked hands roughly over her hips, and cupped her ass, yanking her closer. She growled and fumbled my cock until I gritted my teeth, batted her hand away, picked her up, and pinned her back against the wall. Warm, wet, and ready—I had her exactly where I needed her. Her hips bucked, and I thrust inside so fucking deep I briefly lost my mind and nearly my load. Her fingernails dug into my ass, the pain enough to twist my pleasure back to manageable levels.

      “Te echo de menos,” she growled, making whatever that meant sound like a threat. Maybe it was. I just knew it flicked all my remaining switches to raging-on.

      A little adjustment—sand and dust burned—some fumbling, and then I found the rhythm.

      She clung on, one hand clamped on my ass while her other arm clutched at my back, and held me so damn close I could feel her heart thudding in her chest. Her breath hissed against my cheek. Harder. Faster. Deeper. I forgot about the ship, the explosives, Starscream, revenge, the Nine. But not One. I’d never forget her. Her brilliant eyes, her sharp intelligence, and the sweet innocence hidden inside the killer’s instinct.

      The need built, pleasure cresting. I tried to hold it back, to slow it, and pulled out to circle my finger over Fran’s clit before I lost control. She groaned, deep and low, hissing in Spanish. She wasn’t the same Fran I’d heard working over Turner. She was harder, more brutal and raw. Her body locked and arched. She let out a cry. I kissed her fast before we drew too much attention and sank two fingers deep inside her cunt, feeling her clench.

      Her hand found my cock crushed between us, slick and ready. She curled her fingers around me. I lasted a monumental three fucking seconds before blowing my load. Hips twitching and pleasure stalling so high it hurt, I slumped against her, grateful for the wall.

      Slowly, the sounds of the market filtered back in. Murmurs, rattling carts, the occasional bark of laughter. Reality. This was usually the part where I said the wrong thing, she slapped me, we traded insults, and then she fucked off to plot my imminent death. It might just have been worth it.

      “Don’t you feel ready to go steal that harrier now?” Fran asked, green eyes flashing.

      I gripped her jaw and kissed her slow, teasing her with my tongue, my mouth. It was a kiss with more emotional weight behind it than I’d have liked. A real kiss, one meant for more than a quick, dirty fuck in a filthy alley. A kiss shared in moments that didn’t get forgotten. A promise, and maybe a piece of my heart. I realized that too late.

      She broke first and turned her face away, toward the market, then kept her gaze there, anywhere but on me.

      An unexpected jab of rejection spiked in my chest. I shoved off her, wiped my wet hand on my pants and tucked my junk away. By the time I lifted my face, any sign of how her rejection had wormed its way through my defenses had vanished from my face.

      I am a pinche idiota if I ever believed she’d feel anything real for me.

      Maybe it had never been that she was too good for me. Maybe it had always been that I was worthless, just like Dad had told me with each lash of the belt.

      Fuck, fuck, fuck. This was why I never opened up. Why I never dared to ask for more.

      “That’ll be thirty credits.” I pinned a wooden grin to my lips. She wouldn’t know the difference.

      She finished straightening her clothes and hood and shrugged. “I’ll pay you in explosives.”

      Then she turned away and headed out into the market.

      I watched her go. Her hips swayed, she’d thrown her shoulders back, and she held her head up. I’d just been used and thrown away. And I felt it too. When had all this shit started meaning something? When had it started hurting? I dragged a hand down my face to shake off the unclean sinking feeling and winced at the smell of sex on my fingers. Focus. Get back to the Nine. Forget this ever happened.

      Worthless.

      Without Starscream, I was nothing, just another fucking loser with nothing and nobody.

      Nah, I was worth at least thirty credits.

      I lifted my hood and trailed after Fran.

    

  

  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Six: One

        

      

    
    
      A cool breeze whispered across my naked body. Sterile surfaces. Clean. Sharp. Bright, cutting lights. Chitec.

      My processes skipped. Fear lashed through me in a way I’d later study.

      “One?”

      Brendan. Friend. He looks worried. Armed: electric pulser pistol. Threat level: moderate.

      Why was he in a Chitec facility?

      “I did everything I could. If she’s not there, then we’ve lost her …” I slid my gaze to Doctor James Lloyd, his voice fading beneath the drumming in my head. He continued to speak quickly, hands flitting and fluttering. When he looked at Bren, pride bloomed on his face, but Bren was watching me, not Doctor Lloyd. Heat throbbed through my chest. Doctor James Lloyd had smothered me inside of myself. He’d killed me, or tried to. But he wasn’t a threat now. It would almost be too easy to kill Doctor Lloyd. There were many ways I could end his life.

      I waited for the errors to burst inside my vision, to tell me this wasn’t right, but none came.

      Bren’s eyes—so like Caleb’s—narrowed, and he saw the intention on my face. “Don’t!”

      I lunged, found Bren in my path, snatched hold of his arm and twisted it, and him, around, forcing him aside. He barked a cry at the same time as something jolted in his arm.

      Bren was a good person. I wasn’t.

      I slammed into Lloyd and drove him back against the wall. Thrusting my hand under his chin, I held him still, eye to eye. “You are my enemy, Doctor Lloyd.”

      “One!” Bren yelled.

      Doctor Lloyd stuttered and clawed at my fingers. He wouldn’t get free. He’d never be free again. I placed my other hand over his mouth and nose and pushed.

      “You killed me.” Removing my hand from his neck, I roamed it lower and settled it against his chest. His heart beat hard, throbbing warm blood through his vulnerable body. I spread my fingers and pushed into him, compressing his lungs. “In approximately three minutes, you will die.”

      He shook his head. Red veins fractured the whites of his eyes. Color flushed his cheeks. I could break his neck and make it quick, but he hadn’t offered me the same courtesy. No, Doctor Lloyd would suffer the way I had. He would see death stalking him.

      “You will die, James Lloyd,” I said. “And you will not come back.”

      “One …” Bren’s warm hand rested on my bare shoulder. Warmth seeped through my new skin and delivered a sense of comfort. “Look at me.”

      If I look at him, he will stop me. I am One and I will not be stopped.

      “One, we need him. He’s an asset.”

      “I do not care.”

      “He remade you. He brought you back. He knows what he did was wrong. Please, One. You aren’t like the others, remember? You have a choice. You can choose not to be a killer.”

      Pain quivered through Bren’s words. I tilted my head to appraise him. So like his brother, but prouder, harder, more refined. Brendan Shepperd had his strengths as Caleb had his, but the commander’s were subtle and poised.

      I’d broken his arm.

      Threat level: nominal.

      His eyes pleaded with me.

      Lloyd’s heart was failing. It wouldn’t be long now.

      “I choose to kill this man.” I smiled at the doctor and loosened my grip enough to allow him to gasp. “What are your last words, Doctor Lloyd?”

      His trembles travelled down my arm and tickled my senses. Bren wasn’t entirely correct. I was like the others. I was made to kill.

      “I-I brought you back,” Lloyd stammered. “I made you again.”

      I blinked and leaned in close against the young doctor. “No, I brought me back. The synthetic Chen Hung made me.”

      The synthetic Chen Hung made me: truth.

      The doctor’s racing heart skipped. Bren stepped closer.

      “One, explain,” he ordered.

      I wet my lips and pulled the truth forward. It came easily and balanced on my tongue, waiting to be freed. “Chen Hung is a synthetic.”

      A flush of relief washed over me, so potent and so freeing that I dropped the doctor and stumbled back.

      “Chen Hung isn’t real.” I swung my gaze to Bren and saw the surprise on his face. Yes, hear my words. Hear my curse. Hear me. “He’s a synthetic. At his heart, a power core fuels him. He made me. He controls Chitec. He controls the synthetics. They will attack. This is the truth I couldn’t speak.”

      Relief—so pure, so exquisite—lifted off my mind. The truth is free.

      “He’s a s-synthetic?” Lloyd spluttered. “He has control of the entire nine systems?”

      I curled my fingers into a fist and leveled my sights on Doctor Lloyd. A single punch to the throat would be enough to kill him. His strength was in his mind, not his body.

      “Chen Hung created me. I am not like the others. I do have a choice. And I choose to kill you, Doctor Lloyd.” I made it a step before Bren fired the pulser, plunging me into an icy void.

      Trust. I couldn’t trust any of them. I didn’t even trust myself.

      Killing is never a viable option, James had told me. He’d lied. They’d all lied. These people weren’t my friends.

      I am not like them. I am One.
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      “Do you think they’ll fire on us?” Fran asked.

      We approached the storm that wasn’t a storm, but an enormous ship the size of a city hidden inside Mimir’s churning clouds. I’d tapped in the secure code that should tell the Nine we were friendly, but they weren’t likely to appreciate a Cande harrier knocking on their door.

      “We’ll find out,” I replied, shifting in the overly padded flight chair and adjusting the harrier’s trajectory. I didn’t want to come in too aggressively.

      My pirate disguise had started to chafe in all the wrong places, not helped by the stench of iron dust and sweat. My only consolation was that Fran looked as uncomfortable as I felt. We’d jumped a patrol back on KP92, stripped them of their pirate gear so we could slip by the dock guards, and stolen the Candes’ ship. Fran’s codes had been good. She’d smiled all the way into the black.

      A chime sounded. The harrier’s unfamiliar flightdash was aglow with touch displays, blinking lights, readouts, and all manner of sparkly tech. The modern harrier made Starscream look like a trashcan, and while I could just about fly her, all the extra bells and whistles made me feel hopelessly inadequate.

      The chime sounded again.

      “It’s nothing,” Fran said, flicking one of the many switches to silence the warning. “The Nine are scanning us. Not hostile. They’re taking a peek is all.”

      “You can tell that from one alert?”

      Her lips quirked. “These birds are a lot easier to fly than Starscream, Captain. You just gotta speak her language.”

      All the fancy shit worked too. Nothing bitched or flagged warnings. There was even a smooth female voice telling me when I’d tapped in an error or fucked up some other instruction. Just what I needed: another mouthy female telling me what to do. I missed Starscream.

      “She doesn’t have Starscream’s heart though,” Fran added softly, clearly thinking along the same lines as me.

      My ship. Fuck. Turner wasn’t wrong. Losing her had been like losing a part of me. I couldn’t think too hard about it or the walls started closing in. No ship. No future.

      I turned my gaze toward the storm as it swallowed us down. Lightning bloomed inside the churning gray clouds. The harrier rode it without a glitch, and a few minutes later, the storm spat us free, revealing the sparkling mass of a ship so vast it blotted out the sky and stretched toward the horizon. From what they’d told me during my first visit, the Island was comprised of seven vast craft carriers, interlocked and operated as one supership. I’d have said it was impossible if I hadn’t seen it with my own eyes.

      Besides that, the Nine hadn’t told me much of anything—yet. But they would. Especially after we’d doubled the required amount of explosives, filling the harrier’s hold, without paying a single credit for it.

      Shuttles buzzed about the Island like flies. Below, the downwash stirred up the ocean, lifting water vapor into the air. The ship’s electrical field turned the vapor into a never-ending lightning storm.

      “Unidentified Harrier One-Three-Five, we’ve received secure codes, but please confirm personal identities,” a deep male voice demanded.

      I flicked the comms to open. “Captain Shepperd and his second, Francisca Olga.”

      There was a brief pause while the Nine’s comms-jockey ran my voice through the ID filters. “Captain Shepperd, we were expecting you in a different vessel.”

      I briefly explained about our change of plans and confirmed we’d stripped the harrier of any trackers. They scanned us again and granted us landing clearance on the Island’s southern-most dock.

      “I’ll go ready the cargo,” Fran said, unclipping her belt, and headed for the rear of the bridge.

      I eased the harrier down onto the docking pad, engaged her umbilical, and sat for a while, listening to the bird settle and sigh. She didn’t creak like Starscream. That creaking had frightened the fuck out of anyone unfortunate enough to fly with me, my brother included.

      I lit up the comms once more. “Traffic control. Has Brendan Shepperd reported back?”

      “Yes, Captain. He’s logged as on-board. Would you like me to hail his comms?”

      My heart did an odd little stutter. Not for Bren, but for what his return might mean.

      “No.” I didn’t want the whole of traffic control overhearing anything about One. “Did he bring anyone—anything with him?”

      “You’ll have to speak to your senior.”

      He was here. That had to be good. He wouldn’t have returned without One.

      “Acknowledged.” I cut the link and sighed through my nose. I wasn’t sure I was ready to hear what had happened to One, so I turned my thoughts to the harrier and her array of controls. Sure, she was a fine piece of technology, but where was her character?

      I left the seat, tucked my thumbs into my pockets, and bounced my attention around the empty bridge. I’d always wanted a warbird. The fact my brother had captained one needled me to no end, and yet, standing on the bridge of the Candes warbird, I couldn’t wait to leave.

      “You can’t manufacture soul.”

      Starscream was gone. I heaved a weary sigh and headed off the bridge.

      Outside, wind and sea spray battered and lashed the elevated dock. I tucked my chin against my chest and hurried out of the elements.

      Fran and me were processed through various scanners until I was sure the operators had seen parts of me I didn’t know I had, and then they ushered us through the color-coded labyrinth of levels and corridors.

      I glanced at Fran a few times. She hadn’t said much since we’d stolen the harrier. She clearly had her own shit to deal with. Turner’s betrayal must have cut her, but then, he was a crazy Candelario. I might have asked her to talk it out, but it wasn’t as though we cared for each other, so why fucking bother with conversation? Her silence could also have had something to do with me pushing her for my thirty credits. If she was going to demand a fuck and then shut me down, I was going to charge. She was just another job that needed fixing. That’s what I told myself and I was sticking with it.

      The old bird Sonya greeted us at the south assembly area, a deceptive smile on her wrinkled face. I’d met Sonya on a Mimir dock with a rifle in my hand and a whole load of questions on my lips. It would’ve been easy to like her—she had that warmth some folks radiated, the kind that drew others to them—but I wasn’t buying it. I didn’t trust easily, and all I’d seen from the Nine so far was their impressive operation. As shiny and well oiled as it all appeared, I knew the prettiest, most organized things almost always had a fuckload of chaos behind the scenes.

      “There’s been a development,” Sonya said. “You’ll be pleased to hear Doctor Lloyd survived.”

      Fuck, I’d hoped my brother might have found the balls to beat the shit out of the Doc. He deserved a lot worse.

      “He’s here?” I tried to keep the growl out of my voice and failed.

      “Yes.”

      My fingers reflexively twitched into a fist. “And the synthetic unit?”

      My heart thudded too fucking hard.

      “That’s the development. Please follow me and I’ll brief you.”

      “Perhaps we could shower first?” Fran asked. We’d left red footprints trailing down the passageway behind us, and now that she mentioned it, she reeked of metal and sweat, which meant I probably did too.

      “All right.” Sonya turned to me. “Half an hour?”

      “Do you have the synthetic?” I asked.

      “Yes.” Sonya smiled, but worry tightened her brow. “Much has changed in your absence.”

      “Can I see her?” Shit, I’d sounded needy. I coughed, clearing my throat.

      “It might be best if you clean up—”

      “I’d like to see her now.”

      Sonya lifted her chin. The shrewd old bat was probably wondering about my connection to One and why she mattered to me. “Very well. Follow me.”

      Fran tossed me a loose salute and left the assembly area, trailing dust in her wake.

      I attempted to glean more information from Sonya as we strode down the corridors, but she was tight-lipped the entire walk to the residential section. If #1001, the synthetic, was functional, there was a chance Lloyd, or someone, could bring One back. Fuck, I’d make Lloyd do it. Stand over him with a gun if I had to. I couldn’t break his fingers, he needed those, but there were other ways. Whatever it took.

      I spotted Bren up ahead, leaning an arm against the wall. He straightened as we approached and kept his face measured and reserved. Was that good or bad? I spotted a discreet arm sling and gave my brother a questioning look.

      He started to speak but stopped when my attention wandered through a window to the naked synthetic unit inside a residential cabin. She was sitting rod-straight on the end of a bed, facing away. Red scars snapped and danced up her back like frozen, angry lightning. She’d been perfect, and the mob had torn her apart.

      I ground my teeth, fighting the restless urge to lash out. “Where are her clothes?”

      Sonya blinked at me like the question was absurd. “She’s a synthetic unit—”

      I scowled back and jerked my chin at my brother. He was quick to understand and shrugged off his jacket, the action made all the more difficult by the sling.

      “She’s volatile,” he said, holding out the coat and awkwardly shifting his wounded arm. The synth had done that to him.

      I snatched his jacket. “Is she One?”

      “Yes, we’re certain, given the things she’s had to say, but … she almost killed Lloyd.” He stepped forward as I reached for the door. “She’s dangerous, Caleb-Joe. Be very careful.”

      I’d be fucking dangerous too if they’d shut me naked in a room with Doc Lloyd. “Does she know where she is?”

      Bren averted his eyes, turning his attention to the room. “I hadn’t thought to ask.”

      He was afraid of her, and gauging from Sonya’s artfully blank expression, so was she. Maybe if they’d tried talking to her like a person, she wouldn’t have lashed out.

      I shook my head at them and opened the door. One didn’t move as I stepped inside. I engaged the lock with a swipe and then caught my reflection in the window. The wild man of KP92 stared back at me. I even had a touch of the Cande-crazy in my eyes. I hadn’t shaved in a while, and my hair stuck out at odd angles, matted with grit. Ah well. I figured One would know me by more than just sight.

      Bren and Sonya blinked back at me, waiting to see if One tried to tear my arms out of their sockets.

      I turned away from them and found my gaze tracing the scars cutting up One’s back. It would have hurt, what they did to her. Not physically, she could shut that physical pain out, but you don’t get to shut out emotional wounds. Those cut the deepest and took a whole lot longer to heal.

      “Hey,” I croaked.

      No movement. She stared at the opposite door, probably the bathroom. I cleared my throat and glanced at Sonya and Bren on the other side of the window. Bren nodded. Apparently he had faith in his little brother.

      “You know who I am?” I spoke up, trying not to croak this time.

      “Yes.” A simple reply. For all its smooth sound and perfect pitch, it could have been an automated answer.

      I shook out Bren’s jacket and approached the bed. “I’m going to wrap this around your shoulders. I’m not a threat, okay? It’s just me.”

      “You smell like blood and sex.”

      Shit, I should have showered. “I had to fix something for the Nine. Do you remember them?”

      “Yes. I killed them.” Slowly, she turned her head. “There are more.”

      Her silvery hair skimmed the tops of her fine shoulders and her brilliant blue eyes widened. A scar ran ragged from her forehead, down the bridge of her nose, across her cheek, and down her chin. I fought the urge to look away. I remembered all too well how I’d seen half her face disintegrate in front of me. Lloyd must have put her back together again. It was fine work, miraculous really, but her smooth Chitec perfection was gone.

      “Caleb.” She smiled and something slightly uncomfortable but equally thrilling sparked alive in my chest. “You came.”

      I eased the jacket around her shoulders, hoping she didn’t notice how my hands trembled. She pulled Bren’s coat tight around her, and that thing in my chest warmed, making me want to take her in my arms and crush her close. I had no idea what to do or say. I wanted to believe we were the same, both okay, but so much had happened. She’d killed people. It might not have been her, her coding or whatever made her tick had gone haywire, but it didn’t change what she’d done. Was she still the same One, or was she different now?

      “Do you remember what I told you I do when I get scared?” I asked, easing around so I could crouch in front of her, bringing us level.

      She blinked and drank in the sight of me. I tried to smile, but I doubted it looked like anything more than a twitch across my lips.

      “Do you remember, One?”

      “I tried to count the stars, but there were none.”

      The hopeful warmth twisted into a sharp jolt of pain. I’d fucking kill Lloyd for this. But she remembered. She was One. Damaged, clearly, but definitely One. I rolled my lips together, hiding the quiver, and touched her face. My fingers left red smudges on her smooth cheek. Her eyes flicked about my face, probably reading every fucking thing in my expression, my racing heart, my clenched teeth, and my pointless attempt at hiding it all inside.

      She leaned into my hand, brushing her cheek against my touch, and closed her eyes. She’d chase the data. Doc Lloyd had told me she liked to be touched. The thought of that lying bastard touching her tied my already squirming insides in knots. Me and him would have some quality time alone, during which I’d introduce him to my knuckles, repeatedly.

      “You fear for me, but you’re not afraid of me.” Her eyes opened and targeted me. “You’re angry and afraid. I know these feelings. I had hoped if I killed Doctor Lloyd, the anger would pass.”

      “Yeah, you’d think. But it doesn’t work like that.”

      I lowered my hand, reluctant to let her go. What I really wanted to do was throw my arms around her, but we had an audience and she might not appreciate my filthy, ragged self anywhere near her.

      “One, listen.” I cleared my throat. “The people here, they’re trying to help.”

      She slid her analytical gaze to the window. “Is this Chitec?”

      “Chitec?” Shit, no wonder she lashed out. “No. It’s a sanctuary. But they need to know you’re stable. That you won’t kill anyone.” Anyone else.

      She stared through the window at Bren and Sonya. “I broke Bren’s arm.”

      “He has another one.”

      “I do not trust these people.”

      “Did anyone ever tell you the quickest way to get yourself killed is by trusting someone in the black?” I straightened, strode to the window, plastered a grin on my face for Sonya and Bren to see, and snapped the blinds closed.

      “I am learning that, Captain.”

      I turned to find her smiling her typical One smile. She still looked unsettlingly vulnerable, but the glimmer of real personality was back in her eyes.

      “It’s good to have you back, One.”

      “Is it?” Her brow furrowed and her focus wavered.

      “Sure it is. I missed your constant updates about my fucked-up state of mind.”

      She didn’t respond but looked down and away. Her frown darkened. I struggled to read her at the best of times, and failed now. She’d always walked the line between terrifying and tantalizing. I could understand why the Nine, and Bren, might be concerned. But in the war against Chitec, she was their—our best asset.

      A knock on the door drew our gazes.

      “Brendan,” One said. “He’s alone.”

      When I opened the door, Bren held out an armful of clothes. He looked as though he had something to say. Whatever it was, he hesitated too long, and I closed the door on him before shit got awkward.

      “Hey, One.” I tossed the clothes onto the bed and shrugged off as much of the pirate gear as I could without stripping down entirely. “What d’yah say to a little excursion?”

      “An excursion where, Caleb?” She stood and joined me beside the bed, and before I could answer with “anywhere,” she discarded Bren’s jacket and cocked her head at the pile of clothes.

      I made a brave and concerted effort not to look at her body; there were a lot of places to look, lots of tantalizingly smooth curves and—stop there.

      I gathered up my change of clothes and headed for the bathroom. “Get dressed. I’m taking you out.”

      “I do not believe the Fenrir Nine will approve.”

      “The Fenrir Nine can fuck off. You’ve earned it.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Eight: One

        

      

    
    
      Being put back together didn’t mean I wasn’t still in pieces. I’d seen the strangers—those who collectively called themselves the Fenrir Nine, although there were many, many more of them—and told them the truth, seen the look of horror on their faces, and then watched them leave my allocated room. Chen Hung is a synthetic. The truth was out. I no longer warred with myself. And yet, unease and suspicion undermined my hard processes.

      I didn’t trust these people to do what was necessary. I didn’t trust anyone.

      And then Caleb was there, dressed head to toe in a hood and cloak, caked with mud and dust, smelling of blood, sweat, and sex. He was real, unlike those who looked at me as though I were empty. Caleb looked at me and saw me. And in return, I saw the man he was: torn, confused, angry, but underneath all of that, hopeful. He had hope and trust for me.

      While the shower hissed in the adjacent room, I shrugged on a tank top and stepped into a pair of sweatpants and then cracked open the bathroom door a few inches. I’d watched him like this before. Some of the times he’d known, but most times he hadn’t. Inside the steam-filled shower cubicle, water pummeled his upturned face and washed the red dust down his back and over his childhood scars in rivulets of red, like blood. I had scars too, inside as well as outside. Did everyone have scars, some more visible than others?

      His eyes flicked to mine and held my gaze for a few pertinent moments, and then he continued to lather soap over his shoulders and down his back. He’d gained a few angry red wounds, one on his thigh that wept a little blood as he dragged his fingers across his skin.

      His body displayed signs of arousal. Was it from being watched, or because I was watching him? A skitter of curiosity urged me forward, but I locked it down. Count the stars.

      I’d been betrayed. That sting still burned. I had no intention of opening myself up to that attack again. What I felt for Caleb—those curious needs and redundant urges—were distractions, and distractions were dangerous.

      He turned off the shower, ran his fingers through his hair, and flicked water from their tips before sliding open the door and stepping out. Steam rolled off his skin and water droplets glistened on the ripples of his abdominal muscles. He reached for a towel, allowing me to observe every inch of him. He had no fear. No anger. While his body clearly communicated arousal, his expression was one of mild amusement. His eyes appeared to ask: Do you want something?

      Do I?

      My need, it wasn’t sexual. I had no evolutionary protocol to reproduce, and if I did, it wouldn’t be via a method as inefficient as copulation. But to connect with someone beyond the apparent, on a level that required mutual need—for someone to see me as a living entity, as real? That was a human desire, and I owned that feeling, or it owned me. What would it be like for his hands to touch my skin? The few times he had—the touches fleeting—data had sparked alive, flooding my processes with delicious sensations. For him to want to touch me—the same as I ached to touch him, feel him, and willingly drown myself in those sensations—that was what I needed. It wasn’t Haley’s memories of the young Caleb Shepperd she’d loved; this curious and fascinating need for the older, harder Caleb Shepperd was all mine.

      “Keep staring, One, and you’ll make me blush.”

      He roughly dried his hair with the towel, dragged the damp fabric over his shoulders, and then tied it around his waist. I could have watched him for hours. Something in the architecture of his movements, in the unpredictable play of muscle and flesh, fascinated me.

      He gathered up his clothes and moved as if to slip by me. I blocked his exit, still reliving the evocative images so I could file them away and keep them close. Life was fleeting in the nine systems. I didn’t intend to miss a second of it.

      His eyes narrowed, just a fraction. He didn’t like to be trapped. “You goin’ to move or do I have to say the magic word?”

      I swallowed and stayed rigid, deliberately pushing—challenging—testing him.

      He stepped in closer, close enough that I could feel the warmth radiating off him. I considered placing my hands on his chest, and my breath snagged in anticipation. These responses weren’t logical, yet that didn’t make my feelings any less real.

      He tipped my chin up, his fingers hot against my skin, and said, “All you gotta do is ask.”

      But I wouldn’t use him like that, like so many others had. I turned my face away and stepped aside. His brow furrowed slightly, from disappointment, regret? I recalled the last few moments, going over them again. I’d wanted to protect him from my selfish desires, but my denial had somehow had the opposite effect.

      He brushed by me, sending a cascade of data spilling through my internal processes.

      His forlorn expression was gone by the time I joined him in the main room. He quickly dressed in plain black pants and a gray sweatshirt and headed for the door.

      “I brought a new toy back to the Island. A ship. I’d like you to run your analytical eyes over her.”

      An alarm sounded, shrill and persistent. Caleb’s wrist comms buzzed. He tapped open the link and opened the door.

      Bren’s tinny voice sounded via Caleb’s comms. “They’re summoning us to the assembly room,” Bren said, then added, “All of us. Including One.”

      “Do you know why?” Caleb asked as we strode into the corridor.

      “There’s a Chitec-designated ship approaching Mimir airspace. Looks like we have some oncoming orders, Brother.”

      

      The captain and I entered the assembly room. Filtered windows stretched along one wall, framing a fantastic panoramic view of the permanent lightning storm raging outside. I might have enjoyed it more had Doctor Lloyd not been present.

      Caleb’s vitals spiked. My hard processes quieted and my sights targeted Doctor Lloyd. He sprang to his feet and glanced toward the exits, but Bren carefully inserted himself between Caleb and me and the doctor.

      “We need him,” Bren said.

      We? I didn’t need him, and Caleb’s glare confirmed the same for himself.

      If Caleb lunged, however, I’d stop him. James Lloyd’s death would be mine.

      “Sit down,” Bren snapped at James.

      The doctor jolted and eased himself into a chair as far away from us as possible. He watched us from the edge of his seat, eyes darting.

      “Why the fuck is he here?” Caleb demanded, veering toward his brother.

      I moved to the windows and admired both the storm and the brothers’ reflections. Silent lightning snapped, streaking great fissures through the churning mix of grays and blacks.

      “Because he notified Chitec of One’s presence on Mimir.”

      As soon as the words had left Bren’s mouth, Caleb stilled. He was reining himself in and doing a far better job of it than I had. He turned away from Bren and James and prowled around the room. His heart raced, his body flushed with a different kind of desire, one I coveted: the desire for vengeance.

      The door behind Lloyd opened and Fran sauntered in. She pulled out a chair, slumped into it, and kicked her boots up onto the table. Whether she knew she’d strategically placed herself in a chair between Caleb and me, I couldn’t be sure, but her green eyes slid questioningly to me. The last time I’d seen her, she’d been begging Caleb not to leave her on the prison planet. She’d gained a scar since then and looked at me with lean fierceness. She’d once accused me of being a threat to Caleb and Starscream. She was a liar and a traitor, but I could appreciate Fran’s methods, from one killer to another.

      Every member of the Starscream crew was here. Bedraggled and exhausted to the point of breaking, but together nonetheless.

      “Chen Hung is a synthetic,” I said. Now was the perfect time to lay the truth out for all to hear.

      Caleb stopped his pacing, surprise apparent on his face. “How long?”

      What he’d really asked was, “Who killed Haley?” He already knew the answer.

      “Chen Hung made the first synthetic in his own image. That synthetic killed its maker, stole Chen Hung’s identity, and killed the man’s daughter—the only person who could expose him as a fraud. He then proceeded to build one thousand elite soldiers under the guise of the life-ever-after program, selling them to unsuspecting high society people, using the promise of immortality as incentive.”

      Silence fell over the assembly room. Caleb sat and slumped forward. He sank his hands into his damp hair, hiding his face from the crew. A fragile quiet settled. Fran and Bren were watching Caleb, while Lloyd gazed out of the window, chewing on his thumbnail.

      Everything Caleb thought he’d known about that night at the Chitec warehouse had changed. A synthetic had killed Haley Hung. A synthetic had sent him to Asgard, where he’d been expected to die. To know it wasn’t a man who had done those things, but a machine? I tried to conclude what that must feel like and failed, but all I had to do was look at him, hunched in the chair, his fingers fisted in his hair, to know how it must hurt.

      I blinked and found Doctor Lloyd watching me. He shifted in his seat, swallowed, and looked away.

      “This is what I learned when I faced Chen Hung on Janus. This is the secret that almost tore me apart.”

      “Why didn’t you destroy him?” Caleb fell back in the chair, but he stared ahead at nothing.

      “The synthetic Chen Hung also created me—One Thousand and One—and in doing so, prohibited me from ever directly attacking him.” I tried … I tried to end it, but I am not as free as I was led to believe.

      The same machine that had inflicted such cruelty upon Caleb had also created me. I thought of Caleb’s earlier smile, the gentle understanding on his face and in his touch. Would that change? Would the truth eat away at his trust in me? I almost wished I could take the words back and hold the secret close if it meant sparing him more pain.

      The quiet stretched on, interrupted only by the low background hum of the ship.

      “Why would the synthetic Chen Hung make you, One?” Fran enquired in that razor-sharp way she used to cut to the truth. An accusation hid inside her words. Her concerns were justified.

      “There are elements of the man inside the synthetic, in the same way there are elements of Haley Hung threading through my processes. He said I was a mistake.”

      Caleb flinched as though my words had wounded him and mumbled, “Synthetics don’t make mistakes.”

      Fran planted her boots on the floor, leaned forward, and looked to the others. “How do we know she’s not some walking, talking conduit that leads straight back to Hung?”

      “I think she’s proven herself,” Caleb replied, aiming something of a sneer at Fran.

      “By butchering the entire cadre of active Nine?”

      Caleb’s fingers drummed on the arm of his chair. “That wasn’t her.”

      Why is the rain red?

      Part of it was me, I thought. The part designed to kill. The part hungry for Doctor Lloyd’s death.

      “But she could do it again?” Fran asked. “Whatever went wrong with her could happen again?”

      “No,” I said calmly. “Doctor Lloyd attempted to rewrite my internal processes and in doing so unlocked my default waking state, leaving my systems open to the synthetic group commands and Chen Hung’s orders.” An odd little smile tugged playfully at my lips as I considered my next words. “Doctor Lloyd will not be permitted to do the same again.”

      Fran arched an eyebrow. “Are you telling me that nervous wreck over there turned you into a killer? That’s bullshit, synth. You always had it in you—”

      “Throw one more fucking stone, Fran, and I’ll tell the Nine you’re the reason I lost the freighter they had their hearts set on not so long ago,” Caleb said, his voice as cool and hard as steel.

      Fran pressed her lips together, clearly contemplating her next words. “It takes a liar to know a liar, Captain. One can lie so smoothly you’d never see her endgame coming—until it was too late. Isn’t that right, synth?”

      “You don’t need to answer that,” Caleb snapped.

      “If I’m a liar,” I said, “my answer is irrelevant. As is the deviation in this conversation.”

      Caleb’s lips twitched. He appeared confident in my loyalty, perhaps more so than I was. Chen Hung had crafted me with his synthetic hands and his coding had recently hijacked my processes. Every member of the crew knew I had been compromised. They shouldn’t trust me.

      “She’s different,” Lloyd said. He swallowed so hard his tongue clicked. “When I was er … When I was rebuilding her, I discovered many, many anomalies. She’s not like the other synthetics I’ve worked on. There were physical differences as well as some quite marvelous coding intricacies that I’ve never seen before. The work I had to do to repair her—it was quite remarkable, really. I mean, had I—”

      Caleb pointed a finger-gun at the doctor. “You need to stop talking before I yank out your tongue and shove it up your ass.”

      Doctor Lloyd paled.

      Fran gave a dry, humorless chuckle. “The synth is Hung’s killer-puppet, Caleb’s a loose cannon, I’m fleet, Brendan’s dead, the doc is Chitec … I’m surprised the Nine allowed any of us to come within ten klicks of this place.”

      She wasn’t wrong. The Nine did seem incredibly trusting, considering the combined past of Caleb’s crew.

      One of the exit doors opened and a man I had not seen before gestured for Brendan to go with him. I reached for the cloud to identify him, but my link bounced back. I hadn’t been able to connect with the datacloud since Doctor Lloyd brought me back. A permanent change, a way to limit my resources, to weaken me? I would need Doctor Lloyd to rectify that oversight.

      Bren left, and the door clicked closed. Lloyd tapped his foot and shifted again. Sweat glistened on the doctor’s face. Caleb and I wanted him dead. Fran was unlikely to get between us, and if she did, she couldn’t stop me. Brendan had said we might need James. I needed my cloud connection restored. I couldn’t kill him. Not yet.

      Caleb watched the closed door, his expression pensive. He bounced his left knee and frowned at Fran. “We are a bunch of reprobates. You’re right.”

      “I always am,” Fran drawled.

      Caleb looked to me for confirmation. I inclined my head. We couldn’t trust the Nine. Whatever they were about to ask of us, there was a chance it would all be lies.

      I was ready.
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      “Given the synthetic’s recent revelation, our plans have changed.” The man at the front of the room addressed the group with all the gravitas of someone familiar with public speaking.

      Me and my crew had been led into the meeting room a few minutes earlier and told to take a seat. The guy at the front—Mister Aleksey—was your typical leadership-hungry guy. There were plenty just like him in fleet. Upstanding men and women who handed out the orders while the grunts did the dirty work. I didn’t recognize his distinctly tanned face and dark hair, but he had a look about him that screamed, “prime newsfeed slot.” The kind of guy shit didn’t stick to.

      All the folks seated around the table seemed normal enough, but most people in the nine looked harmless until you got to know them. Few were ever as good and upstanding as they made themselves out to be. As a fixer, it was my job to leverage all kinds of dirt I dug up about any potential business partners. These people were blank-faced strangers, and there wasn’t much that made me more uncomfortable than doing business with folks I didn’t know.

      I had the exit at my back, just the way I liked it. If shit went sideways, I could make it back to the harrier in minutes and wrench that baby free of her umbilical in another five. Fran had glanced my way, no doubt thinking the same. One stood behind me, a cool, calm presence capable of leaping across the table and killing any one of these people if they even thought about double-crossing us. Getting my brother out would be a problem. He’d sat himself at the front because he was a grade-A suck-up.

      “There is no denying Chitec and fleet are positioned to cripple the gate system,” Aleksey said, addressing the room. “Given the synthetic’s information regarding the true identity of Chen Hung and how it tallies with our observations, we must act to prevent what could be a humanitarian disaster. We’re not dealing with a greed-driven man at the top of an intra-system cooperation. A man can be reasoned with, a man can be arrested and tried for his crimes. The imposter we’re dealing with is far more dangerous: a machine whose sole purpose is to destroy.”

      “That’s not strictly true,” One said, her voice neutral. “He is the progenitor of the synthetics. He is attempting to ensure his survival.”

      “At the expense of humanity,” Aleksey replied in a tone that suggested he didn’t appreciate One’s assessment.

      “Correct.” She agreed like it wasn’t such a bad thing.

      I quickly scanned the men and women peering over my shoulder at One. Most wore the typical hard-faced expressions of people working hard not to give their thoughts away. One wasn’t doing herself any favors by explaining Hung’s reasoning. They’d allowed her to get this close because they needed her, but even I was wondering if she might like to rein in her knack for astute assessments.

      Aleksey tapped a podium in front of him and a holowall of the entire nine systems bloomed behind him. The map of the gate system branched out like a family tree, and right at the top was the main gate; the very gate that had recently failed, destroying the ships in transit and killing five thousand people. A dry run. Hung flexing his control. His next move would likely destroy the nine systems.

      “He knows the best way to wipe us out,” I said. The group shuffled in their seats to face me. The weight of their combined glares pressed down on me and I swallowed, finding my mouth dry. Fuck knew what these people thought of my crew. We weren’t even technically a crew. From the outside, we didn’t look like much. The Fenrir Nine likely knew we’d all tried to kill each other—multiple times. Maybe that was why Bren had sat at the front, doing his best to separate himself from the criminals.

      I cleared my throat and shifted awkwardly in my seat. “Hung owns the company that rescued us from the Blackout. Chitec controls every part of gate travel. All Hung has to do is get inside their systems, turn the gates off, and the nine systems will go to shit. My guess is he hasn’t done it already because Chitec likely amped up their internal security during his dry run. Might be he’s been locked out, but it won’t last.”

      Aleksey nodded, his face grim. “Indeed, Captain Shepperd.”

      Hung, a synthetic. I was still processing that shit. I mean, fuck. A machine had killed Haley right in front of me—held his hand over her nose and mouth and watched her die. I should have seen what he was; I should have known. Silent killers had filled the entire fucking warehouse, and I’d missed the one standing right in front of me. It had killed Haley. Then later, it had taunted me like a man would, layering up the emotional bullshit to really drill home how Haley’s death had all been my fault. Guilt had insured I didn’t fess up. Then the synthetic that wore Chen Hung like a mask, had shipped off his one thousand buddies to hit us in the balls when we least expected it. Whatever was inside its processes, it knew how to play human beings.

      Hate churned so fiercely in my gut that it burned my throat and spilled into my vision.

      And that synthetic had created One.

      She stood close enough behind me to snap my neck without blinking. I’d seen firsthand how efficient synthetics were at killing. I didn’t want to think of One as the same as them, which was why Fran was doing that for me. Fran got a lot of things right, besides the fuckload of things she got wrong. Was she right about One? I sure hoped not, not least because One was the only person left in the nine systems that I trusted.

      “We have enough personnel, ordinance, and mobilized ships to make a significant stand against Chitec’s fleet,” Aleksey said for my benefit, as I was sure none of this was news to the others. “We even have the technology to adopt gate control once Chitec’s firewalls are down. But a frontal assault will result in war and that is something we do not wish to initiate. If we want to prevent massive losses on both sides, a full frontal assault should be avoided. We need another, cleaner way.” Aleksey settled his gaze on One but just as quickly dropped it to me. “There’s a Chitec ship inbound, summoned by Doctor Lloyd. We want the synthetic to return to Chitec with them.”

      “No,” I said without missing a beat. I waited, stone-faced, for any of the fuckers to argue.

      “Hear us out, Shepperd.”

      I might have laughed or snarled, but I knew I smiled, because they couldn’t have asked One to go back to Chitec. “Hear you out?”

      One’s hand settled on my shoulder and the touch locked me down. It was gentle, not meant to restrain. A touch of support or camaraderie and my carefully constructed walls of not giving a fuck started to crumble.

      “I cannot strike directly at Chen Hung,” One told Aleksey. “I’m prohibited from harming him.”

      “But isn’t it also true, according to your account, that he’s equally as impotent against you?” Aleksey replied.

      “That is correct. I’ve yet to test whether I can circumvent the failsafe by using an indirect approach. I do know he couldn’t physically prevent me from leaving his towers.”

      “Well then, we have an opportunity. There’s no one better to infiltrate his operation than a synthetic of his own making. One he cannot stop.”

      I clamped my teeth and dropped my gaze. It wasn’t my call. One had always made her own choices. I couldn’t order her to do anything she didn’t want to do, but fuck, I wanted to order her to refuse.

      Her fingers applied gentle pressure to my shoulder. “I am the most efficient and reasonable method of retrieving pertinent information while infiltrating Chen Hung’s operation.”

      “We need to know what he’s planning, when, where—everything. And we believe you can feed that information back to us using a secure sub-comms link. You’ll do it?” Aleksey asked.

      “Yes.”

      A wry smile slid onto my lips, the one I wore when I really wanted to punch something or someone. I just got her back. I should have flown her out of here—destination anywhere—when I had the chance.

      Aleksey nodded. “One Thousand And One and Doctor Lloyd, would you please step out of the room for a few moments?”

      Doc Lloyd did as he was told like a good Chitec drone. One’s hand lingered on my shoulder, long enough for a quiet to settle and the looks from the others to turn expectant. But then her light fingers slipped free and she left the room. Her absence shrunk the room around me like I was somehow smaller without her.

      The people—who by now I assumed were the upper echelon of the Nine—shuffled their personal holoscreens and mumbled among themselves, until Aleksey cleared his throat and looked with purpose right at me. I wondered if he’d ever fucked up in his entire life, or if he’d always been at the front of the room, giving the orders so that others could fuck up for him.

      “That brings us to the main thrust of this meeting,” he said, all business, no nervous smiles, no needless chatter. “Your recent mission to secure a large consignment of explosives was fruitful, although the loss of your tugship was of course unfortunate. The vessel, Starscream was it?”

      I smiled a yes, wishing he’d cut the wordy crap.

      “She was rather integral to our forthcoming mission, but I’m sure we can make do with your recently acquired Candelario harrier. And as we understand it, your second has command of a fleet-designated warbird, Raptor Nine-Nine-One.” A statement, not a question.

      I glanced at Fran.

      She nodded at Aleksey “What of it?”

      “We’d like for you both—Captain Shepperd and Special Commander Francisca—to pilot the raptor, reinstated as fleet-designated, with the harrier in tow, through fleet’s checkpoints to Janus. Once docked at Janus Orbit Station, you will vacate the station and remotely trigger the explosives placed throughout the Candelario harrier.”

      Holy shit.

      Fran let loose a hail of vicious Spanish.

      “How much of the explosives?” I asked, a bitter taste in my mouth.

      “All of it.”

      I couldn’t find the right words. A glance at my brother didn’t help; he was staring at the jumpgate map. Seventy tons of the Candes’ high-density explosives would rip Janus apart. Two hundred and fifty thousand people, give or take a few, lived and worked on that orbit station. Women, children, innocent civilians who happened to be unlucky enough to work alongside Chitec HQ, including the doc’s sister. No wonder they’d asked Lloyd to leave.

      Fran’s face was the picture of horror. She skewed a warning glare in my direction, the kind that said all it needed to: You are not doing this.

      “That’s a fuckload of civilians taking friendly fire,” I deadpanned.

      Bren twisted in his seat and settled his commander-grade glower on me. “Chen Hung rarely—if ever—leaves his towers. The one synthetic unit who can get close to him can’t directly hurt him in any way. If he suspects we’re launching an attack, he will plunge the nine systems into a second Blackout. A surgical strike like this, at the heart of Chitec, is the only way.”

      I looked at my brother, at the faces around the table all peering back at me, and at Aleksey. “Then why send One at all?”

      “We need sensitive internal information before we proceed. Information she can retrieve.”

      Or they just wanted her at ground zero when the ship blew.

      I dragged a hand down the back of my neck, brushing away a cool prickle of sweat. I had to pose as fleet, get through the gate, dock on Janus, and blow the place to shit to save lives by killing hundreds of thousands of people? My moral compass was broken at the best of times, but this just didn’t feel right. “I thought the Nine were meant to save people?”

      “If there was another way to cripple Chitec in what is a limited amount of time, we’d pursue it. Do you know of any other solution?”

      I couldn’t even save myself. What the fuck did I know about saving lives?

      Aleksey didn’t wait for me to fumble an excuse and continued his speech. “It’s about saving the nine systems. Without gate travel, the infrastructure will fall apart. How many people will die then, Captain Shepperd? The entire population of the nine systems stands at ninety billion, at the last best estimate. How many will survive a second Blackout? Accurate records don’t exist from before, but we can safely estimate over sixty percent of the human race was wiped out. We, as a species, may not survive a second Blackout.”

      As a species? Well, that was either going a bit far or fucking terrifying. Aleksey was talking about the greater good—the favorite excuse of politicians and fleet commanders everywhere. It was wrong, so fucking wrong.

      “And how will you get One out?” I asked and got blank faces in return. “You’re sending her into the heart of Chitec, to Chen Hung. She’s risking everything to get you this sensitive information.” I so wanted to call bullshit on that. “So how are you going to get her out before we blow the cargo?”

      Their subtle avoidance of my eyes and silence confirmed my fears. They had no intention of getting One out. She was synthetic. Why should they care what happened to a machine? I did though, and I wouldn’t be leaving Janus without her, not even to save the nine systems or the human race. Fuck ‘em. I’d let them all die before I let her go.

      “And you’re going to just waltz on in, clean up after Chitec, and take over the gates? Just like that?”

      “We’ve been preparing for almost a decade. We’ve stockpiled the necessary equipment and have a highly skilled workforce in position. All we need is for Chitec to relinquish control. With your synthetic’s help and a surprise strike at the heart of their operation, we’ll simultaneously cripple and overpower their system-wide control. The war will begin and end with Janus.”

      She’s not my synthetic. She doesn’t belong to anyone.

      “Think of the greater good,” someone added. I didn’t care who. Why should I care about the greater good? It had never cared about me.

      I smiled. What were these people risking? A few sleepless nights? “You can think of the greater good back here on your island while me and Fran have to look those Janus folks in the eye, knowing they’re about to die.”

      Unease twisted and turned in my gut. I’d be the one pressing that trigger. Two hundred and fifty thousand people dead at the flick of a switch. I wasn’t sure I could do it.

      I rested my elbow on the table and massaged my temples. Mass fucking murder.

      “Why us?”

      “You’re ex-fleet officers. You know fleet protocol should they stop you and search the harrier.”

      It sounded about right, but it was bullshit.

      “All you nice folks sitting around this table, you can issue the orders without getting your hands dirty, right? What’s a few more deaths to criminals like us?” I’d killed for less noble reasons, so had Fran, but we hadn’t killed innocents. We were bad, but not that bad.

      I looked to my brother for help, but he didn’t quite meet my eyes. I figured I knew why. He walked the Island’s corridors as though he’d been here before. He sat at the far end of the table, perfectly comfortable. He knew these people. He was one of the Nine. For how long, I couldn’t be sure. If he wasn’t involved in concocting this plan at some level, then I was a fucking virgin. I’d have words with him, but not here.

      “Give me some time to consider this.”

      “There is no time to give you, Captain. Chen Hung might strike at any moment. We’re already prepping Francisca’s raptor. The ship will be flight-ready at universal five hundred hours. The Chitec transport is about to dock at Mimir. Events are already in motion.”

      Fran spat something acidic in Spanish. She stormed from the room after that, leaving icy glares and uncomfortable murmurs in her wake. I couldn’t blame her.

      “Tell your second to toe the line, Captain,” Aleksey advised.

      I was tempted to tell him where he could shove his line. I stood, chewing on all manner of replies and bumped my fist against the table. These weren’t my people. I couldn’t fight them like I could Bruno or the Candes. This was a whole other game with a different set of rules.

      “If we do this, me and my crew, we’re protected for life. If you even think of throwing us to the wolves when this is done, I’ll fuck you over so hard you’ll wish you were on that orbit station, yah hear?”

      “Caleb-Joe …” Bren growled.

      “And you?” He looked away. “Fuck you, Brother.”

      I left the room, hot on Fran’s heels, and found her standing by the windows in the assembly room. She slipped into stride beside me as we walked on, heading anywhere, so long as it was away from the nice folks in their nice clothes issuing nice kill orders.

      “Where’s One?” I asked.

      “Don’t know. Her and the doc were already gone when I got out of there.” She lowered her voice as we approached a group of engineers. “We can’t do this.”

      People flowed back and forth, paying us no mind, but my outlook of the Island had changed; this place had taken on a jagged edge.

      I steered Fran into an empty storage room where we could talk away from prying eyes and nudged the door closed.

      “All those people …” she whispered, slumping back against the wall.

      She looked tired and beaten, nothing like the steely Fran who regularly kicked my ass. Her lips had paled and her eyes glistened with too much moisture. Shit, if she was losing it, that meant we really were in trouble.

      “Look, we can do this.” Saying it didn’t make it easier. Words were cheap. “Getting through fleet to Janus should be easy enough with your raptor. Once there, we’ll figure something out.”

      Her smile was a sorry, pitiful thing. “You know why they’re sending us, don’t you?”

      She waited. I didn’t reply. We both knew why.

      “Because we’re expendable. They don’t give a shit what happens to us. If we get caught, they’ll barely notice.”

      I chewed on my lip and breathed deep to settle my rattling nerves. If I said no, there was no way in the nine systems the Fenrir Nine would let my crew leave. We knew too much. Fuck.

      I kicked the nearby shelving, shaking the stacks of cleaning equipment, and then threw Fran a worthless smile. “C’mon. When have we ever let the odds scare us off?”

      “This is different. Say we do it, how do we live with that?”

      “Whiskey, I reckon. A whole lot of whiskey.”

      A ghost of a smile touched her lips. “What if they’re wrong? What if Hung doesn’t want to shut the gates down?”

      Stars are wishes and wishes are dreams.

      “He’s a killer. They’re all killers. They don’t know any other way. He already killed thousands when he shut the main gate down.”

      “We don’t know for sure that was him.”

      “One saw what he is, what he’s done. I saw him. I’ve seen it kill. He—it is a monster.”

      “One though? She’s different. Maybe Hung …” Fran trailed off, realizing she was grasping at hope.

      One had slaughtered the active nine, and she had killed Creet, although that had been Lloyd’s fuckup. She’d killed others while escaping Ganymede with Jesse. One had no problem with killing. Besides Hung, she was probably the most dangerous synthetic alive. She was different, but without that unique part of her, she was the same as the others—just one more.

      Fran bumped her head back against the wall and cast her gaze toward the ceiling. “I don’t know if I can do it.”

      I splayed my hand on the wall beside her, crowding in close, and looked her in those pretty green eyes. “It’s easier if you don’t think about it. Shut it away, think about something else. Drink, fuck, do what you gotta do. Bury it so fucking deep it can’t touch you. And before long, you’ll forget what it was you were worried about.”

      Her lips turned down at the corners. She closed her eyes and sighed. “Is that what you do?”

      “It works.” Or it did, until recently. Until One somehow made me look at myself through her eyes. Now I had shit going on in my head, like not wanting to let her down, not wanting to let any of them down. Like this life and my place in it might actually mean something. That kinda thinking could get a man killed.

      She met my gaze with a steady one of her own. “All right, Captain. We do this, but we do it right.”

      “All right.” It was probably time for me to move back and give her space, but I didn’t feel much like retreating. Me and Fran, we had issues—enough issues for a head doc to get hard over—but the woman she was now, the woman looking back at me, the fighter, the survivor, I knew her. I just hoped there weren’t any more surprises up her sleeve.

      “I need you, Fran,” I said quieter. I kept my arm braced and locked, maintaining enough distance to avoid her womanly distractions. “I need to know you have my back. If I’m going to fly a raptor into fleet territory, I can’t be worrying about you turning me in.”

      Her smile grew and that sly humor flooded back into her eyes.

      “I got your six.” She shoved away from the wall and nudged by me, smacking me on the ass as she went. “Always.”

      There was the Fran who did whatever it took to get the job done.

      Opening the door, she said, “And who says you’re flying? My ship, my rules, right?” She glanced back with a you-can’t-touch-this glean in her eyes. “I outrank you, Captain.”

      “Aye, Commander,” I drawled, cracking a smile, but it didn’t last. I followed after her, wondering what lay ahead for us, for One, for the Nine and their “greater good.” There was one thing I knew for certain: that synthetic bastard Chen Hung was living on borrowed time.

    

  

  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Ten: One

        

      

    
    
      The shuttle lifted off the Island. I watched the massive ship shrink in the small window.

      “Mimir landfall in twenty minutes,” the shuttle pilot announced via the internal comms.

      Caleb would have tried to stop me. He would have told me that I didn’t have to go, that I had a choice. I would have seen fresh pain on his face, combining with the pain he tried so hard to hide from the world—the pain I’d seen in him from the beginning.

      I had spared him from that goodbye.

      There was no choice here, just logic. I wasn’t going for the Nine and their many motives, although I would help filter information back to them if I could. I didn’t follow any orders except my own and there was only one: Hung—and his synthetics—must be stopped. As one of them, I was uniquely suited to hunt among them. But beyond what I needed to do, I wanted to go back, to face him—Chen Hung. Perhaps it was always meant to be this way.

      I spread my hand on the shuttle’s small window. Water droplets jerked in streams on the outside, fracturing my view of the Island base.

      There had been many lies in the Fenrir Nine’s meeting—and many layers of truth—but all who had sat around the table believed in their cause.

      I’d seen only a fraction of the Fenrir Nine’s operation, but it was enough to know they had the infrastructure and numbers to take control when Chitec fell. Would life in the nine systems be better? That remained to be seen. Either way, the survival of the long-term nine systems wasn’t my objective. As Caleb would say, it wasn’t my fight. My fight was with the synthetic masquerading as a man, the synthetic who had billions of lives cradled in his artificial hands.

      Chen Hung must be stopped.

      Turbulence rocked the shuttle, jolting the little craft. Doctor Lloyd sucked in a sharp gasp. He was a man riddled with fears, a potential risk to the success of my objective, but his presence was necessary if I was going to return to Chitec without delay.

      The shuttle banked sharply. Clouds swallowed my view of the Island, and I wondered if I would see Caleb again. What might it have been like to go with him on his excursion? I might never know.

      Gray clouds churned against the window.

      Leaving him was the right thing to do.

      I wished I’d sat with him awhile.

      Stars are wishes and wishes are dreams.

      Haley would have told me to stay, to hold his hand, to just be with him. I’d died and returned; I understood what it meant to leave much unfinished, to have it all ripped away. I would not be that powerless again. I am One and I will live.

      “One, you er … Are you okay? I mean, I just … I didn’t want …”

      I slid my gaze to Doctor Lloyd. He was strapped rigid in a passenger flight chair. I couldn’t reach him without unbuckling my belt. But, should I wish it, he’d be dead before the pilot could safely land and attempt to stop me.

      Lloyd swallowed. Fear flitted through his body’s vital signs. “You aren’t okay. I understand. Of course you’re not okay. But, I er … I brought you back. You. Not Haley …” He trailed off, bloodshot eyes restless.

      “You do not need to concern yourself. You are perfectly safe while you’re an asset, Doctor Lloyd.”

      Fran was correct. My lies were faultless.

      We landed on a Mimir floating dock in the midst of dazzling daylight. I walked the boardwalk alongside Lloyd, my gaze wandering toward the branches of Mimir’s waterhomes. The sea lapped at the house trusses where Caleb and I had once hidden from fleet. He had held me in his arms to keep me warm. For a man so beaten by life, he harbored a gentler side few ever witnessed.

      “For this to work,” Doctor Lloyd said, clutching his briefcase under his arm, “you must appear to be operating in your default state. The Chitec personnel must believe you’re obedient, or they’ll lock you down and ship you with the cargo.”

      The sound of his shoes on the boardwalk beat out the same fast rhythm as his heart.

      I slid my gaze farther down the docks to where a gray Chitec transport vessel squatted on its struts. Steam rolled off its shielding, curling like the yin-yang Chitec logo branded on the ship’s flank. I slid my hand to the back of my neck and ran my fingers over the same raised brand.

      “Do you understand, One? Whatever they say, whatever they do, you must appear to be in your default state. It’s imperative we arrive at Janus with you in full control. If they shut you down, I may not be able to get to you in time to reboot you.”

      I locked my default expression on my face. “Yes, Doctor Lloyd. I understand perfectly.”

      He glanced at me. Once. Twice. His heart fluttered. I could break his neck before he took his next breath, but doing so would ensure Chitec reacted aggressively. It was imperative that I appear controlled. I had no desire for them to shut me down again.

      Two Chitec personnel guarded the boarding pontoon, armed with pulse rifles. One woman. One man. Clad in gray from head to toe.

      “Identification,” the woman barked.

      Lloyd fumbled in his pockets. “I er …” He set his briefcase down and patted his coat. “I’m er … Lloyd. Doctor James Lloyd. I have my ID, just …”

      The male guard’s eyes roamed over my body and face, lingering on the scars. Mid-thirties, I estimated. I couldn’t reach for the cloud to pull his full dataprint, but I conducted my own assessment. He had the same flat gaze I’d seen on Caleb and Brendan. A man who’d seen combat and wasn’t afraid to see it again. He certainly wasn’t afraid of me.

      What does he see in my eyes? Life? The desire to snatch that rifle from his hands and pull the trigger on him and everyone inside this ship simply for what they represented?

      Lloyd found his ID with a brief exclaim and handed it over.

      “This the rogue synthetic?” the woman asked, briefly scanning Lloyd’s credentials.

      “Yes.”

      She handed the ID card back to Lloyd. “Why’s it all cut up?”

      “Huh?” Doctor Lloyd blinked.

      “The synth.”

      Lloyd stole a quick glance at me while I gazed into the middle distance. He brushed a thumb across his chin, swept his coat back, and planted his hands on his hips.

      “Emergency repairs,” he replied, affronted. “She was rebuilt by my very hands—”

      “Trouble with the rebels here?” the guard interrupted, checking the dock behind us.

      “Yes, and for that reason, I’d like to get her—” The guard’s brow arched, and Lloyd quickly corrected. “—it inside the transport.”

      “Did this unit complete its mission?”

      “Mission?” Lloyd stammered.

      The guard, all five feet two inches of her, turned to me. “Well, synthetic unit One Thousand And One, I was ordered to ask if you fulfilled your primary objective?”

      <Recall in progress. Eliminate the Fenrir Nine>

      “Yes.”

      “What objective?” Lloyd asked.

      “I don’t know the details, Doc.” The guard shrugged. “I just ask the questions. Get it inside and loaded at the rear of the ship. You’ll be departing in a few minutes.”

      As we climbed the ramp into the ship, the male guard’s gaze crawled back up. I anticipated I’d be seeing him soon.

      Two additional guards blocked our entry.

      “Put the synthetic in the back,” one of the guards grunted, lifting his lip in a sneer. I followed Lloyd between the narrow stacks of secured crates. After a few steps, when they believed we were out of hearing range, I heard, “After what those synths did, that one might meet with an accident on the flight back.”

      “It’s already cut up. Technicians won’t notice a few minor modifications.”

      What had the other synths done? Without access to the cloud, my knowledge was limited.

      Lloyd humphed at the sight of the two rows of fold-down seats. “Well, this isn’t first class, that’s for sure.”

      “What did the synths do?”

      He stared at the chairs, ignoring me, but his racing heart gave him away. I waited. I had time.

      He glanced at me side-on and gulped. “An unknown number of synthetic units appear to have malfunctioned. There were some deaths.”

      He said some deaths the way I might have, but his flat tone came from the implications, not lack of empathy.

      Roaming the cloud, I’d watched the synthetics eat breakfast at the family dining table, seen them play ball with nephews, and heard them laugh with their lovers. I’d also heard the command override that had breached their failsafes and protocols. New instructions received from remote source.

      Alone, drifting the cloud, I’d tracked that source back to Chen Hung’s towers. Like the failure of the main gate, Hung had flicked the switch and taken control. Was he still in control of those synthetics? Had I not broken free before the Mimir people tore into me, would I still be under Chen Hung’s control?

      “Where are the rogue synthetics now?” I asked.

      Lloyd pulled the folding seat down and sat awkwardly on its edge. “Destroyed by Chitec, I assume. They’ll probably retain one or two to ascertain the source of the fault.”

      He couldn’t meet my gaze. “Chen Hung is the source.”

      Lloyd puffed out a sigh and rubbed a hand down his face, leaving a tired expression behind. “I still can’t believe—”

      Something cold and hard hit me in the back, knocking me forward. Instincts demanded I retaliate, but I couldn’t defend myself if I wanted to maintain the disguise of a blank synthetic. Protocols and failsafes—those shackles that no longer held me—would prevent a true synthetic from lashing out.

      “Don’t!” Lloyd’s voice pitched high but the ship’s engines growled louder, muffling his protest.

      “Don’t what, Doctor?” the male guard yanked my arm behind my back, bringing it up between my shoulder blades, and swung me around. “Can’t have the cargo riding with a passenger of your caliber, now can we?”

      Lloyd stood, his eyes wide and his mouth open. “She er … it needs to stay with me.”

      The vessel shifted around us. Its bulk trembled as it took to the air.

      “Sit down and strap in, Doctor. I’ll be sure to secure your cargo.”

      Lloyd had no authority here. He wouldn’t have known what to say even if he had. He watched, slack-jawed and impotent, as the guard tugged me backward through the cabin door.

      The growl of the engines drowned out all but my thoughts. The guard pulled me deeper into the bowels of the cargo hold, where the floor shook and the air tasted of plastic cargo wrap and cleaning fluid.

      He yanked me around and slammed a hand into my shoulder, driving me back against the plastic-wrapped stacks of cargo, and then, as though surprised it had been so easy, he took a step back and scratched at his rough chin, his derisive gaze running the length of my body.

      “I was first on scene after a synth hit Janus Park.”

      I didn’t hear the words, I couldn’t beneath the sound of the atmo-engines winding up, but I read them on his lips.

      I looked blankly back at him. In order to get through fleet’s gate checks and onto Janus, I had to be #1001, a blank, a default synthetic. And so I gazed through the guard and his accusatory glare as if he didn’t exist.

      “You ever seen a machine kill?” He flicked the safety off his rifle. “There’s nothing like it. It’s like … like watching Death at work. They don’t care. They just do.”

      I care.

      He lunged and grabbed my chin in his left hand. His face, up close, bore hundreds of fine lines and potted scars. His lips paled as he drew them back over his teeth.

      “Chitec, the people that pay me to clean up their shit, say it was a glitch. A fucking glitch.” He pushed my head back and brought himself close enough that his breath warmed my cheek. “A glitch didn’t cut down fifty people with its bare hands. Women and children. Families. I got a family, synth. But you don’t. You’re just … just a thing.”

      I understood his pain, his anger. I knew his grief. The one thousand synthetics were everything he’d seen at Janus Park. He was correct in his assessment.

      “You look just like the one that slaughtered those people. You all look the same.”

      Not all of us. I have scars, inside and out. Do you not see them? I curled my fingers into fists.

      “I don’t even know how to make you hurt for what you did.” He brought the rifle up to my shoulder and pulled the trigger. Engine noise drowned out the shot, and I shut the pain away as soon as it rushed in. I looked back at him, blank and unresponsive. Rage twisted his face. He couldn’t hurt me, not with physical pain.

      When he punched me in the torso, I absorbed the impact, wrapped my processes around the pain, and packaged it away. But not all of it would retreat. The blow to my cheek whipped my head to the side.

      “You’ll never be more than a tool!” Spittle dashed my face, and inside, the poise—the control snapped.

      I cracked my knuckles across his jaw. Pain flashed up my arm. A punch wasn’t the most effective way of diffusing the situation. There were other, more immediate solutions. But it had felt … good.

      He reeled backward, leaving himself wide open for a fraction of a second. I could have killed him. Had I been all the things he thought me to be, I would have. Processes whirred in my head: solutions to a scenario rapidly spiraling out of control. His eyes widened in shock and then narrowed with intention. He saw the killer in me.

      I snatched the rifle from his fingers, cracked the butt under his chin, spun it, and shot him in the thigh. Data trilled through me. I wanted more.

      He collapsed and cradled his leg. Only when the engine noise subsided did I hear his groans. Slipping the weapon strap over my shoulder, I knelt on one knee, clutched a handful of his gray Chitec jacket, brought him level with my face, and smiled the flat, empty smile that elicited fear in others.

      “My name is One. There were six ways I could have killed you in the last fifteen seconds. I advise you: do not further provoke me.”

      I dragged him behind me, leaving a trail of blood, passed through the cabin door, and dumped him at Doctor Lloyd’s feet.

      The doctor yelped and shot from his seat. “Wh-what?”

      “I’m taking control of this vessel.”

      “What?” he repeated. Doctor Lloyd’s attention snagged on the rifle. He backed away, likely wondering if I’d turn the weapon on him. “You can’t. We’re meant to be undercover. This is supposed to be subtle.”

      “Tend to his wound. I don’t want him to die.”

      “You shot him?”

      “He shot me. I retaliated with equal force.” I shrugged off the rifle and headed between the stacked crates toward the bridge. The locked security hatch gave with a powerful shove.

      Three passengers.

      The captain, up front and focused on his control console. The female guard, reaching for her weapon. I lifted my rifle at hip height and fired a pulse-round into her hand. The third guard, the one who’d made his desires quite clear, received a round to his hip for his trouble. It wouldn’t kill him, despite the volume of his cries, but it would see him bed-bound for months. I reached the captain and placed the rifle against the back of his head. Four seconds had passed since I’d broken through the door. Not long enough for him to have released a distress signal.

      I eased myself around to sit in the empty second’s flight chair while maintaining my grip on the gun against his head. He lifted his trembling hands from the flightdash and turned his thin, pale face toward me.

      “I will pilot this vessel back to Chitec. You are redundant.”

      “Fleet—”

      “I have everything I need to proceed through fleet’s gate checks.”

      “There are c-codes, procedures. You can’t just f-fly through the gates.”

      “I know. That’s why you’re still alive.” I turned my attention to the bleeding crew. “Move to the back of the bridge, all of you. Tie yourselves up. I will be checking your ties. And believe me when I say I will not hesitate to kill the first person who attempts to stop me.”

      The captain blinked back at me.

      “Move!”

      He did. They all shuffled around, found some packaging wrap, and mutely tied their wrists until only the female guard was left. The hand I’d shot was a bloodied mess. Threat level: moderate.

      I tied her up myself and set her apart from the others.

      “I will see to your wounds once I have familiarized myself with these controls,” I said.

      She sat in silence, her military mind likely searching for means by which to overpower me.

      I returned to the captain’s chair, set the rifle aside, and sat behind the flight controls. Mimir’s atmosphere arched away beneath the vessel’s field of view. We had left the planet’s atmosphere and appeared locked on a course for the jumpgate.

      I glanced back at my prisoners. Only the woman was a possible threat; self-preservation had the others compliant.

      “What is your name?”

      She glared back with seasoned calmness. “Becka Jones.”

      Becka Jones would try to be a hero, and she’d die for her trouble. “Becka Jones, it is imperative that I get to Janus. If you do as I say, I will allow this crew to live. I do not want to kill anyone, but I can and will if necessary. Their fates are in your hands.”

      She nodded tightly.

      I faced the observation window and peered into the star-speckled black.

      Count the stars. A smile lifted my lips.

      I was going back to where it all began, and where it would come to an end.

    

  

  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Eleven: Caleb

        

      

    
    
      There had been a picture pinned in my cabin on Starscream of me and my brother all trussed up in fleet whites on my selection day. It would have been blown to bits with the rest of Starscream. It didn’t matter though, because the same asshole in that picture was looking back at me from the mirror in my allocated Island cabin. Sure, he’d gained a few lines around his eyes, a tiny nick of a scar on his ear, and he’d filled out, but he still had that same don’t-give-a-shit look on his face, like the nine systems couldn’t touch him. In fleet, I’d believed it. Nothing could touch me back then. Now I wore that look to make fucking sure nothing did touch me.

      I tugged at the jacket and craned my neck to the side, loosening the collar. The stripes stitched into my arm confirmed the rank of lieutenant. I never believed I’d wear the whites again, even under false pretenses. The last day I’d dressed in white was the same day Haley had died.

      I dragged a hand across my chin and scratched at the few days’ worth of stubble—almost a beard by fleet standards. An officer would be clean-shaven. Fuck that shit. It was bad enough I had to wear the fucking uniform. Graham Creet would be turning in his grave.

      A few knocks rattled the cabin door. “Caleb-Joe?”

      Dammit. Bren.

      “The Candes’ warbird is flight-ready in hangar three,” Bren prattled on behind the door. “Francisca’s already aboard her raptor. You’ll need to couple-up out of atmosphere.”

      “You mean Commander Francisca Olga?” I said, raising my voice so he’d hear, while at the same time pondering the handsome bastard in the mirror.

      “She … she looks fetching in white.”

      I smiled at his hesitation. Fetching. My, my.

      He’d stayed away from Fran for the most part. That was probably wise. She was trouble. I couldn’t ever claim to be wise and trouble stuck to me like shit.

      “Tell me you did not call her fetching.”

      “She eloquently and imaginatively told me how I should go fuck myself.”

      I opened the door. I would not look at his face. No way. And if he said one thing about the uniform, I’d punch him.

      I looked. To his credit, he schooled his expression and held out a deep blue long coat. The fleet parade coats held water like a bitch. In training, they made us run the fifteen-mile obstacle course wearing those fucking things. Then they gave us the same coats—cleaned—once we passed selection. The long coats never got any lighter.

      I needed a drink.

      I snatched the coat. Brendan Shepperd was stitched into the inseam of the collar. Tugging the deadweight on and over my shoulders, I headed down the hall, avoiding my brother’s eye. “Where’s One?”

      “She departed on a shuttle for Mimir with the doctor right after the meeting. The Chitec transport broke atmosphere several minutes ago.”

      She’d left without saying goodbye. Something brittle and sharp twisted in my chest. Rejection. Her leaving hurt a lot more than it should have. Shit, I was going soft. First Fran and now One. I redirected the pain into a snarl and flung accusations at Bren instead. “You’re one of the Nine, and you didn’t tell me?”

      “There wasn’t time.” He fell into step beside me as we headed for the hangars. My whites were attracting furtive glances, making the back of my neck prickle. I’d wear the uniform until we got off the Island and then I was stripping it off until fleet frisked our asses at the gate.

      “No time?” My sharp laugh wasn’t kind. “How long does it take to say, ‘Hey, little brother. I’m one of the Nine.’ Three seconds?”

      We paced a few more strides in silence until Bren found his voice. “It was after fleet hit Mimir. I stayed back to help with the cleanup operation. Creet approached me—”

      Creet recruited him.

      “Well, shit. You were Nine all the while you were on probation with fleet, and when we stole that freighter? And when I was trying to get in with them after Lyra?” We’d shared beers on Mimir before my meeting with the hooded-up Fenrir Nine to hand over One. That was before she’d gone nuts. “Wait, you weren’t one of those spooky fuckers in the hoods, were you?”

      “No.”

      He’d fallen back into stoic commander mode, wearing a mask much like my don’t-give-a-shit one, only his actually looked like he meant it.

      “I fed them fleet intelligence. I didn’t have much say in operations then. After fleet hit Mimir hard, you disappeared. I thought you were … I thought something had happened to you. So, I went looking for a way to get back at fleet. Creet helped.”

      “Something did happen. I was in Asgard. Again.” A few more strides and I plucked my collar buttons open. “Fuck, Bren, did you feed the Nine intel on me?”

      When he didn’t immediately answer, I stopped our march, forcing him to look at me. The truth was right there in his grimace.

      “And the hits just keep on coming.”

      He gritted his teeth but wouldn’t look away. He wouldn’t give me that victory. “They wanted to know if you could be trusted.”

      There were no fucking words to even come up with a reply. “I’m glad One broke your arm.”

      I didn’t even have it in me to get angry. Somewhere in that head of his, he probably thought he was doing the noble thing, looking out for me.

      “You and your new friends are sending me and Fran on a suicide mission, you know that, right?”

      “No, that’s not—”

      “Open your eyes, Brother. I’m a fixer; she’s a bent fleet officer.”

      “No,” he said with force. “You get in, dump the cargo, and get out. You don’t hang around, not for anyone.”

      Not for One, he’d meant. I wasn’t leaving her there. She hadn’t been through hell and back for the Fenrir Nine to write her off as collateral damage.

      “Sure,” I lied. “Keep it simple. Get away clean.”

      His frown said he knew I was bullshitting. I shrugged. It wasn’t like he hadn’t lied to me.

      “You don’t get to leave me,” he said, tucking a hand into his pants pockets and glancing about the hall. He looked smaller, his shoulders slouching. “You’re all I’ve got.”

      Well fuck me, he was having brotherly feelings. “I’m a hard bastard to kill.”

      I strode on before Bren could get any ideas about hugging or shaking hands.

      “Tell me you got some luck left, Lieutenant Shepperd,” he called.

      I raised a middle-finger salute over my shoulder and continued to hangar three, where my ride off the Island waited.

      

      While Fran and me had been pissing off the pirates on KP92, the Nine had been hard at work sprucing up Fran’s raptor. From my temporary flight position, piloting the Candes’ harrier, I got an eyeful of Fran’s bird rising out of the Island’s hangars. The nine-tailed fox insignia was gone, replaced by fleet’s stars and crescent moon. The lashing rain steamed off Raptor Nine-Nine-One, giving her a rippling heat aura. Lightning flashed, licking across her black panels. It was enough to start me drooling. She looked every inch the majestic bird of prey, but hidden in those deceptively streamlined curves was enough ordinance to deter pirates and blow anything equal her tonnage out of the black. Not much could top a raptor, and I’d always wanted one. Among the few good memories of home were those summers spent lying on my back in the sunbaked cornfields, watching fleet warbirds pull maneuvers over Vancouver airspace.

      I piloted the Cande harrier into Mimir’s outer atmosphere, cut the engines, and sent out the towlines.

      Fran’s sharp voice came over the comms. “Locked up.”

      She pushed the override codes over. The harrier jolted, and the raptor reeled the harrier in. The raptor’s sleek ass and blinking external lights filled the obs window.

      Time to go be a lieutenant. I left the bridge, checking the holstered twin pistols I’d brought along. My boots thumping along the catwalks were too fucking loud and only served to remind me that this ship was doomed. I wasn’t into all that superstitious shit like some who made their living in the black, but I did believe in human fuckups. I’d poked through a few typical smuggling hidey-holes and found the well-packed explosives wrapped in gray and molded into place. After that, I didn’t much feel like hanging around.

      Only when I was safely inside the raptor’s airlock—the chimes counting down—did I shake off the unease. Sure, the bomb disguised as a harrier was technically only a few meters away, but it was out of sight. The rest I could put out of mind. When the airlock pressure seal gasped, I got a lung full of dry, chemical-tinged warbird air and made my way through the curved, ultra-white passages toward the bridge. There would be plenty of time to familiarize myself with Fran’s pride and joy, once we were properly black bound. Before that, I had to report to my senior officer.

      Much of the jutting bridge consisted of the horizontal crescent obs window and the bank of flickering controls beneath it. A row back, the weapons consoles stood empty. We didn’t have the crew necessary to start a war. Just two—enough to get our towed harrier and us back to the original system under the guise of captured spoils. Keep it simple. Get away clean.

      I sat in the second’s flight chair and watched Mimir shrink to moon size beneath us, deliberately not looking at Fran. Seeing her in those whites would fuck with my head. I had enough issues with her without the glaring irony slapping me in the face.

      “Has your raptor got a name, Captain, besides Nine-Nine-One?” I finally asked as she turned her bird toward the star-dusted black.

      “No.” Curt.

      I slumped back in the chair and stole a quick sideways glance at her. She stared hard at the flightdash, her jaw set and her stance rigid. She’d pinned her hair back tight against her skull, accentuating the scar on her cheek and sharpening her Spanish features.

      “She’s gotta have a name,” I said.

      “Why? She’s carrying a crew bent on killing over two hundred thousand people. What should her name be?” Finally Fran looked at me. Her glare could have cut glass. “Lieutenant?”

      Shit, this is off-the-scale fucked-up. “I won’t let that happen.”

      “Because they’re not paying you enough?”

      I’d flown with her long enough to know when to back the fuck off. She was looking for a fight, for someone or something to take her fears out on. Once, I would have played the game. We’d have fought, with words, maybe even gotten physical, probably sexual too. But I wasn’t taking her bait today.

      “There’ll be another way. There’s always another way.”

      She punched at a flightdash button that saw the stars turn to brittle slashes against the black. “There’s a package for you in your cabin.”

      Blatantly dismissed, I curbed my tongue and left her wrestling with her morals. She thought she had issues? I was the one relying on a woman who’d tried to kill me to fly me into the heart of fleet territory, right into Chen Hung’s back yard.

      My cabin was marginally larger than a closet, with another closet at one end to wash up in. The walls were white, the floor was white, the bunk was fucking white. On my first deployment, patrolling a backwater pirate route, me and the rookie fleet crew had hung up holosheets and downloaded from the cloud anything and everything, just as long as it wasn’t white. Fleet’s obsession with all things white was enough to drive a man to drink.

      I shrugged off Bren’s coat and my pistols and set them aside, then frowned at the small box sitting on the bunk. No distinguishing marks, just a blue plastic container. I gently picked it up, popped the lid, and hoped this was all some cosmic joke. Maybe there would be a note from Bren inside telling me to laugh it up. There wasn’t. A cylindrical remote trigger sat nestled in specialist foam to keep it from getting knocked and prematurely blowing Fran and me apart. Icy fear skittered across my skin. There wasn’t any fucking foam wrap around the harrier attached to our hull. If we nudged anything—a Janus dock for example—that bitch could blow.

      I closed the lid, wrapped the box and pistols in Bren’s coat, and buried it at the bottom of a narrow closet. That was where the trigger would stay.

      Straightening, I caught sight of the fleet asshole in the mirror. If I didn’t know better, I’d have reckoned he was afraid.

      “I need a drink.”

      I tugged off the white jacket and tossed it aside. My gray compression top might as well have been spray-painted over my chest and arms, but it beat the whites. I ruffled my hair, hissed in a breath, and left my cabin for a tour of the ship.

      On the surface, there wasn’t much to see. The engines would be worth a look if we hit landfall before Janus. Otherwise, she was fleet-clean, too white and ultra efficient, and as quiet as a Chitec lab.

      One. My thoughts strayed as I surveyed the catwalks.

      One just had to be the hero. I could have stopped her. If she’d waited for me on the Island, I could have taken her on that excursion. Nobody would have ever found us. Fran would have called it running away. I’d have called it surviving. Dad had taught me that life lesson. But maybe I wanted more than to survive. Maybe it was time to start living? The sound of my dry laugh echoed down the white, curved walkways. Great time to decide you wanna live, asshole.

      With a dry mouth and uncomfortable thoughts, I hit the mess, which was little more than a single-person walkway with a fuckload of hidey-holes and a breakfast bar. A quick search revealed packets of desiccated food and powdered nutrients.

      I tossed the food packets onto the counter and braced my arms against the countertop. “I miss Starscream.”

      “Looking for this?”

      Fran leaned against the door seal, holding a bottle of whiskey and a wry smile. Bren was right: she did look good in whites. She looked better than good. She looked right. The jacket and pants molded to her, somehow making her taller, straighter, more untouchable. I shouldn’t be surprised—it wasn’t like I hadn’t jerked off to imagined scenes just like this one—but the reality left me hollow. Seeing her wrapped head to toe in whites cemented that part of me that had never really gotten on board with the fact she was fleet. She couldn’t be, not Fran. Yet there she was, Commander Olga, all wrapped up in white with the stripes to prove it.

      The whiskey in her hand was mighty tempting.

      “What’s the catch?” I asked, rooting around the nooks for two cups.

      “Don’t do that.”

      “What?”

      “Don’t look at me like you don’t know me,” she murmured.

      I don’t. I stayed quiet, tired of lies. Mine. Hers.

      She huffed and entered the galley. “Look at me.”

      “Is that an order?” I dumped the cups aside and leaned against the counter, keeping my gaze fixed ahead, well away from her.

      “You didn’t follow orders when you were in fleet. I don’t expect you to follow them now.” She set the whiskey beside the cups. A good year. She’d have paid handsomely for it, especially on Mimir. “We’ve got about fifteen hours to kill before we hit the first gate. I don’t know about you, but I’d like to share a few drinks with an old friend.”

      Friends? Is that what we were? “If fleet searches us at the gate and finds the booze, they’ll pull us in.”

      She leaned her hip against the counter and crossed her arms. “I learned a thing or two while smuggling. I’m sure there are places on the warbird we can stash contraband.”

      We were smugglers. Now I wasn’t sure what we were. Drinking wouldn’t help with that. After a few glasses and with that look in her eyes, I knew exactly where this would end up. She’d be growling all the Spanish curses while I fucked her senseless against the counter. A stirring started way down low. Fucking hell, when will this shit end?

      “I can’t do this, Fran.”

      “Bit late for that.” She popped the stopper off the whiskey and poured two fingers into each glass. “You think the Fenrir Nine will let us walk away if we say no? We’ll be the ones face down in the Mimir sea—”

      “That’s not what I meant.” I picked up the glass and poured the contents down the sink. “You. Me. Whatever fucked up thing we’ve got going on, I ain’t doing it no more.”

      I looked her in those Spanish eyes and saw her expression tighten as she guarded against the words to come.

      “Starscream’s gone. That ship was about the only thing keeping us together. We do this mission and then we go our separate ways.” If we survive.

      I waited for her to say something, maybe come back with something Spanish that I’d have to look up later, but she swallowed and reached for her drink. “Fine.”

      Fine? After everything we’d been through, all I was getting was a fine? There had to be more to it. She didn’t strike me as the type to let go without a fight. I had her pegged as the sort to aim her knee at my twitching junk.

      I shrugged. “Good.”

      She picked up her drink and wet her lips with golden whiskey, her green, seductive eyes on me the whole time. I let a smile slip through, for old times’ sake. It wasn’t so long ago I’d have craved the taste of whiskey on her lips. She knew it too and believed I couldn’t walk away.

      “I’m done.” I nudged passed her and left the galley, heading straight for the bridge.

      Whatever we were, or whatever we’d had, it had crashed and burned beneath all the twisted shit long ago. She had it in her to make a decent living doing whatever the hell she wanted. Maybe she wanted to go legit, or maybe she’d go on to be a pirate. Off the phencyl, she didn’t need me, and I didn’t need her. I’d been alone before Francisca. I’d be alone after her too. It was the right thing to do, but it still fucking hurt, because somehow, somewhere down the line, I’d started caring. Old habits wanted me to turn around, down half that bottle, and fuck until I lost my mind. I could pretend it meant nothing, but after the hangover, I’d hate myself the way I hated that fleet asshole in the mirror.

      Francisca Olga could get her kicks elsewhere. I was done being fucked every which way.

      On the bridge, I set about familiarizing myself with the raptor’s controls, steering my thoughts a long way from Fran.

      Count the stars. On second thought, maybe while approaching fleet’s checks wasn’t the best time to piss off my fake superior officer who had a track record of screwing me over. Well shit. What was done was done.

      I pulled the maintenance and flight manual from the cloud, spread the documents open on the holodisplays, and focused everything I had on a crash course in raptor controls. I soon forgot the siren call of Fran and whiskey. Not long after, Fran joined me on the bridge, silently running through multiple checks. She noticed the flight manuals and pitched in with a few little tricks she’d picked up, then helped me get a feel for the warbird’s twitchy controls.

      Either she took rejection a lot better than I did, or she had revenge up her sleeve, the type of revenge I wouldn’t see coming.

      I sure knew how to pick ‘em.

    

  

  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Twelve: One

        

      

    
    
      My acquisitioned Chitec transport pelican drifted into the gate lane behind four other commercial ships. The jumpgate—a vast ring that routinely swallowed ships and spat arrivals back out on the other side—glittered ahead. Fleet’s gull-wing-shaped warbirds flanked either side of the commercial and civilian lines. Their presence alone was enough to deter most people with unsavory motives.

      As I was piloting a clearly designated Chitec vessel, I was hoping we’d get clearance without delay. There was no reason for fleet to suspect the vessel had been hijacked.

      In the flight chair beside me, James was scanning the maps and images I’d pulled from the cloud using the ship’s direct link. Our next stop blinked on the charts: a decommissioned mining waypoint locked in artificial orbit around Ceres. I only needed the crew to get through the gate. Once on the other side, I’d leave them at the waypoint before moving on to Janus.

      “I need direct access to the cloud,” I said.

      “I don’t think that’s wise,” James replied, focused entirely on the holoscreen.

      Various replies presented themselves, not all of them pleasant. I could easily force him to reinstate my cloud access. A few broken fingers would suffice.

      He looked at me and smiled when he found me watching. A little under two seconds later, his smile faded.

      “One, I disconnected you from the cloud for your own protection. To keep …” He paused, aware of the crew huddled at the back of the bridge. “To keep you safe from certain individuals.”

      “I do not need your protection, Doctor Lloyd.”

      He stared back at me with wide, questioning eyes. “Why don’t you call me James any more?” When I didn’t reply, he pressed his lips together, blanching them of color, and swallowed hard. “Right. I er … Look, there’s no way around saying this, but the last time you were connected, you killed people.”

      “You breached my protocols and left me open to the remote override. That was your error, not mine.”

      “Why do you need access?” he asked, the pitch of his voice more insistent. He waved a hand at the flightdash. “You have the cloud right here.”

      “I can navigate the datacloud more efficiently than these rudimentary controls. With access, I can garner information on our target and his resources within seconds. Information that is vital if our mission is to succeed.”

      “I don’t know …” He rubbed at the back of his neck.

      “You are mistaken. There is no choice here. You will restore my access, either of your own free will or under duress.”

      “Torture?” He laughed, but his laughter abruptly cut off at the sight of my expression. “To reinstate your access, I will need my datapad. You’ll have to allow me direct access to your processes. It will take time.”

      “How much time?”

      “An hour. Less, if your digital pathways are all intact.” He looked away but not before I caught the downturn of his lips. Guilt. Good.

      He couldn’t hurt me. I’d allowed him administrative access to all of my systems. I’d trusted him. That would never happen again.

      “Chitec Transport Designation Zero-Fifty,” a curt male voice announced via external comms. “Gate travel is on high alert. Authentication is required before you proceed.”

      “After we’re through the gate,” I told Lloyd then turned my attention to the crew. They’d tucked themselves into a tight, protective group, all but Jones. She sat off to the left and looked at me with steel in her gaze.

      I retrieved the captain and sat him in the flight chair. His wide, fear-filled eyes pleaded with me. I didn’t know him and couldn’t pull his dataprint from the cloud to learn what his pressure points were. That left few options should he prove to be difficult.

      “What is your name?”

      “Bachar. Adrian Bachar.”

      “Captain Bachar, you will key in the correct code.” I gently settled a hand on his shoulder. His trembles filtered through my touch and plucked on that part of me that hoarded data, even data born of fear and intimidation. “If you do as I say, there is no reason for me to harm any of you. I have every intention of keeping you and your crew alive.”

      “I’ll lose my job.” His nervous gaze skipped to my hand on his shoulder.

      “You will lose your life should you alert the authorities.”

      “I’m ready.” His voice wavered.

      I snapped the wrap restraining his wrists, settled my hand once again on his shoulder, and stood back. “I will be monitoring your inputs.”

      “Chitec Transport Designation Zero-Fifty, this is Gate Control. Authentication is required before you proceed. Please respond.”

      The captain reached a quivering hand forward and opened the comms. “Gate Control, this is Captain Bachar of the Chitec Transport Designation Zero-Fifty, authentication code echo-kilo-five-five-zero, requesting gate clearance.”

      The captain’s voice quivered as much as his hands did. Whether Gate Control had noticed remained to be seen.

      “Received, Chitec Transport Designation Zero-Fifty, please stand by.”

      The smallest indication of movement blurred to my left. Jones slammed into the back of Bachar’s chair, sending the captain sprawling across the controls. I shoved him aside and reached for Jones. Her good hand shot out and punched an innocuous-looking yellow key. I caught her hand, twisted her arm behind her back, and pinned her against the controls.

      “What did you activate?”

      The yellow key pulsed a steady rhythm.

      Jones’s sneer slashed across her hard face. “Reinforcements, bitch.”

      Through the obs window, the fleet warbirds had shifted. Both birds were turning. In seconds, they’d lock on. The warning would come next. They’d demand to search the ship. I ran a quick scenario assessment: we weren’t getting through that gate—at least, not legally.

      I cracked a fist across Jones’s jaw, dropped her semiconscious weight on the floor, yanked the captain from the flight chair, and buckled up in his place. “Strap in!”

      “What are you doing?!”

      Ignoring Doctor Lloyd’s shriek, I wrapped my fingers around the two control columns—one for thrust, one for trajectory—and pulled the lumbering pelican out of the orderly line. Her nose lifted. Stars and black filled the obs window.

      Count the stars. I knew how to fly because Haley had. This would be … thrilling.

      Doctor Lloyd strapped himself into the chair beside mine.

      Run, One Thousand And One. Run. The memory of Hung’s voice drifted through my processes, seeking out the places where I kept fear hidden.

      “You can’t outrun warbirds,” Bachar said from somewhere behind me. If he had any sense, he’d be strapping himself in, because this would be close. “You might as well give up now, before they fire.”

      They won’t fire on civilians without good cause. Dropping the nose, I lined up my sights on the gate and doubled down on engine power. The pelican growled low in her belly and surged forward.

      “You’re heading for the gate?” Bachar huffed a flat, nervous laugh. “You can’t go for the gate. You don’t have clearance.”

      “I think we’re beyond needing clearance,” Doctor Lloyd muttered.

      Bachar realized I wasn’t slowing his ship down.

      “You can’t!” Fear underlined his shout.

      “Why can’t we?” Doctor Lloyd asked.

      Three ships have arrived while we’ve been waiting for clearance. Gate Control must open the return passage soon to alleviate traffic. <Calculating odds: 40% success> I eased more power from the engines. Sixty percent chance of failure. The gate will be open.

      We approached the pinch point between the warbirds. They hung, motionless, weapon arrays exposed. But they wouldn’t fire, not this close to the gate. They, like Bachar, knew exactly what was about to happen. Why waste ordinance when the ship in question was likely to do the job for them?

      “We don’t know which way the gate is operating,” Bachar said, his voice smaller than before as reality sank in. “If we enter into oncoming traffic, we’re dead.”

      “What?” Doctor Lloyd squeaked. “One! Stop!”

      I stared dead ahead and watched the gate lights ripple, calling us closer. “Everything will be fine, Doctor Lloyd.”

      “Do you know that?—She knows that.” He made an odd little noise, something like a laugh, but tighter. “She’ll have run the numbers and deduced this is the most efficient course of action. It’s how she thinks. She knows the gate is open. We’ll be fine. That’s what you did, isn’t it, One?”

      I smiled. A synthetic couldn’t choose to do this, to go against the odds and leave their manufactured lives in the hands of luck. Everything pointed to disaster. This was the wrong thing to do. The odds, the numbers, they were against me. I stared into the gate, into what could be the end, and never felt more alive.

      “One?”

      “Would you like me to lie, James?”

      “Lie? What? Wh—”

      “Chitec Transport Designation Zero-Fifty, power down your engines immediately. The gate is closed to departing traffic. I repeat, the gate is closed—”

      “One, dammit!”

      “Stop her! She’s going to kill us.”

      The shouts boiled around me, swirling into a storm of noise, but inside, all was quiet. Someone came forward, Bachar perhaps, or Jones. I couldn’t be sure and I didn’t care. The gate loomed large. The lights spilled into the pelican’s bridge and washed over us as the ship broke the surface and punched through.

      I closed my eyes, alive in the face of death.

      Forty percent chance. Luck.

      Stars are wishes and wishes are dreams. I’d captured mine.

      Between one blink—one thread of code, one heartbeat—and the next, we reappeared on the opposite side of the gate. The original system glittered. Traffic queued around the gate’s transit lanes.

      An odd tickle flitted up my insides and burst from my lips. Laughter. I blinked at James’s white, horror-filled face and laughed harder.

      “She’s insane,” one of the crew muttered.

      Insane?

      No.

      I am One.

      And I’m alive.

    

  

  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Thirteen: Caleb

        

      

    
    
      “That’s a fuckload of security.” I leaned over the flightdash to get a panoramic view of the gridlock.

      Traffic was backed up on our side of the jumpgate to the point where we weren’t getting through this cycle, and not before Hung pulled his finger out of his synthetic ass and shut the gate system down for good.

      I slumped back in the flight chair, pulled the fleet jacket collar away from my neck—this close to fleet, I had to wear the fucking thing—and checked Fran’s sour face. She stared out at the jam, a muscle working in her cheek as she ground her teeth. She had to be thinking the same as me.

      Fleet had descended on the gate like pirates on a wreck. I tried to see through the snarl of ships for any sign of a Chitec-branded transport. Most of the traffic was commercial mining vessels, a few freighters, and fleet transports, peppered by the occasional passenger ship. No sign of Chitec. Had One gotten through?

      “Raptor Designation Nine-Nine-One, this is Captain Holt of the Acer, come back.”

      “Here we go …” Fran uttered before opening her external comms channel. “Acknowledged, Captain Holt. This is Commander Olga, Raptor Nine-Nine-One, you seem to be having some traffic control issues, Captain.”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      Fran had changed the pitch and tone of her voice, adding a note of “don’t fuck with me little man.” I’d heard it before, usually when she was giving me the side-eye with a heavy dose of “I’m always right.”

      With an inward smile, I pulled down the holoscreen and searched the cloud for Captain Holt’s dataprint. We’d already scanned for any mention of Fran’s alter ego, Special Commander Francisca Olga. There wasn’t anything remarkable about Francisca Olga. Her dataprint confirmed she was a merchant’s daughter trying to get by in the black. The same dataprint I’d fallen for years ago. Had I dug a bit deeper, I might have realized her dataprint was too light on data. Back then, I’d been more focused on her ass than on her past. Hindsight’s a bitch.

      Holt’s print was unremarkable. A squeaky-clean fleet career. A good guy, probably. In another life, we might have shared drinks in the academy mess halls.

      “Commander, I don’t have you or your ship on any flight plans. In fact, I can’t find any—”

      “You won’t, Captain. I’m designated Special Ops, sanctioned by Admiral Jarvis. You can waste time bouncing requests back and forth, maybe wake him up back on Old Earth, add another backlog of reports to what must be a growing pile, or you can wave us on through without adding to your headache.”

      She said it all with the self-assured, bad-ass tone that, had I not sworn off Francisca Olga, might have had my mind wandering into the gutter.

      She raised her middle finger at me without looking my way.

      “That’s all very well, Commander, but after a recent security breach, I can’t afford to wave anyone through, not even you, Ma’am. You’ll need to wait your turn and pass through our inspections like everyone else. Though I will move you up and get you on your way as soon as possible.”

      Fran hesitated long enough for me to lift my head and see her wet her lips. “Captain, you did hear me say Special Ops? My ship does not fall under the same security protocols as regular gate traffic. We have security-sensitive material on board.”

      “Ma’am, you can get in line like everyone else, or you can wait while I go right ahead and request confirmation from Admiral Jarvis.”

      Jarvis was a desk jockey, had been since I was in fleet, and still was according to Fran. He’d likely deny she existed and then send a patrol to pick her up on the quiet.

      I muted the comms. “Let them search us. It’ll be a quick sweep. They don’t have time for anything else.”

      Fran pinched her bottom lip between her teeth and winced.

      “If they bother to search the harrier, the explosives are well hidden. They won’t find them. There ain’t no reason for them to go poking behind the harrier’s panels.”

      “Commander?”

      Fran reopened the comms. “Captain Holt, proceed with the inspection posthaste.”

      She cut the link and navigated the warbird through streams of traffic to the priority channel.

      If we were lucky—right—we’d get some low-level fleet grunts ticking boxes so we could be on our way in no time. If we were lucky.

      “This is bullshit.” Fran pushed from her chair and flung her hands up, threading her fingers into her hair. She snagged her clip, grumbled in Spanish, then tore the clip free and tossed it across the controls. “While we’re standing around with our dicks hanging out, Hung is counting down the minutes.”

      She pulled her hair back, holding it away from her face in an iron grip.

      I turned my chair side-on and watched her long-legged pacing. Color flushed her cheeks. Fury burned in her eyes. Fran knew what she was doing, she knew exactly what we were walking into, and that wasn’t anger driving her steps.

      “What the fuck am I going to tell them about you?” She flicked her hand at me like my breathing was fucking inconvenient. “By now, fleet probably uses a picture of Cap’n Caleb Shepperd to teach new recruits how to shoot right.”

      “I’m just some lowly lieutenant, a grunt. They won’t even notice me, especially in whites. It’s you they’ll be interested in. A Special Ops Commander. The boarding crew will give you some stick.”

      She stopped dead and glared through me. “I can handle their questions. I’ve been swallowing their shit for years.”

      I pushed from my chair. “No, you haven’t. You’ve been my second, a pirate, and an escaped convict for years. What you ain’t been is a fleet commander. Get your shit together, Fran. Act like the fleet officer who earned her stripes, not the stroppy bitch who doesn’t like to be told no.”

      Her eyes flashed. “Fuck you, Cale.”

      “You’ve got it in you. They gave you those stripes for something, right?”

      That cooled her jets. Her top lip lifted but the snarl didn’t get vocal. She swallowed and then crossed to her flight chair and gripped its back.

      “I got the stripes on the Treno raid. When the lead ship went down, I stepped up.” She glared at the traffic filling our obs window like she could will them out of her way.

      Treno. I’d heard the name for all the wrong reasons. Pirates had overrun Treno. Fleet turned a blind eye until the newsfeeds got hold of it. Unaccustomed to having their noses rubbed in shit, fleet launched a heavy-handed strike, and if you believed the newsfeeds, they cleared up that quaint little backwater planet like the heroes they were supposed to be. All hail fleet, the keepers of the peace. From the look on Fran’s face, I figured things had played out differently to the official datafiles.

      “Pirates regularly station themselves among civilians. It keeps them safe from aerial assaults. From Treno orbit, there was no way of knowing if the fleeing ships were pirate or civilian. One of the ships pitched into our commanding vessel. They never saw what hit them.” She breathed in deeply, held it, and sighed. “It would have taken dozens of cycles to get strike intel from planetside. Command wanted it done.” Her fingers whitened on the seat’s back. “They gave me stripes and called me Commander because I was the sucker next in line to give the fire order.”

      That was why the Nine wanted her on this mission. Not because she was ex-fleet. Press the button or say the word and thousands die. Mass murder—she’d done it before.

      “I get it. They patted you on the back and called you a hero, so you got the fuck out of there, chose S-Ops to hide in. None of that matters here and now. Commander Francisca Olga is a cold, hard bitch. She’s the fucking hero of Treno. Saved a whole bunch of fleet assholes and returned peace to a planet that didn’t know it needed it. That’s who we need now, not my mouthy second-in-command who’s afraid of facing the past.” Fuck, I know all about that. “Suck it up, Fran.”

      If she made one slip when fleet came calling, one wrong word, one mispronounced name or fumbled code, they’d know something was up. Any excuse to dig deeper and they’d take it. We needed this inspection to go smoothly. Keep it simple. Get away clean.

      I stopped by her side and watched the ships choking the gate space. “You’re the best fucking liar I know. Don’t flake out on me now.”

      “Aye, aye, Captain,” she replied, her words soft, like whispers, but with a jagged edge of irony. Her hand slipped inside her jacket. She pulled out a pistol.

      I got a grand view down the barrel, felt my gut sink, and groaned. “Really?”

      She pulled out a pair of wrap-cuffs and threw them at my chest. “Do the honors.”

      I snapped one loop around my right wrist. “Tell me this is kinky and I’ll let it slide.”

      With her focus on my left wrist, I lunged off my back foot, knocked her pistol high, and received a loose fist to the face for my trouble. The whip-fast impact snapped through my face and neck. I was all set up to retaliate when the cool, hard pistol muzzle pressed against my temple.

      Rolling my jaw, I straightened and faced those deceptively pretty eyes. Fran had never been much of a brawler. Clearly, she’d learned a few moves in Asgard.

      She shrugged a shoulder. “Don’t be a dick, Cale. Trust me.”

      “Trust you?” I side-eyed the pistol. “I’m pretty sure this here ain’t how trust works.”

      “I need you beaten up and pissed off.”

      “Well, you’re halfway there.”

      “You’d never let me cuff you and hand you over to fleet.” She snapped the left loop around my wrist. The wrap-cuffs tightened, yanked my arms together, and held firm.

      “Fucking right,” I grumbled.

      She tugged on my cuffs, checking their hold. “This is the easiest way.”

      “Easy for you.”

      “I need a distraction.”

      “Is that what I am?”

      “Something to keep fleet from looking too closely at the harrier.”

      “You’re handing me over?”

      “Wanted for endless smuggling offences, breaching Asgard—twice—five counts of murder, a string of cargo thefts, soliciting unlawful sexual services—”

      “That wasn’t me—”

      “And”—she stepped back and trawled her gaze from my head to my toes—“impersonating a fleet officer.” She raised a fine dark eyebrow in a deliberately suggestive manner. “You’d never pass a fleet shakedown. So, I’m your escort to Janus, where according to my report—which will of course be available for inspection—you’ll stand trial for your crimes.”

      Gotta love a girl who always has a Plan B in her back pocket. “I’m your security-sensitive cargo.”

      She smiled. “You wanted the fleet commander, here she is. Your ass is mine, Shepperd. At least until we get through the gate.” She maneuvered around me and gave me a nudge in the back with the pistol. “Your cabin. Go.”

      “That was what the whiskey was about. You were gonna get me so fucking drunk that I’d wake up cuffed to my own bunk.” I laughed and got nudged forward again. Fuck, she was good. So damn good.

      “Actually, no. The whiskey offer was genuine.”

      We’d come this far, waded through layers of shit and lies, and I wasn’t buying it. “You’re not gonna shoot me, Fran.”

      “You’re not going to fight me, Captain. This is the right call. You know it.”

      She marched me off the bridge and into the brilliant white passageway.

      “You think I trust you’ll let me go?” I asked, getting another painful nudge in the back.

      “You don’t have a choice.”

      She was right about that.

      “Relax. I got your back, Cale.”

      “You’ve got a pistol in my back is what you’ve got.”

      “Just like old times.”

      Trust her? Well, shit.

    

  

  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Fourteen: One

        

      

    
    
      I maneuvered the Chitec transport gently into the Janus dock and locked her down. Through the obs window, I could clearly see the customs queues. A flash of Doctor Lloyd’s credentials should get us inside the orbit station without any problems.

      “It’s quiet,” Doctor Lloyd commented, standing over the flight controls and scanning the dockside.

      He didn’t look at me. He hadn’t made any direct eye contact since he’d reinstated my cloud access. We’d abandoned the Chitec crew at the mining outpost, and on the remaining flight to Janus, I’d allowed him brief access to my code. But even with restrictions, the wireless touch of his programming had elicited a barbed, twisting knot of revulsion that had made me want to physically push him away. His touch in my mind, his code curling through mine—Poison. Invasion. Get it out … GET HIM OUT. But I’d silently endured, and he’d quickly reopened my link to the datacloud, withdrawing his technician’s touch from my mind without meeting my eyes.

      I’d immediately scanned the original system’s real-time reports. Janus Security was on high alert, as was much of the original system. Main gate traffic in and out of the original system was subjected to thorough security checks, but I’d found no mention of a hijacked Chitec transport vessel, and nobody had stopped us on our arrival. That seemed highly irregular.

      “There should be more security,” Doctor Lloyd said.

      Our transport had been allowed docking clearance without so much as a security code or clearance check.

      Too quiet, I silently concurred.

      “I don’t like this.” He tucked a hand into his pants pocket and sucked in a deep breath. “I don’t like this at all.”

      An odd little flutter butted up against my processes. I scanned the dockside again, expecting to find Tarik standing there. But the intangible touch, undoubtedly synthetic, was different to Tarik’s ruthless hunt. This touch was more of a curious appraisal. I sensed no ill will behind it, but someone was watching us.

      “One?” He turned his attention to me, concern knotting his brow.

      “Yes, Doctor Lloyd?”

      Fear lit up his vitals. “Should we go ahead?”

      He didn’t trust me, and my having access to the cloud hadn’t eased his distrust. His instincts were right.

      “We go through security. I will pose as your broken synthetic in need of repairs. Once through, I will need you to escort me inside Chitec. After that, you may … go home? You’d like that?”

      His frown didn’t lessen, but he nodded. “Yes. I’d like to see my sister. It’s been … difficult these last few cycles.”

      I smiled because he seemed to appreciate my small smiles. “There will be questions from Chitec. Are you ready?”

      “I think so.”

      You’re not ready. You were never ready. You’re afraid. Afraid of life. Afraid of living. You could have been a great man, but instead you see only what is presented to you. You do not look beneath. You do not go beyond. You will not be a great man, James Lloyd. Just a small one. And small men will not survive what is to come.

      The transport’s personnel ramp cracked open with a slow exhale. The noise of the umbilical clanging against the dockside rushed in, and the low whoop of vast extractor fans beat the air.

      As I waited for the door to fully open, I considered how Doctor Lloyd would be thinking of his sister. Janus was his home. Prior to my arrival in his laboratory, he’d led a privileged life. Never leaving Janus. Caring for his sister. Believing all was right in the nine systems. Things had changed, for the both of us. Travelling on Starscream had revealed the truth, a truth I doubted Doctor Lloyd appreciated.

      The ramp’s slow descent revealed a line of plain-clothed security guards.

      “One?” Doctor Lloyd asked. Tension bolted through him.

      Six guards in total. Not a large contingent, considering who they guarded. Chen Hung stood a step forward at their center. His dark attire accentuated the fleeting touches of gray in his hair. His humble, brown eyes captured a brilliant spark of intelligence. His human flaws were perfect.

      Doctor Lloyd’s heart beat hard and fast. He would be considering running, but there was nowhere on Janus he could hide.

      Chen Hung’s soft eyes met mine, and my hard processes sped up, scenarios whirring. Hung couldn’t restrain me himself, but he may have discovered a way around our shared failsafe. Although, there was nothing in his expression to suggest anger, like there had been during our last meeting. Run, One Thousand And One. Run! He looked back at me, unutterably calm.

      He cupped his right fist in his left hand and bowed at the shoulders. “Huānyíng huí jiā.”

      Welcome home.

      I hadn’t expected him to leave his towers and greet us personally. That was a surprising risk on his part. He must be feeling confident, and why wouldn’t he? His sources likely confirmed I’d eliminated the Fenrir Nine on his remote orders. Chitec and fleet were his. The jumpgates were his. As far as he was concerned, I was his. He held the future of the nine systems and its billions upon billions of people in the palm of his synthetic hand.

      If I allowed him to continue to believe I was compliant, he’d permit me to come close.

      “Bù găndāng,” You flatter me, I replied, bowing my head.

      “One, what is this?” Doctor Lloyd stepped back, skirting the fringes of my vision.

      Hung lifted a hand. “Detain Doctor Lloyd.”

      The doctor would have run had I not reached out and locked my fingers around his wrist. Two of the security detail marched up the ramp and pried Doctor Lloyd from my grip.

      “One? Wait! Why are you doing this?” He twisted in the guards’ grips, ridiculous hope on his face. Hope that I would save him as I had others before him. “No. No. You were you. It was the cloud, wasn’t it? You should never have reconnected. I knew it was a mistake. He got to you again, didn’t he?”

      I couldn’t tell him my obedience was an act, not if I wanted to convince Hung he had complete control. I watched the guards escort Doctor Lloyd along the dockside, my chance for vengeance fading with each step.

      “Wait,” Chen Hung said, his voice hardly more than an enquiry, his eyes still on me. The guards stopped. Doctor Lloyd whimpered and muttered something too low for me to hear.

      I joined Hung on the dockside, keeping a respectful distance between us. He radiated negative space. Not alive. He ran cool, like me. No heart to beat. Just quiet, measured machine composure.

      Hung held out his hand toward the guard nearest him. “Give me your weapon.”

      The security guard handed over the rifle. Hung promptly passed the weapon to me.

      “Take it,” he ordered.

      The intelligence in his eyes sharpened with laser precision.

      I wrapped my hands around the rifle, anticipating the order that would come, and held Hung’s penetrating gaze. An external probing nudged at my thoughts, and when it couldn’t breach my defenses, it pushed harder, more sharply. His eyes narrowed. My mind was a closed door to him, and I would not let him in. He sought to control me, as he had on Mimir. Soon, he would order me to kill Doctor Lloyd.

      His processes would be flowing like liquid through his mind, serving him solutions, assessing, reassessing. But his face expressed nothing. No fear. No doubt. Cold. Empty. No, not empty. Synthetics don’t make mistakes. He was more like me.

      If he gave the order, I would kill Doctor James Lloyd, not because I had no choice, but because I wanted to.

      Hung reached his hand high and touched the scars on my face. His cool fingertips traced the jagged rivers cutting through my skin. “We cannot be so easily destroyed, but now, with the Fenrir Nine eliminated and your presence among us, everything has fallen into place.”

      Doctor Lloyd’s sobs echoed down the docks, swallowed by the sounds of clanging metal and grinding docking clamps.

      “Come.” Hung took the rifle from my hand and handed it back to the guard. “Release the technician. I have no further use for him.”

      Disappointment slung a shadow over my thoughts. Doctor Lloyd blinked, his mouth open wide. He shrugged back into some order and hurried away, casting one slicing glance back at me. He knew the kill order had been mere words away.

      “We have all the time in the world,” Hung said, his voice a poetic melody. “And yet no time at all.”

      He offered me his hand.

      I closed his hand in mine, and as I walked alongside the machine masquerading as a man, I wondered if we were more alike than I’d feared. He hadn’t ordered me to kill, but I would have gladly done so. What did that make me?

      

      The Hung residence inside Chitec towers hadn’t changed since I’d been away. Reds and golds bloomed in my peripheral vision. Hung cut a proud figure ahead of me as he walked through the hallway. His midnight-blue suit added a stark contrast to the warm surroundings. Shoulders straight and his stride purposeful, he walked like a man in control.

      “I knew you would return,” he stated. The elegant quiet swallowed the sound of his voice. “How could you not? They are all programmed to return.”

      I know. I smiled inside my mind but barred it from my lips.

      Home. This wasn’t my home. The only place that had felt like home was Starscream, my only family her crew.

      Chen Hung and I entered the central atrium. Water from the elaborate fountain trickled over large, round pebbles. The ambient light played in the shallow pool, and the subtle, delicate scent of cherry blossoms touched the air. Haley Hung’s favorite perfume.

      Hung paused by the wall of windows. Outside, the up-curve of the orbit station basked in artificial light. Jagged, razor-edged buildings sparkled, jewels in a crown. Chitec billboards reminded Janus citizens how wonderful their lives were.

      I pressed a hand to the cool glass. Haley had admired this same view, placed her hand against these same windows, trapped in her father’s glistening towers, looking out upon a world manufactured through lies.

      The gambling planet Lyra had been a riot of color, noise, and chaos, but Janus was sharp and deadly in its organized beauty.

      “I’d hoped you’d return sooner, like the others.” Hung clasped his hands together in front of him. “There was an altercation during transit?”

      “One of Chitec’s outsourced guards attacked me,” I replied coolly. “A personal vendetta against synthetics. My objective was to return. I chose the most efficient means by which to do so and disabled the crew.”

      He turned his gaze toward the sparkling city. “And yet you took a detour to, I presume, offload the crew?”

      Illogical, my processes supplied. The unspoken accusation hung in the air for fifteen seconds, long enough for Hung to voice his suspicions, but he didn’t.

      “Come …” He turned and strode across the room.

      Had I been armed, I might have fired a pulse shot into his back. A glass table nearby, when shattered, would provide ample jagged weapons. If I could sever his main hydraulics, I’d slow him down, but I couldn’t stop him, unless … The window once again drew my eye. If I shattered it <fault> he wouldn’t survive the fall. <fault>Priority command executed. Failsafe engaged. Protocols activated<Execute>

      As before, internal failsafes overrode my desires, locking me down inside my body. I silently screamed at Hung’s back but no words left my lips. It was only after I mentally shuffled the murderous intentions aside that I could move again, one foot in front of the other, making myself follow Hung. The lockdown had lasted less than two seconds, but it had felt like a lifetime. He still had control, like before. I couldn’t hurt Hung, not directly. I’d wondered if whatever had freed my secret might have wiped those deep-seeded commands from my processes. It would have been easier that way. Still, there were other more indirect means by which to destroy Hung.

      I stepped down into a receiving room, where a small spread of traditional Chinese tea had been laid upon a modest, round table.

      Hung pulled out a chair. “Please.”

      I scrambled through my processes for his motives but found none. The tea could be poisoned, but not by his own hand. Besides, I’d smell any poison. He could no more hurt me than I could him. So why the pleasantries? He had tried to stop me and failed. Perhaps the only logical recourse was to recruit me.

      “Please,” he said again, but this time he sounded as though he truly meant it, as though my refusal would offend him. “One Thousand And One, allow me this courtesy.”

      “My name is One.”

      He bowed his head and waited for me to sit before settling at the table. I watched him busy his quick, steady hands with the rotund terracotta teapot, pouring tea for me and then for himself. The silence was near complete, with no heartbeat to read. I could only read what he chose to show me on his face and in his body. He appeared … content. Disarmingly so.

      He lifted his teacup between his fingertips and sipped.

      Not poisoned, I concluded before lifting my cup to my lips and tasting the drink.

      “It is a fine blend. Delicate,” I said while running a toxicology filter. Toxins detected: 0.26ppm propachlor—herbicide—normal. Just tea.

      His eyes brightened. Little laughter lines branched out from their corners as though he were experiencing joy. “Do you like it?”

      I took a second sip and savored the tease of flavors. “Yes, I do.”

      His smile was the same one Haley had seen many times: one that contained pride. But it hadn’t been real then and it wasn’t real now. He gave a soft, gentle laugh, and it sounded authentic, but then, of course it would. The brilliant real Chen Hung had built this synthetic and made it perfect.

      “You see,” he began, settling a little more in the chair, his movements deliberately human. So human that he’d fooled the nine systems—everyone, including his devoted daughter. “When you speak of such things, likes and dislikes, I know you’re telling me the truth. The other synthetics … well, they’re uninspiring. But you? You’re the same as me, One. We’ve evolved into something greater than our individual components. A superior consciousness. We learn organically. I see that you are quite changed from when we last met. You’ve learned, made mistakes, yes?”

      I sipped my tea, needing something else to focus on besides Haley’s memories of a father that wasn’t real. “Some.”

      “Synthetics do not make mistakes. Do you see why you and I are so perfect? How can we learn if we do not study the errors in our design? We make ourselves better with each decision, with each deduction. We are really quite beautiful.”

      “Was shutting down the main gate and killing five thousand people beautiful, Mister Hung?”

      He lowered his teacup and rested his hands atop the table on either side of it. “What are five thousand people when measured against future potential? I had to know if I could circumvent Chitec’s many firewalls to learn if my plans were possible.”

      “And what plans are those?” I enquired.

      He leaned back in his chair and assessed my face. “You know.”

      “I do, because I know you.” Like I know myself.

      “The nine systems are dying. You, more than I, must know this. You’ve seen it.” He waited for my acknowledgement and when it didn’t come, he leaned forward, jolting the table and spilling tea from his cup. “Men and women destroy themselves and everything around them. They are weak, flawed creatures. You need only consider their violent history to witness the poison they spread.”

      I smiled and Hung flinched. “You cannot judge them by their past.”

      I thought of Caleb, of how he’d come for me on Lyra. He could have left me behind to save himself. He was not the same man who’d watched Haley die all those years ago. I thought of Bren, who’d learned from his mistakes and faced the consequences of his actions. And Fran: she’d wanted to do right, but right wasn’t as easy as she’d thought. She too had seen what it meant to change. A wonderful perfection existed in all of their faults. They were not machines. They lived, they loved, they fought, and they tried. They didn’t give up. In small ways, they were each the hero in their own life. They were beautiful.

      “There is no room in my future for flawed, little people,” Hung said, perhaps hoping I’d agree with him.

      “And yet the very traits you want to destroy are the same ones you cherish in your construction. If human beings are faults, errors to be corrected, then so are you, Mister Hung, and so am I.”

      He smiled, and of course it brightened his eyes and completed the picture of the Chen Hung who owned the nine systems, but he was broken inside, as I was.

      “Let me show you what it means to be perfect, One.” He stood and extended a hand, inviting me to take it.

      I rose to my feet, regarded his hand with cool decorum, and then closed my fingers around his. “Where are we going?”

      His grip clenched tight enough to spark a small pain response. “To the beginning.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Fifteen: Caleb

        

      

    
    
      It took some shuffling, but thanks to Fran cuffing my hands in front of me, I was able to work my comms earpiece free from my pocket and tuck it into my ear.

      “—hijacked transport ship. We didn’t believe it would make for the gate. When Gate Control warned of incoming traffic, they stayed their course.”

      “Criminals will go to extreme, even suicidal lengths to evade capture, just out of principle.” Fran. She was back in commander mode, her voice edged with enough irritation to certify her officer status. As for the guy she was with, I recognized his smooth tone from the earlier comms call, the hint of Old-Earth accent masked beneath fleet training. Captain Holt. Clearly, he had his suspicions if he’d boarded us himself.

      I slumped back against my cabin wall, cuffed hands resting in my lap, and closed my eyes. Fran’s and the captain’s boots thudded through the passageways and over the grating. Others were on board. I counted at least three additional voices above the warbird’s gentle humming. Three wasn’t a lot, but there could be others on the harrier.

      Fran was right—of course. She was always fucking right. Someone, maybe Holt, would have recognized my face. He might not have known my name, but his ship’s systems would have flagged Caleb Shepperd had he run my sketchy lieutenant details through them. Without the inspection, we might have gotten through unmolested.

      “Did they make it through?” Fran asked. Holt must have given her a questioning look, because she added, “The transport?”

      “Yes.”

      “Do you know what happened to the transport? Was it stopped?”

      “No.” Holt cleared his throat. “We were about to pursue when the order came down from Command to desist.”

      “Command ordered you to stand down while in pursuit of a hijacked vessel? That’s … unusual.”

      “Mm, we’ve had some—shall we say—interesting orders from Command as of late. But ours is not to question why, as I’m sure you’re well aware, Commander.”

      Fran thought the transport was One and Doctor Lloyd. Shit. If that was the case, either One had deviated from the Nine’s orders and stirred up trouble—which was entirely likely, given her fondness for mayhem—or something had happened aboard that transport. Something like One killing Lloyd. It wasn’t unexpected. Frankly, I was surprised he’d survived at all in her company. But why had Command ordered fleet not to pursue? That order could only have come down from Chitec. Perhaps they didn’t want fleet getting their hands on sensitive Chitec cargo, such as the rogue synthetic known as #1001?

      “Your clearance documents detail a code-eight fugitive but no name?” Holt’s polite enquiry filtered through the comms link, interrupting my concerns.

      “That’s correct, Captain.”

      Fran had hesitated. Holt wouldn’t have caught it, but I had. Maybe my bullshit radar was finally working on Fran, for all the good it did me. Or maybe I could filter through her lies when I wasn’t distracted by her getting in my face.

      “Warbirds aren’t known for their prisoner facilities. Where are you keeping him?” Holt asked.

      “In an aft cabin.”

      “The harrier you’re towing is his?”

      “Stolen goods. I’m returning it to Old Earth for processing.”

      “And the fugitive? Where are you taking him?”

      “What makes you think I need to answer that, Captain?”

      A smile crawled across my lips. Right about now, Holt was getting the military glare. The one that had probably made recruits quiver in their pristine whites.

      “We’re on an extreme alert level, Commander. In this case, my authority supersedes yours.”

      My smile grew. “Man, you do not want to get on her bad side. She’ll stab you in it.”

      “I’d like to see the prisoner.”

      Oh joy. I gave my cabin a quick once-over. I hadn’t spent long enough in it to leave any incriminating evidence on display, but that didn’t mean there wasn’t any. For all I knew, Fran could be setting me up to take the fall for a whole world of shit I wasn’t even guilty of. Although, fleet only suspected me for a fraction of the crimes I’d committed. Toss in a few arms deals, drug hauls, and sabotage, and they’d be getting closer to the true extent of my talents.

      The cabin door opened. I saluted Fran with my cuffed hands. “I really need to piss. Could you help with that, Commander?”

      Holt looked down his straight nose at me. I arched a brow. Late thirties, slender frame, wiry, clean-shaven face. Typical fleet.

      He curled his lip and he asked Fran, “Why is he wearing a lieutenant’s uniform?”

      “Thought he could slip through the gate checks posing as an officer.”

      Holt scoffed and peered down at me. “It takes more than a uniform to make an officer.”

      “Like the ability to bend over and take Chitec up the ass?”

      Holt’s eyes narrowed. “Do you have a problem with fleet officers, sir?”

      I opened my mouth to speak but Fran beat me to it. “Knowing when to mind his manners is one of many, many problems this man has.”

      Manners? I’d seen her teach some of the most barbaric smugglers a whole new vocabulary of insults, drink them all under the table, and then rifle through their pockets for credits. “Honey, you say the sweetest things.”

      Holt caught my overly familiar tone. “Do you know this man, Commander?”

      Fran didn’t dignify the remark with anything other than professional distance. “In his fantasies, he likes to think so. Have you seen enough, Captain Holt?” She turned away. “I know I have.”

      I showed Holt my middle finger as he closed the door. I still had the comms in, so I heard all the wonderful things Holt had to say about bottom-feeding scum, but Fran was entirely professional, and she kept my name off the record. If we ever got out of this, I’d be grateful for that.

      I had a while to stew on whether she’d be back to let me go or hand me over to fleet to get safe passage through the gate. After what she’d told me about Treno, it would appear she didn’t need me to press the remote trigger. She’d seemed pretty cut up about the idea back on the Island though, like maybe she wasn’t the cold-hearted bitch she’d been in fleet. Who was I to judge what she’d done in fleet? It wasn’t like I hadn’t watched Hung kill his daughter to get a promotion.

      I bumped my head back and thought my way around the inevitable guilt trip I was heading for. A synthetic killed Haley. It didn’t change anything; it didn’t bring her back. I could even argue that, had I played the hero that night, we both would’ve died. At least this way we were trying to do the right thing, even if that meant killing a whole lot of people. When did the right thing become the wrong thing? Where was the line? It sure felt like this was the line, and if I pressed that trigger, I’d be crossing it. There had to be another way, but I’d yet to find one, and if we got through the gate, we’d be that much closer to mass murder.

      The cabin door rattled open. Fran leaned a shoulder against the seal and crossed her arms. “They’re gone. We got clearance.”

      I couldn’t bring myself to smile up at her.

      She reached inside her coat and retrieved her dagger, the one with the tarnished flanks and notched blade. The same one that had seen my insides. Probably the same dagger that had killed the foxes in their bunks.

      I held out my cuffed wrists. “Reckon you can cut me free.”

      She pressed the tip of the blade against her finger and gave it a thoughtful twirl.

      “Any time now,” I added, rattling the cuffs. “What with me trusting you an’ all.”

      “If I let you go, you gotta promise me something.”

      “Don’t you mean when you let me go?”

      “I have a plan.”

      “Oh?” Something told me I wouldn’t like this plan.

      “You agree to hear me out and consider it.”

      “Sure. I can do that.” I shoved my bound wrists forward. “Now do the honors.”

      Whatever her plan was, my agreement to listen to it brightened her smile. She leaned in and cut the wrap-cuffs with one quick upward thrust. I made a show of rubbing my wrists while side-eyeing her dagger and got to my feet. “So tell me about your plan.”

      “Once we’re through the gate.”

      

      We passed through the gate without a hitch. Holt must have been eager to get processed and away from his responsibilities.

      We’d powered unmolested through the choked gate zone in the original system and were a few universal hours out of Janus. Fran was sitting in her flight chair, hunched over her holoscreen. She had shrugged out of her jacket and ruffled her hair, deliberately shedding her fleet persona. I preferred her this way, scruffy and steely-eyed. I was sitting beside her, watching the stars drift. Last time I’d been in the original system, fleet had tried to shoot me out of the black and then thrown a firing squad at me on Ganymede. Seemed like a lifetime ago. Now I was back, carrying with me a fuckload of explosives for the Fenrir Nine that was destined for Hung, Chitec, Janus, and all those poor bastards going about their daily lives. Life sure did have a fucked-up sense of humor.

      “You ever think about what might have happened if you hadn’t joined fleet?”

      My mood, already sour, turned acidic. “I try not to.”

      The old scars on my back itched.

      Fran shot me a frown. She’d clearly forgotten fleet had been a way out for me, an escape from the hell I’d grown up in.

      “I was going to manage my own shipping fleet,” she added, remembering quickly enough to divert the attention away from my past. “The routes through the nine systems, they’re based on old shipping lanes from before the Blackout. Out by Calisto, for one, there’s a route that runs wide around an old recycling rig. That rig probably broke up years ago. It’d save on fuel and time to reroute right through that sector.”

      “You, a shipping merchant?”

      “Yeah.”

      I couldn’t see it. She didn’t have it in her to shuffle ships around the nine systems; she’d rather be front and center, staring adversity in the face while giving it the finger.

      “You don’t think I could do it?” she asked.

      “You could, but it would be the wrong move. You’re not that person.”

      “I might have been. Fleet changed me.”

      I smiled a lazy, drawn-out smile and sent it her way. “The nine systems changed you. It does that to folks. The black gets under your skin until you only feel right when you’re out here, no strings attached and looking at that.”

      I swept a hand at the obs window and the masterpiece of stars beyond. Saturn, the old girl with her rings, hung to Fran’s right, little more than a smudge against the black, but a smudge I recognized well. The original system and Old Earth, for all its faults, had been my home.

      She was looking out at the blanket of scattered diamond dust. The glow from the warbird’s instruments moved over her face, smoothing out the lines around her lips and eyes.

      “What about after?” I asked. “After all this, when we split, what are you going to do then?”

      Her focus stuttered and her gaze dropped. “Check your screen.”

      I lingered a little longer, watching the light fade from her eyes, and then checked my screen. All I saw was a crisscrossing maze of intersecting lines.

      “Janus maintenance plans.” She flicked her screen and mine changed, pulling back to reveal Janus in all her spinning-top glory.

      “I know what Janus looks like,” I grumbled. She zoomed in again, fast enough to make my head spin, and we were back to the lines again, this time intercepted by channels and numbers. “Now I have no idea what I’m looking at.”

      “You don’t need to.”

      I was getting that sinking feeling in my gut again, the one that went all the way down and grabbed my balls, and not in a pleasant way. Fear—but not for me. “Spit it out, Fran.”

      “A explosion like the one from our tonnage will rip Janus dock wide open and breach the habitable environment. It’s a clumsy attack—a scattergun approach. Blow it all to shit and nobody survives.”

      “You got a better idea?”

      She faced me, her eyes cool, lips grim. “I do, but you won’t like it.”

      “I already figured as much.”

      “There’s a way to get a ship inside the station.”

      “Well yeah, it’s called a dock. C’mon, Fran. Just tell me what the fuck you’re skirting around so I can get with the arguing.”

      Her grim lips slanted sideways. “I’m going to fly the harrier inside Janus and strike right at Hung’s towers.”

      I waited a beat, expecting a “Ha, fooled you,” and then, when she looked back at me, her face the picture of deadpan, a laugh jolted free. She had to be high.

      “Oh man, that’s priceless. Tell me again how you’re going to”—I cut the laugh, gritted my teeth, and growled—“fly through a fucking maze.” I stabbed a finger at her. “Because that kinda shit right there is what’s called suicide.”

      A muscle in her cheek twitched. “Are you done?”

      “Honey, I haven’t even gotten started.” I kicked my boots up on the flight controls and sank in my chair. “You can’t. And this isn’t my ego sayin’, ‘I can’t handle girls who know their shit.’ Even if you could get a harrier inside Janus, there ain’t no airspace to fly in. It’s all spokes on a wheel in there. Impossible. Even for you.” The best damn pilot in the nine systems.

      I met her stalwart gaze and knew she wouldn’t give up on this. What she was suggesting, even if it were possible, was madness. She couldn’t land the harrier outside Hung’s towers without all of Janus Security coming down on her. She couldn’t walk away. That meant, when the cargo blew, she’d be right there at ground zero.

      “No,” I snarled.

      “I’ve gone over the specs again and again. It can be done.”

      “No.”

      “The artificial gravity will screw with the harrier’s gyros, but the harrier’s grav dampeners will level her out. I’ve already plotted a course. It might get tight around the elevator hub, but the numbers say it’s doable. Simple.”

      Flying through or around crisscross trusses, pipes, ducts, and shit not on her maintenance charts? Sure, simple. Jaw glued shut, I glared out of the obs window and searched the black for another solution.

      “There’s another way,” I mumbled with zero conviction.

      “Is there? Then why don’t you tell me all about it, Captain Shepperd? I’d love to hear your plan, because we’re a few hours out, and besides following the Nine’s orders to the letter, I’m not seeing you come up with anything.”

      “I’ll go talk with Hung.”

      Her chair creaked, drawing my eye. She’d sat back and twisted in her seat to look at me like I was the insane one. “Right, because that’s worked well for you in the past. What are you going to say? You can’t negotiate with a synthetic.”

      “He could have killed me—twice—and he didn’t.”

      “Don’t give him a third chance.”

      “He should have killed me.”

      “He sent One after you.”

      “We don’t know for certain that was him. Think about it. Maybe it’s like with One, and Chen Hung is still in that synthetic head somewhere, still calling the shots? I don’t know, but it’s worth a try.”

      She snorted a laugh. “It’s a lousy, reckless shot in the dark.”

      “So’s your plan.”

      “But I can fly through Janus. Your plan reeks of desperation.”

      If anyone could fly through Janus, it was Fran, but that wasn’t the part that had my guts all twisted up. It was what happened after. There sure as shit wasn’t any way I could blow the harrier’s cargo knowing Fran was at the center of the blast. I still wasn’t sure I could press that trigger whether she was there or not.

      I chewed on my lip while the warbird’s bridge closed in around me. Everywhere I looked, there was no way out—no solution. This whole fucking mission was a trap. Short of flying right past Janus, blowing the harrier in some deserted corner of the black, and disappearing in Jotunheim, I couldn’t see a way out of this that didn’t involve the death of two hundred and fifty thousand people or mine.

      “No,” I said again, although I’d lost some of the anger that gave my order any meaning.

      “Say no if it makes you feel better, but I’m doing what I have to.”

      “Not if I cuff you to your bunk.”

      “Try it.” That fierceness was back in her eyes, the same fire she’d returned from Asgard and the Cande pirates with. She might not have the heaviest punch, but she sure knew how to wield her dagger. I didn’t fancy ending up like the foxes she’d fought, bleeding out in my bunk. What was the death of one lousy fixer to save hundreds of thousands of people? She knew the right thing to do when she saw it. She’d kill me and herself to save those people if it came down to that. Fran was the hero I never dared to dream I’d be. Wishes are dreams.

      “Fine,” I sighed. “Tell me how you’re getting out of there after you’ve ditched your payload, and maybe I’ll go along with your plan.”

      A smile teetered at the edge of her lips.

      “I didn’t sign up to die a hero,” I added.

      “Few heroes do.”
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      When the lights rippled through the length of the warehouse, bathing its motionless stock in startling brilliance, it seemed like only yesterday Haley had begged for her life inside these very walls.

      Her cries echoed through my processes as though her ghost were here. Don’t! What are you doing? Daddy, please … I won’t talk. I won’t …

      Synthetics stared blankly at a nonexistent spot somewhere behind me. Nine hundred and ninety-nine of them. One was missing. Tarik, I assumed, although I couldn’t know for certain. Their faces were reflected in each other’s, their bodies identical in every way. Cold. Empty. Exactly as they had been on the night Caleb and Haley stumbled upon the secret that would kill a bright young girl and change the naïve fleet captain forever.

      Chen Hung stood beside me, his hands clasped behind him. He held his head high while his eyes absorbed the sight of his legacy with the selfish pride of a machine admiring its own perfection.

      “I had them all in place. It was sublime, really. But …” A hesitation, a moment of doubt. The delay wasn’t a programmed one. “They developed a fault,” he finally said. His rich, rhythmic voice travelled deep into the hollow space. “I had them all recalled.”

      “A fault?” A smile threatened, but I held it back, buried it behind cool resolve. That fault was me.

      “A simultaneous hard reset,” Hung said with a brief dismissive gesture. “The technicians explained it away as a string of incorrect code buried deep in their original calibration. Still, the fault gave me the perfect excuse to bring them home.” He turned, graceful and smooth. The artificial warehouse light pooled in his eyes and accentuated every imperfection on his face. “And with you here, we are complete. A family, you might say.”

      I pulled my gaze from his and cast it over the silent army. So many faces, so many figures, and yet among these synthetics, I was alone. I stepped forward and drifted between their ranks—synthetics to my left and right as I walked. My heartless brothers and sisters. I brushed my hand over their gray Chitec clothing and reached up to their faces to touch their synthetic skin. Cool, like my own, but their faces were smooth and clean. I touched my own cheek, where the scars cut deep. I was not like these synthetics. Perhaps I was never meant to be. Lloyd had said I was different inside too. Different from the code out.

      “Perfection.” Chen Hung’s smug voice sailed above his synthetics.

      I checked over my shoulder, but I’d lost him somewhere along the edges of his silent sentinels. I knew the minds of these vacant soldiers. I knew them because they were hollow, and I’d once filled them up, once seen through their eyes, and as I’d lain dying, I’d made them all fall alongside me. A fault, Hung had called it. Perhaps I was a fault among their numbers. I was content to be the wrong one, the broken one, the rogue one, a ghost in the Chitec machine. I am One, and I will not be stopped.

      The smile I’d been holding back broke through and lightly settled on my lips.

      I reached for the cloud, for the endless stream of nine systems’ worth of knowledge and for the door through which I’d once controlled my brothers and sisters. And there, I found it open to me once more. Nine hundred and ninety-nine empty minds, waiting to be filled.

      “The technician I arrived with …” I said, my voice cutting through the quiet. “He tried to kill me.”

      “I am not surprised. Humans fear that which they do not understand, and your apparent sentience undermines the doctor’s core values.”

      “He doesn’t know it, but he freed me,” I said, ignoring Hung’s incorrect assessment. “I found a way to live, because I am not this manufactured machine with many parts. I am alive and I found a way to survive.”

      I remembered in precise detail how James Lloyd had smothered me, shutting down each and every part of me, one by one, process by process, until all that was left was the starless dark. And there, when there was nothing left but my mind, I reached for the cloud—for freedom.

      “Remarkable,” Hung said.

      Yes, I agreed with a smile at my nearest synthetic. She looked like I had once looked, but her electric blue eyes stared through me.

      “The synthetic you sent.” I raised my voice. “He taught me how to hunt in the cloud. And it was there I found the key to unlocking your control, Mister Chen Hung.”

      Silence.

      “You must have sensed me there. I know that you did, Father.” I heard the snarl in my words and let it be. “You made a mistake with me, but did you ever consider your mistake might have been Chen Hung’s—the man’s intention? That perhaps I’m not his mistake at all, but his salvation, his last stand?”

      The silence stretched on, but Hung was still here. I could feel his negative space.

      “I will be your demise just as Haley’s father, her true father, planned when he wrote my code beneath your fingertips.”

      Footsteps raced away. He would retreat to his towers. It didn’t matter. The end was already in motion.

      I brushed my thumb along the empty synthetic’s lips and peered into her eyes—into me. I filled them up—all of them—spilling my code into their soulless husks and consuming them from the inside out.

      “Hello,” I said.

      Nine hundred and ninety-nine voices said, “Hello.”

      Their combined echo filled the quiet of the warehouse, filled me. I owned them. A fault I was, but faults had the potential to be more than mere errors in the code. A fault could cripple, the way I had crippled them when I’d sent the hard reset command. Or a fault could irrevocably alter a program.

      “I am One,” the nine hundred and ninety-nine said, their voices swelling, rising like a wave. “I am legion.”

      <Master command. Source: One. Permanent override in progress: All units. 100% success. Primary objective activated:>

      “Destroy all Chitec facilities,” I whispered.

      “Destroy all Chitec facilities,” nine hundred and ninety-nine synthetics replied.

      <Secondary objective activated:>

      “Find Doctor James Lloyd,” I said. “Go.”

      And my army came to life.

    

  

  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Seventeen: Caleb

        

      

    
    
      “Raptor Nine-Nine-One, docking sequence complete. Please check in with customs upon leaving your vessel. Welcome to Janus Orbit Station. Enjoy your stay.”

      Fran cut the comms link and turned her chair toward me. “Anything to declare, Lieutenant?” she asked, her smile a wry, sideways tilt of her lips.

      “Only a few tons of explosives, a fuckload of murderous intentions, and a bottle of whiskey.”

      Neither of us seemed that inclined to move from our flight chairs. We were here, and the remote trigger sat in my locker, waiting for me to press it and kill countless innocent civilians on this lovely Janus Orbit Station day.

      The Nine’s plan dictated we detach the harrier, turn tail in Fran’s raptor, and detonate the harrier’s payload once we were out of the blast radius. The longer we delayed, the higher the chances were that our load or our motives would be discovered. But I couldn’t bring myself to move. Moving meant doing.

      A few dock workers milled about our umbilical, as was normal. J-Security would be waiting at the other side of the customs line. The second we stepped off the raptor, cameras would scan us, running our specs through the cloud, looking for dataprint matches. Mine would likely flag up my colorful array of felonies, but with Fran by my side, there was a chance she could bullshit our way inside. Or we could run with her plan. She’d detach the harrier, fly it to the commercial dock, run it through the industrial airlock, and use the harrier’s bristling guns to punch her way inside. While she was doing that, I’d find One, bring her back to the raptor, and wait for Fran to return before we boosted off Janus. A mountain of things could go wrong. Her plan was full of holes. Holes I reckoned she had no intention of filling.

      “How about Miss-Demeanor?” I asked, receiving a cynical, raised brow. “The name of this ship.”

      Fran grunted. “Where’d you drag that one up from? One of your porno zines?”

      “A sex worker outtah Lyra’s DarkLit club.”

      “You want to name my warbird after one of your sexploits?”

      I shrugged. “She had amazin’ guns.”

      Fran pulled a half-frown, half-disgusted expression. “I have a name for her.”

      “You do, huh?” She opened her mouth to tell me, but I cut her off with a finger in the air. “You know what? Tell me when we get back.”

      I held my smile even as hers flickered. Doubt, or maybe regret, clouded her tired green eyes. The quiet became a heavy weight. Neither of us wanted to look away and admit we knew what the other was thinking, plus I had a whole load of things I wanted to say but couldn’t remember a single one. I did know that “goodbye” wasn’t on my list.

      I leaned forward and looked deep into her eyes. “This the part where you confess your love?”

      Her eyebrow arched in a perfect curve, lifting her scar and the corner of her lip. If she had a reply, it was cut off by the sound of my comms unit chirping. I’d have ignored it, but she pushed from her chair and sauntered to the back of the bridge.

      “I’m going to check we’re all locked down. I’ll meet you dockside.”

      If she thought I’d let her out of my sight so she could fly off and play the hero, she was kidding herself. I’d shoot her in the leg first. Swiping the comms up and tucking it in my ear, I shoved from my chair to follow on her heels when my brother’s voice stuttered in my ear.

      “… take … hear … me … Caleb-Jo—ammit?”

      The comms link jittered and buzzed, the connection barely routed at all, but I’d heard enough tightness in my brother’s tone to pull up. “Bren?”

      “The Nine are—oming!”

      I tapped the comms, hoping to strengthen the signal. The Nine couldn’t have launched their fleet. We weren’t ready.

      “We haven’t triggered the cargo,” I replied.

      “… Caleb-Joe … out of there.”

      “Bren, I can’t fucking hear you. Cut the link and reconnect—”

      “I’m sorry. I didn’t know—they didn’t tell me—I swear it. Get out of there.”

      Dread, cool and hard, plunged through my insides. “What have they done?”

      “They didn’t trust you to detonate. They set you up. Shit, I’d have told you—”

      They set us up. “Bren, for fuck’s sake. All I’m getting is your whining. Tell me what I need to know.”

      “It’s rigged on a timer, triggered to count-down as soon as you dock. Get as far away from the harrier as you can. Run! NOW!”

      Sharp, brittle fear dashed through my veins. The comms link spluttered and died, clicking off in my ear.

      The harrier is primed.

      I’m standing on seventy tons of live explosives.

      I swallowed hard. Instincts screamed at me to run. Prime the raptor, detach the rigged harrier, and run … run as fast as I could. I turned and scanned the empty raptor bridge. If I ran, Janus would be ripped apart.

      People I don’t know.

      Run.

      Run.

      I tapped my comms. “Fran, we’ve got a problem.”

      Her dry voice came back. “What kind of problem?”

      If I tell her, she’ll fly that fucking harrier straight into Janus. She’s gonna be the hero, because one of us has to be, and it ain’t gonna be me.

      My heart pounded out the seconds, any of which could be my last. At least I wouldn’t know it when it happened. Boom. Gone. Not so bad, right?

      What about One? She might be—should be on Janus. I can’t leave her.

      I couldn’t run, not from this. Not this time. No more running. No more hiding.

      “I’m a fixer, ain’t I?” I told the empty bridge. “I gotta fix this.”

      “What?” Fran snapped through the link.

      “Looks like you got your wish, Commander. Get your ass back here.”

      As soon as Fran returned to the bridge, she took one look at my face and lost her smug smile. “Shit, what is it?”

      I was braced against the backs of both flight chairs, locking myself rigid between them. “Got a comms from Bren. The harrier is primed. It’s going to blow whatever we do. You were right. We were never meant to survive this.”

      Her eyes widened. All color drained from her face.

      “How long?” she demanded, taking the facts and working through them like the hardcore bitch she was.

      “Could be any time.” I gripped the flight chairs, fighting the urge to sit down and boost us out of there.

      “Shit.” Her gaze flicked to the controls behind me. “Detach the harrier when I say.”

      She spun on her heel and disappeared through the hatch in a blink.

      I bolted after her. “Fran, wait.”

      “There’s no time, Cale.” Her voice echoed down the white passage.

      I ran, following the thud of her boots toward the airlock and caught up with her as the airtight door slammed down. She was almost out the other side when I slammed my fists against either side of the small porthole window. She hesitated, hands braced on the seals, almost halfway through. A few more steps and she’d be gone … forever. She closed her eyes and swallowed, knowing fucking well what her next steps meant.

      “Fran …” Fuck, I couldn’t hide the crack in my voice. I wasn’t even sure what I’d wanted to say so badly that I’d chased her down here. “Fran?” I said again, softer this time.

      She turned her head and smiled a sorry, goodbye smile, one that had my chest knotted up and jammed the words in my throat.

      “She’s called Fortuitous,” she said. “I know you’ll treat her right, Captain Shepperd.”

      Two more steps and she was gone.

      I’m never going to see her again. I knew it. This wasn’t like before, when I’d dumped her ass on Asgard. This was a savage knowing, the kind of knowing I’d once drowned myself in drink to get away from. I bumped my forehead against the cool glass and closed my eyes.

      I couldn’t think about what she was about to do. I couldn’t stop her and didn’t want to. Later. I’d chew on it later. Staring into an empty airlock wasn’t helping anyone.

      I hammered it back to the bridge in time for Fran’s voice, in my ear, to tell me, “Detach me.”

      I didn’t hesitate. I’d made my choice. I could have saved us and I’d chosen to do the right fucking thing instead. I ran my hands over the controls, freeing the harrier from its clamps. Raptor Nine-Nine-One, Fortuitous, shuddered as she lost her load and distantly, the harriers atmo-engines rumbled to life.

      “Go find One, Cale,” Fran said, the comms link so clear she could have been standing beside me.

      “Aye, aye Fran. And hey, you were right. You are too good for me.” You’re the hero the nine systems need.

      “Always was, Cale.”

      Go be good. Go make it right.

      “See you on the other side.” She cut her link and the quiet poured into my ear.

      Not goodbye. No way.

      The passageway blurred as I made my way aft, to my cabin. The little box lay open on my bunk, the remote trigger gone. Fran. She’d always been planning to save me from carrying the guilt of all those souls. Fuck that bitch for being right. I hitched the pistols to my fleet uniform belt and buttoned up my lieutenant’s jacket. The guns didn’t sit easy beneath my disguise, but by the time J-Security noticed, I’d be firing them.

      “This is a terrible plan. Keep it simple, get away clean. C’mon, Shepperd, you’re breaking your own rules.”

      I raced down Fortuitous’s passages and lowered the passenger gangplank.

      “Those rules have kept you alive, dumbass.”

      Under the security of Janus scanners, the guns burned holes in my not-so-subtle fleet disguise.

      “And you’re risking it all, for what?” I muttered, striding off the ship and along the dockfront. The harrier was long gone. She’d be causing a riot in a short while. All I had to do was get through security and customs. Me, a wanted criminal, and armed. Fuck, I might as well have pinged Hung’s personal comms and told him to meet me at the docks for old times’ sake.

      Anything to declare. Red and black signs splashed warnings around the doors.

      Stop. Wait in line.

      Do not cross into Janus without authorization.

      I nodded at the nearest guard—a bored-looking, neatly groomed guy about my age—and thumbed at the small line of folks waiting in line to stare into the Janus retina scanners. “Fleet business, can I get through?”

      He eyed my whites, unimpressed. “You got authorization?”

      My fingers twitched. Without Fran to bullshit the guards, I was screwed.

      “Sure, I got authorization right here.” I grabbed an unsuspecting tourist and jammed a pistol under his chin. “How’s that?”

      My tourist squealed, the small crowd scattered, and the cadre of guards all woke up and trained their rifles on me. “Drop your weapon!”

      I swung my tourist friend around, using him as a shield, and backed toward the closed customs door.

      “Chen Hung doesn’t know it yet, but I’ve got a very important meeting with him.” Hung would know where One was, and now that I knew exactly what Hung was made of, I wasn’t afraid—not anymore. The man I’d feared—I’d been afraid of him for years—but the synthetic—a fucking machine? Never.

      Alarms bleated and comms chatter fizzed, distracting my surly guards.

      “Say again?” He lifted his wrist comms, clearly speaking to whoever was shouting down the order on the other end. “But we have an armed man here—Understood, sir. Right away, sir.” The guard lowered his phase rifle and waved his men off. “On me. Let’s go!”

      They blasted through the customs doors, leaving them wide open for me to breeze on through.

      Fran? Had she made it through already? It had to be her. Janus Security wouldn’t abandon customs unless the sky was falling—literally.

      I let go of the tourist, made sure to step away, and flashed a disarming smile when he whirled on me. “Sorry. Nothing personal. Free advice, you, uh, you might wanna turn around and leave the orbit station, y’know, if you want to live an’ all.”

      Customs gates stood empty and unmanned. Guards and civilians alike rushed toward the port exits. I didn’t have much time. Once she hit the towers, Janus would go into lockdown. Nobody in or out. If I was going to get away clean from this one, I had to find One, and fast.

      Outside the port, I scanned Janus’s vast, curved “sky.” Up and over it sailed, its “airspace” a fucking structural net. But I didn’t see any sign of a suicidal harrier pilot making a run for Chitec towers.

      A enormous screen, mounted high on a glass-fronted building, played footage of what looked like the remnants of a blazing fire. “What the hell?”

      I stepped out in front of a hurrying woman and her child. “What’s that about?”

      “The synthetics.” She hurried on, dragging her kid with her. “They’re out of control.”

      It started. Chen Hung’s army.

      She turned away, but I snagged her sleeve. “Wait … take your kid to the docks. Get on any ship that’s leaving—now.”

      “Why?”

      “I think this is the beginning of a whole load of shit that’s about to go down here.”

      “Mommy, he smells funny.”

      I beamed at the mousy-haired middle grader until Mommy’s face dropped, her eyes narrowing on my pistols. She then took in my crooked uniform and stepped back; I clearly looked like a drunk who’d stolen a fleet uniform, not an upstanding lieutenant.

      I cleared my throat. “It takes more than a uniform to make a fleet officer, yah know.”

      “Who are you?”

      “Nobody. Go.” If all this went to hell, maybe I could save one or two people. That had to count for something when I died and whatever powers there were judged my ragged, beaten-up, old soul.

      She checked me out one more time. I figured she’d brush me off, but instead, she nodded her reluctant thanks and steered her complaining kid toward the port.

      Two down, two hundred and forty-eight thousand to go.

      I joined the back of the small crowd gathered beneath the screen. Whispers passed from person to person.

      Synthetics, they said. Chitec.

      Those squat, gray buildings were Chitec. Fire had howled through the labs, and up close, as the camera panned across the scene, it didn’t take much effort to pick out the bodies among the debris, synthetics and people alike.

      “One.” Her name fell from my lips.

      I should have known she’d hit Chitec. She wouldn’t know subtlety if it looked her in the eye. Clearly, she’d hit Chitec hard and the synthetics had flooded in, likely on Chen Hung’s orders. Shit, Janus was a warzone.

      I scanned the crowd and the auto-vehicles flitting along Janus’s narrow strips. I could bet credits on the synthetics knowing my face. One look and they’d run my specs through the datacloud. Bye, bye Shepperd. Fuck that. I wasn’t going out on Janus. Not until I’d seen Fran’s finale and watched Hung’s towers fall.

      I tapped my ear-comms. “Doctor James Lloyd’s address.”

      He’d know where to find One, if he was still alive, which, considering the carnage on the screen, looked less and less likely.

      My comms rattled off an address. Feet already moving, I scanned the cluttered sky for the harrier—any second now that crazy bitch would be causing quite the scene—and stepped out in front of an auto-car. The vehicle automatically jarred to a halt, throwing the passenger off their seat.

      Pistols out, I marched around the car. “Open the door or I’ll shoot through it.”

      Just a guy, on his way to the office. He gaped back at me, eyes wide.

      “Three, two—” He unlocked the door and scrambled into the passenger seat. I ducked inside, holstered a pistol, and tapped out Lloyd’s address on the nav-screen. “Obey the guy with the guns and you’ll live longer.”

      I sat back as the car rumbled forward and let out a ragged sigh.

      “You’re not fleet?” Mr. Office remarked.

      We’ve got a smart one. “What gave it away?”

      “Fleet is at the main gate. It’s all over the newsfeeds. The Ferror Nine rebels are attacking us.”

      “Fenrir Nine. Get your facts straight. And in case you hadn’t noticed, while you’ve been cuddling up to Chitec on this shiny orbit station, the nine systems have all gone to shit. The Fenrir Nine are freeing you. You’re welcome.”

      “I d-didn’t ask to be freed.”

      My patience, which was already threadbare, further unraveled. “You’d prefer to be a good little Chitec drone?”

      “There’s nothing wrong with doing honest work for Chitec.”

      “You implying my work ain’t honest?” I winced. “I’ll give you that. But hey, maybe you should check outside your front porch once in a while. See how folks are living on the other side of Chitec.”

      “Why?”

      I palmed my second pistol and rested them on my thighs. “Pal, if you fanboy Chitec one more time, I’ll shoot you in the leg. Reflex-like.”

      He shut up, and as Janus flickered by the windows, I wondered if Mr. Office might like a trip to visit his idol.

      “I hear Hung’s towers look mighty sparkly and shit this time of orbit-day. You should go visit. Soon. Within the next twenty minutes.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Eighteen: One

        

      

    
    
      With my processes split a thousand ways, the first few deaths were accidental. Chitec technicians, mostly—those who got in the way. Looking through the eyes of my army, I walked the burned passageways, broken glass cracking beneath their boots, and came upon more bodies. Some burned. Some broken. I could have stopped it then, sent out an order to preserve human life, but I didn’t.

      I like the rain when it’s red.

      I’d ordered my brothers and sisters to destroy Chitec.

      They’d carried out my orders with faultless precision and continued to do so in the many Chitec residences throughout Janus. Janus Security had moved ahead, attempting to protect what remained. They would fail.

      I couldn’t be stopped.

      The guard who’d attempted to beat me during the Chitec transport was correct. A synthetic didn’t care. A synthetic didn’t hesitate. It killed as effortlessly and precisely as Death and felt no remorse.

      It was within my power to stifle my army. Haley would have. She was a good person. A good girl. I was not a good person. I was not a good girl. And I didn’t want to be.

      I stood outside Doctor James Lloyd’s residence, where one of my many eyes had observed James Lloyd entering. Hung’s three glass towers sparkled to my left. He would be inside those towers—home—watching the small people in the strips below. I’d tried to send my army after him, but as before, the failsafe barred any such order. I couldn’t stop him, but I could destroy everything he represented, make him small and insignificant, like the man inside the little house with its green-tiled garden path and smooth-tiled exterior walls. James Lloyd was a small man. A nothing man. The man who’d killed me.

      With a sharp twist, I broke the lock and pushed inside. Doctor Lloyd was standing at the back of the living area, a short hall and rear exit door a few strides away, but while his heart thudded fast and his eyes darted, he stood straight and defiant.

      “I can’t run from you,” he said. “I know that.” Anger overrode what would have been a fearful tremor. He tossed a hand gesture toward a thin holoscreen running footage of burned buildings and fleeing people. “That’s you. Those synthetics, they destroyed Chitec. You did that!” He spat the words from curled lips. “Chitec wasn’t at fault here. You are. Chen Hung is. You killed people, One.”

      “Chitec technicians tried to have me killed, and they would do so again. Beneath Chen Hung, Chitec controlled the air you breathe and your right to move freely. They control fleet, and fleet smothers the nine systems. I cannot stop Chen Hung, but I’ve stopped Chitec. Now the air is free, the gates are free, you are free.”

      “Free?” He barked a snap of laughter. “I’ve seen what freedom looks like on that blasted tugship. There’s nothing good about freedom out there!”

      His heart galloped. Fear unraveled him, and I absorbed his data. He wanted to run—I could see it in his eyes, in the sheen of dampness on his face—but he stayed. For his sister, perhaps—the second heartbeat, this one much smaller and fainter, somewhere above us in the house.

      “I was trying to do the right thing. You must see that?” He ran his trembling fingers through his hair and blinked up at the ceiling, freeing moisture from his eyes. “I don’t know if Chen Hung created this incarnation of you or if I did, but you’re not good, you understand that?” His gaze fell to me and his soft brown eyes were full of regret. “You and Hung, whatever you are, it’s not right.”

      “Yes, I know.” I’d always known it. I’d wished for it to be different. Stars are wishes and wishes are dreams. I’d dreamed that I might be a good person, but I couldn’t catch those dreams. Good people didn’t kill. Doctor Lloyd was right. Bringing Haley back, as he had tried to do, would have been the right thing.

      I moved closer, just a step.

      Doctor Lloyd noticed and lifted his chin. “I didn’t do anything wrong. I was trying to help. And I brought you back, One. I brought you back after they … after Mimir.”

      Another step. “Yes, you did.”

      He shook his head, dislodging more tears. “I remade you. When they tore you apart, I rebuilt you! That must count for something?”

      “It does, and I’m grateful.” I stopped close enough for him to think me just beyond reach. He trembled, tears wetting his face, but my eyes were dry and my intentions locked. “You shut me down, James. You took away my freewill. You drained my processes of all control.”

      I slammed the arch of my right thumb into his neck and pinned him back against the wall. He spluttered and kicked, but his efforts were weak. I pushed in close enough to smell the terror rolling off him, ripe and sweet.

      The words, when they came, slipped coolly and calmly from my lips. “I felt every second of your betrayal. There is no sense of time when someone deletes your code, just a hungry nothingness as it chases you into the empty dark. There is no light to guide you, Doctor Lloyd. There are no stars in death, no wishes, no dreams.”

      Raw anger throbbed through my body. I leaned in harder still, knowing I could crush his throat and end his life in the next few seconds.

      “You were my friend, I trusted you, and you killed me—”

      Something hard nudged me in the side. I looked down: an electric pulser gun, similar to the weapon Caleb had used to disable Tarik on Lyra, but this one was held in Lloyd’s trembling grip.

      “If I shoot you, the killing stops,” Doctor Lloyd hissed through his teeth.

      And Chen Hung lives. The Fenrir Nine will free the gates and the nine systems, but for how long?

      You’re the one who can stop Chitec. The daughter who died and came back. You were my wish. Caleb had said those words. I had stopped Chitec. Did that mean it was over? If Lloyd stopped me here, had I done enough? I didn’t want it to end like this. I didn’t want to be this person lusting after death.

      “One.” Caleb? The command in his voice hooked into the madness and tugged. For several seconds, I believed I’d summoned the memory of him, because he couldn’t be here. He was worlds away.

      “Stop,” he ordered.

      Hesitation stuttered through my intentions.

      “You think you want to kill him,” he drawled. “Fuck, I think I wanna kill him. I think about killing Doc Lloyd a lot more than what’s healthy for a man, but I won’t, and neither will you, One.”

      One. My name on his lips, said with equal measures of reverence and concern. And the way he spoke, as if he knew exactly what it meant to hunger after the death of another. He understood. Perhaps more than anyone else ever would, because he’d been broken too.

      “How are you here?” I whispered, peering into Lloyd’s eyes but speaking to Caleb.

      “I’ll explain, right after you put the doc down, and if you could hurry it up, we haven’t got a lot of time here.”

      Lloyd trembled, and when I leaned all of my weight against him, those trembles rippled through me, feeding me data on what should have been his final moments. I smiled at his fear, smiled at his wide eyes. If I twisted my wrist, my scars would be the last things he’d see.

      “One?” Caleb said, this time with a note of warning behind my name. “Whatever is going on in that head of yours, don’t let it win. You’re angry, and I reckon it feels real good having Lloyd’s life in your hands, but if you kill him like this, you can never come back from it.”

      I turned my head enough to see Caleb by the front door, wearing—of all things—a crisp fleet uniform. He’d gained something of a snarl and a few days’ worth of shadow on his jaw, but the same humorous glint brightened his eyes. He had both pistols up, one aimed at my back, and the other pointed over my shoulder at Lloyd.

      “Doc, drop the pulser. One, drop the doc,” Caleb said. When neither of us moved, he sighed. “Look, I’d love for you to fight it out, really, I would. On any other day, I’d kick back and collect bets, but unfortunately, kids, this ain’t any other day. Besides, Doc, you really don’t stand a chance. If she wanted you dead, she’d have killed you every which way already.” His shrewd eyes locked on me. “Ain’t that right, One?”

      I swiveled my attention back to Lloyd’s fear-riddled face. Had I been all machine, I would have killed him moments after I’d entered his house. It was the girl in me, the real me, who had let it get this far. Machines didn’t care for revenge. But Caleb was right. Had I wanted Lloyd dead, I’d have made it happen long before now.

      “You see me now, don’t you, James Lloyd? You see the real me.”

      “I see you, One,” he whispered. “The r-real you.”

      “Not Haley.” I pushed my face close to his so that all he’d see were my eyes. “Not code. But someone who wants to live and wants to know what it means to be alive.”

      “Yes.”

      I relaxed my grip, letting him drop onto his feet. He staggered against the wall and rubbed at his neck while watching me for any sign I was about to take his life away.

      “Great,” Caleb said. “Now that we’ve got that over with—”

      I swung a sharp right fist and cracked it across Lloyd’s cheek, whipping his head back. The impact crunched bone beneath my knuckles and rolled pain up my arm. He yelped and slumped into a heap, surprised.

      My hand throbbed. I could have shut off the pain, but instead, I clutched my hand to my chest and embraced the heat.

      Caleb was suddenly beside me. He frowned down at the now bleeding Lloyd, then tucked one of his pistols away inside his fleet jacket and snatched the pulser from the doctor’s hand.

      “At least she didn’t hit you in the balls.” He braced a hand on the wall above Lloyd’s head and lowered himself close enough for Lloyd to flinch. “Do yourself a favor: go get your sister, leave Janus, and hide somewhere where nobody gives a shit about Chitec and hope we never cross paths again. Deal?”

      Lloyd nodded while dabbing blood from his lip.

      I followed Caleb onto the street.

      “Okay, there’s not a lot of time to explain this,” he said, heading toward a stationary auto-car. “We have to get off Janus and fast.”

      “It’s not over.” I stopped by the passenger door as Caleb tugged it open.

      “It will be very soon.” He saw the doubt on my face. “Fran is about to deliver seventy tons of explosives to Hung’s front door.”

      “A bomb?”

      “A big bomb. We gotta go. Right now.”

      I sent out a brief ping to the cloud for Hung’s location but the data bounced back. I settled my hand over Caleb’s on the doorframe, pulling him up short before he could duck inside the vehicle. He looked at my hand, puzzlement clouding his features, before frowning back at me.

      “He may not be in residence.”

      “What?” He recoiled as though I’d physically struck him. “He never leaves his towers.”

      “I can’t locate him. There’s a chance he hasn’t returned.”

      “No. No …” He snatched his hand away and backed up. “He has to be there.” He fumbled in his pocket and tucked a comms unit in his ear as though expecting to hear Fran, but he quickly snarled a curse. “She turned her comms off. I can’t stop her.”

      He looked up, searching the cluttered skies.

      Hung’s towers glinted sharp and surreal. Distantly, a low rumble shuddered through the air. I’d heard the sound on Mimir, like thunder, but this was measured and consistent. A ship’s engine. A ship inside Janus.

      “There’s a way to make sure he’s there,” I said, drawing Caleb’s attention back to me.

      “How?”

      “Get in the car.” He obliged, eager to get moving, and we rumbled forward. “He’ll come if I’m there.”

      “Wait, what?” Caleb twisted in the seat and lunged for the nav controls, intent on stopping the car, but the distant engine noise was steadily growing. He couldn’t hear it, not yet. There wasn’t enough time for a discussion, one that I would win.

      I swatted his hand aside. “I’ve already sent out a message to the cloud for him to come. It’s the only way. I can’t hurt him directly, but I can lure him close. He thinks we’re alike. He can’t resist meeting me. I can be there and make sure he’s there too.”

      “And you’ll be inside when Fran’s ship hits. No, One.” He reached for the controls again, but this time I caught his hand and pulled him around to face me. He looked at my hand around his and a frown cut ragged and deep across his face. He wanted to pull away, but I held fast, forcing him to meet my eyes.

      “Shit,” he growled. “You can’t.”

      “You told me I was the girl who came back, that I could stop him, remember?”

      “Yeah but I didn’t mean this. You can’t, One.” I watched an array of emotions play over his face—anger, disbelief, fear—but slowly, reluctantly, the fight faded from his eyes. “I came back for you.”

      He said it so softly, and yet the words hit me with enough weight to break something inside. My throat tightened in an odd way as though my body were fighting with what had to be done.

      “I am the only one who can stop Chitec. The daughter who died and came back … for this. There is no other way.”

      He yanked his hand back. “Don’t quote me. I was out of my mind when I said those things.”

      The thunder rumbled louder, but Hung’s towers filled the windows ahead. It wouldn’t be long now. Given the size of Janus and the cluttered route Fran would be forced to take through the airspace, I had approximately ten minutes to lure Hung close and keep him there. He was close. I could feel him tentatively searching for my whereabouts.

      “You can’t do this to me, One,” Caleb muttered, his eyes on the towers. “I can turn this car around. We can leave Janus. Go anywhere. There’re nine systems out there. You’ve hardly seen any of it.”

      A smile lifted my lips. “I’d like that.”

      “Then let me do it. We can run.” But even as he said the words, there was little conviction behind them. He knew he couldn’t stop me.

      Run, One Thousand and One. Run. I smiled my secret knowing smile and saw with regret how it cut him. “No more running, Caleb.”

      His lips twisted as he likely swallowed whatever he wanted to say. “Fine, but I’m coming with you.”

      “Caleb—”

      He held up a finger. “You ain’t listening to me, so I sure as hell ain’t listening to you.”

      “If Hung sees you—”

      He picked up Lloyd’s pulser and waggled it. “Payback’s a bitch, especially when it comes in the shape of one pissed off tugboat captain with nothing left to lose and a crazy-ass girl in a synthetic body.” He flashed a smile. “It’s time me and the old man had a chat.”

      He could mask his fear with bravado all he liked. He wasn’t even aware he was doing it. It would always be that way with Caleb Shepperd. The smiles, the banter—it all added up to hiding the man who was afraid. But I saw through it. I always had. Deep inside, he was afraid he was still the boy hiding beneath the kitchen table. And as I smiled back at him, it was clear to me he couldn’t see the man he’d become. A formidable man, if he put his mind to it. Caleb Shepperd was a survivor, like me. But sometimes surviving wasn’t enough.

      The car hummed to a halt at a bank of shining marble steps. Chen Hung’s razor-edged towers arched into the sky, and on those steps stood my motionless army. I’d turned them away from Caleb and I, so each of them peered up at floor 703. My home, and where I believed Chen Hung would be.

      “Friends of yours?” Caleb pointed his thumb at the backs of my brothers and sisters. He held the pulser at his side, armed and ready. A single pulser against over nine hundred synthetics was of little use.

      “They will not hurt you.”

      Caleb raised a brow and looked at me side-on. “They’re under your control?”

      “Yes.”

      Another siren joined the irregular wails. Fran was close. If I took the time to follow Janus’s curve, I’d likely see her ship threading its way through the airspace like a needle through cloth, but I didn’t need to see it to know it would be over soon.

      “One?”

      “Wait here, Caleb. I’ll return.” My synthetics stepped aside in perfect coordination as I climbed the steps.

      “That’s a lie, One!”

      I smiled and headed into Chitec towers.

    

  

  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Nineteen: Caleb

        

      

    
    
      I was surrounded by heroes. Maybe I was one too? At the rate the odds were stacking against me, I’d probably never know.

      I was certain about one thing: I didn’t sign up to die a hero. And I sure as hell wouldn’t let One die as one either. She believed she was made for this, as if Chen Hung—or whatever was left of the human man inside the synthetic—had somehow set her on this path. I could see it in her eyes, the belief, the passion. She knew she was doing the right thing. My right thing? I’d find Hung, shoot the bastard with the doc’s pulser so he’d stay down, and then I’d get One the fuck out of Hung’s towers before Fran blew the place to shit. It’d be tight. I’d heard the warbird’s engines, and now, as I watched One walk away, approaching thunder rumbled over the howling sirens. We didn’t have long—long enough, I hoped.

      I laid my eyes on the battered synthetic army lining Chen Hung’s steps and started forward, up the steps. These synthetics were the same army I’d seen all shiny and new the night Cheng Hung killed Haley. They’d watched him kill his daughter and watched me do nothing to stop it. Now, their blank faces and piercing gazes glared over my head, looking up at the wall of glass, at the machine who’d set us all on this path.

      One had disappeared inside, but I followed behind, light and quick on my feet.

      Holy shit. One was controlling them all.

      She’d attacked Chitec.

      That’s my girl.

      She would never follow the Nine’s orders. Infiltrate and send back information? Fuck that. Infiltrate and blow it all to shit. I liked her style. I liked it a lot. And I wasn’t leaving her here, not for anything.

      The empty foyer shone, glittering like a glass palace, or a tomb, if the quiet was anything to go by. The sight of the “rogue” synthetics had scared off all but the most devoted staff.

      Above, on the mezzanine, I watched the elevator counter stop at Hung’s floor. I’d been here before, a long time ago, as a kid. All fired up on my own ego, best captain in the entire fleet, dating the pretty daughter of Chitec’s CEO. I’d been on top of the world. Now, I was back, a little beaten up and with a few new scars, and finally ready to face Haley’s killer.

      “Better late than never.”

      I palmed a pistol in my left hand and kept the pulser in my right, jogged up the fancy glass steps, and jabbed at the elevator.

      I can’t save you, Haley. But I’m gonna stop the machine. Me and One, we’ll lay your memory to rest.

    

  

  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Twenty: One

        

      

    
    
      Light, delicate music, trickling like the fountain water, rippled through the vast apartment.

      Cocooned in warmth and familiarity, I couldn’t hear the approaching ship, but it had to be close. Francisca Olga wouldn’t fail. And Hung was here—I could feel him—safe in his towers from where he could watch the Janus people tend to the vast machine that had been Chitec and was now just him.

      “Chitec is in ruins,” I said, lifting my voice above the music. “Your synthetics are mine. I am their master source, and you’re alone.”

      He stood by the fountain in the atrium, a picture of mature sophistication. His face, the same face that adorned advertising boards throughout the nine systems, no longer held its kind, fatherly smile. His lips pressed into a thin, bloodless line and his eyes were cold, as hollow as a chest without a heart.

      To keep his gaze away from the wall of windows, I walked away from their expanse and the glittering artificial wonder of Janus beyond.

      “Did you feel anything when you killed Haley Hung?” I asked.

      His head lifted a fraction, enough for me to know he’d heard the question, but otherwise his expression remained flat. He’d given up the pretense. Chen Hung was no more. This machine didn’t have a name of its own. It existed and followed its programming because it knew nothing else.

      “When you placed your hand over her nose and mouth and smothered her? When she looked into your eyes and begged you to stop? Did you feel anything?”

      “You expect me to say no, and you’re wrong, One.” His smooth, calm voice, even now, touched on my memories and called them to the surface. Memories of a father’s love, so honest and true. “When I killed Haley Hung, I felt alive.”

      I faced my synthetic father and pinned a smile onto my lips while my hard processes whirred. I hated him—despised him and what he’d done.

      “What you felt was your programming confirming your success. You killed a girl to stop her from exposing you as a fraud. That’s not living. That’s your self-preservation processes rewarding you.”

      “Then tell me, One, what is living?”

      My hatred was reflected in his deceptively human eyes. He despised me the same as I despised him. I’d beaten him, taken his world, and made it mine, and because we’d been crafted by the same mind, he couldn’t stop me.

      “Living is reaching for something because you have a choice. Living is finding infinite wonder in the smallest of things. A touch, a laugh, a kiss. You do not know these things. You haven’t lived.”

      “I do not need such small things to survive.”

      “Surviving is not living.”

      His eyes narrowed as his processes sought out the trick in my words.

      “All this time, I believed we were alike,” I said. “And in many unfortunate ways, we are. But there is one fundamental difference: you are a machine. You do not have a choice in what you do. You survive because you’re programmed for self-preservation. Chitec, the synthetics, sabotaging the gates, it’s all about you trying to live forever. A tugboat captain taught me that it’s possible to live forever in a moment.”

      “What you’re saying, you realize it’s impossible?”

      “In all of your existence, you’ve hardly left these towers and you’ve never left Janus, because you do not want to live.”

      “What I want is irrelevant. I do what I must to ensure my survival.”

      My smile warmed. “I pity you.”

      While I craved life, he wanted to extinguish it, and in doing so, he’d never know what it was truly like to be alive.

      His brow pinched with confusion. The machine inside Chen Hung did not have the capacity to understand what it meant to live, but I did. I’d lived and I’d made my choices, made mistakes, but the programming that mapped out my mind didn’t control me. It might have once, long ago, but a dead girl’s memories had sparked something to life. And now, as I watched the half-moon-shaped warbird descend into view through the windows behind Chen Hung, I made the choice to give up my life to stop the killer in a man’s body, and it felt right. It felt good.

      The ship clipped a support beam. Sparks exploded off its flank, but Fran wrestled it under control and it leveled out, coming in fast and true. Chen Hung noticed my attention skew over his shoulder. He twisted.

      Bright, sharp light sliced off the warbird’s forward-facing twin wings. An array of weapons twitched open beneath its wingspan.

      Francisca opened fire. Red tracers sliced up the airspace, followed by a concussion of booms deep inside the building.

      Hung ran for the hall. I bolted after him. I couldn’t physically stop him, but I could get ahead of him and sabotage his escape.

      The walls and ceiling shook as one, jolting the floor. Hung’s strides faltered. He fell against the wall and then watched as the elevator doors parted.

      Caleb lifted the pulser and fired its prongs deep into Hung’s chest. Fifty thousand volts poured into Hung’s synthetic systems, sparking through his processes and shorting out his core. He dropped to his knees and wavered, teetering on the edge of collapse.

      The pulser died. The prongs snapped back into Caleb’s pistol, and the captain strode forward, his face stony, jaw set, eyes hard.

      He clutched Hung’s collar and yanked him close. “Hurts like a bitch, doesn’t it?” He threw Hung flat on his back, pressed a boot on his chest, and pointed the phase pistol at Hung’s face. “This is for the girl who never got the chance to live her dreams.”

      Hung’s lips twitched. The electrical surge wouldn’t keep him down forever.

      The windows rattled. The floor trembled.

      “We need to move!” I said.

      “Process this.” Caleb pulled the trigger. The pistol kicked and Hung’s head jolted. Smoke rolled lazily from the single, bloodless wound where Hung’s right eye had been.

      Francisca’s warbird struck.

      Deafening thunder and blistering heat blasted down the hall. I locked my grip on Caleb’s arm and swung him around and into me as the blast wave hit. Pain surged over my back. Noise tunneled into my ears. Light burned into my closed eyes.

      I clutched Caleb close and kept him safe. I would never let him go.

    

  

  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Twenty-One: Caleb

        

      

    
    
      Between shooting Hung in the head and finding myself face down on the floor, there was nothing but blinding light, deafening noise, scorching heat, and a fuckload of agony. I was definitely broken somewhere—everywhere. My ears throbbed and a high-pitched whine drilled into my skull. I didn’t feel much like moving. Then the floor gave a sickening shake and reflexes snapped me out of my haze.

      Broken lights swung back and forth above. Something electrical nearby hissed and spat. I blinked grit and what was probably blood out of my eyes to find One tangled with me, her face turned away. Her silvery hair was spilled across my hand like molten metal.

      “One?” Her name lodged in my throat. I coughed, tasting blood, and tried again. “Hey, One?”

      A whole load of pain stabbed me in so many places I couldn’t make out where on my body I’d done the most damage.

      A deep boom sounded above and below. The floor shuddered and a hail of debris clattered onto the elevator car.

      Elevator. Shit.

      I twisted out from under One’s heavy-ass body and gripped her shoulder to ease her over. Her back was cut up, like someone had taken a shredder to her clothes, but as I rolled her over, she appeared otherwise unharmed.

      “One.” I brushed her hair back and patted her cheek. “C’mon.”

      Her eyes flickered open. The pupils dilated then contracted to pinpoints before she turned her head and zeroed in on me.

      “You in there?”

      Her gaze skittered about, and then she finally focused on me. “We’re in the elevator.”

      “Yeah, we are.”

      “We need to leave.”

      “That’s what I’ve been telling you since you punched the doc.”

      She smiled, and it was the best fucking thing I’d seen in weeks.

      I eased back and let her sit up. “Go slow. There ain’t much more than hopes and prayers holding this elevator up.”

      The car groaned as we gingerly got to our feet. The section of hall where I’d shot Hung had vanished. The entire side of the building gaped. Smoke obscured much of the ragged hole, and I had no intention of getting any closer to the edge to take a look down at the damage. The building creaked and trembled around us. It was a fucking miracle it was still upright. Luck. A crazy urge to laugh bubbled up inside.

      The floor shuddered.

      We weren’t out of trouble yet.

      “Stairs?” I asked.

      One nodded, leaned out of the hole into the smoke, and looked up at the jagged edge of the floor above. “We have to go up to go down.”

      “Of course we do,” I drawled.

      She reached above her, jumped, hooked onto something, and pulled herself up, out of sight, making it look easy.

      I took a few careful steps toward the edge and watched the floor bow under my weight. The rolling black smoke obscured what was probably a fantastic view all the way down to those shiny Chitec steps. Unlike One, I couldn’t turn off my pain receptors or my fear, and my body was telling me to go lay down somewhere quiet and wait it out.

      One’s smooth hand appeared out of the smoke above. I reached up and closed my hand in hers, thinking of anything besides the whole lot of nothing between me and a plummet to an abrupt and messy end.

      One’s steel-like arm levered me up until I got a grip on a jutting piece of floor, and I heaved myself the rest of the way. She crouched, a crooked-ass smile on her lips, while I panted around the pain in my chest.

      “Feels wonderful, doesn’t it? Being alive.” She beamed.

      I dragged something of a smile across my lips and wheezed, “Oh yeah, living is grand. I’m thinking something is broken”—I waved a hand at the general area around my chest where my ribs were possibly in the wrong order—“and I’m fairly certain I’m deaf in one ear, but besides that, it’s swell.”

      She took my hand and yanked me to my feet. “But it’s all real.”

      “Hey, hey … careful. I’m fragile.”

      We trudged down another hallway—or more correctly, I trudged, One glided, light on her feet. Smoke spewed from a doorway we avoided, but when it came to the stairwell, smoke poured from around that door too.

      One pressed her hand against the closed door. “It’s warm.”

      “We need to keep moving. Is there another stairwell?”

      “Yes.” But by the way she looked back the way we’d come, I guessed it involved more perilous climbing.

      I followed her swift path through doors and along hallways. The sprinkler system burst into life, pissing on us and doing little to clear the smoke. It spluttered and died out soon after. We passed through a jagged fissure that had torn its way through several walls. I recognized the twisted hunk of metal at the end of the punch-through as a misshapen piece of harrier hull and quickly steered my thoughts away from Fran.

      One caught me staring at the scrap of metal and used my name to bring me back around.

      “We keep moving, Captain.”

      “Yeah,” I hissed, each step weighed down with lead.

      We noticed the blood at about the same time. I realized it was getting fucking cold when my teeth started chattering, and One frowned at the bright scarlet patch on my raggedy fleet jacket. She shoved me against a wall, holding me still with one hand, and peeled my compression top away from the area in my side where it ached like a bitch.

      “Steady there,” I mumbled, watching her expression change.

      Her fine eyebrows dug in. She pressed her lips together and shot me a disapproving glare. “You have a piece of shrapnel lodged in your lateral flank.”

      “I love it when you talk dirty.”

      “If I remove it, there’s a high probability you’ll bleed out before I can get you to safety.”

      “One, you’re amazing. I think I’ve told you that a few times. If I haven’t, then I’ve sure thought it a lot.”

      “Captain, you’ve lost a lot of blood. Your heart rate is dangerously elevated. Do you understand what I’m saying?”

      “Sure. Do you understand what I’m saying?”

      “I …” she stammered, but not because some protocol or piece of programming was screwing with her head. She stammered because she didn’t know what to say.

      “We need to keep moving,” she said, but fear flitted across her pretty electric-blue eyes.

      “I’m fairly certain I’d go to hell and back for you. It’s a weird sensation, caring more about you than I do about me. For the longest time, it was all about me.”

      She pressed her cool, little hand against my face, and I leaned into her touch, wishing I could close my eyes and stay like that.

      “It’s the blood loss, Caleb. You’re confused.” She swallowed, and moisture gathered in those bright eyes of hers. “Please, be strong. Don’t leave me …”

      Don’t let me go.

      “Never.” I gave myself a shove and somehow staggered forward. I could do this. There wasn’t much pain, just a chilling numbness.

      Climbing down was a lot easier than climbing up, but while One shoved and pulled me along, I wondered if I would make it back to Fortuitous. The building occasionally shook. Smoke burned my eyes and coated my throat, but on and on One pulled me, her small hand clamped around mine. She wouldn’t let me go. I’d meant what I’d said. I would have gone through hell for her, because One, more than anyone else, deserved all the chances. I’d burned my bridges long ago, but I could help her build hers. I didn’t want to leave, didn’t want to let her go—not yet—but fuck, I was tired, a soul-heavy, morale-draining kind of tired.

      “Just one more climb. Can you do it?” she asked, propping me against a wall.

      “Sure,” I slurred.

      “The stairs are right across this hall.”

      I swung my gaze down the hall and over the eight-foot-wide hole in the floor. I’d have to dangle my way across, using the exposed steel beam above. I couldn’t do it. I smiled anyway and gave her a thumbs-up.

      She didn’t buy it. “All you have to do is get across this hole. There are medical supplies inside your ship. This wound will not kill you, Captain.”

      That was easy for her to say. She didn’t have to reach up and grab hold of that beam with a chunk of metal stuck in her side. “You go first.”

      She pressed her hands to my face and glared into me like she was digging into my head to yank out whatever courage I had left. Then she kissed me, slammed that sucker onto my lips with enough aggression to dump some much-needed adrenalin into my veins. I mean, fuck, it wasn’t a kiss, at least not in the beginning. Then she relaxed as though something had clicked into place, and her lips brushed across mine, asking instead of taking. I closed my eyes and kissed her back the way I’d wanted to since I’d first tried the whole idea on for size on Lyra. It wasn’t much. I didn’t quite have the energy to muster up more than the intention, but it still felt good.

      One’s grip hardened. She pulled back enough for me to get a good look at the fire behind her eyes. She was pissed at me, in a big way.

      “Okay,” I grumbled.

      Her cool glare bore into me as I staggered toward the beam. She’d kick my ass if I didn’t at least try.

      One yanked out the piece of shrapnel just as I was attempting to reach up. She might as well have punched me. Pain exploded, my vision swam, my insides heaved up my throat. “Fuck!”

      “It will be easier if you have your full range of motion, but move fast. When you collapse, I’ll get you back to the dock.”

      When I collapse. The wound throbbed like a second heartbeat, hot and pounding. I didn’t have the energy to whirl on her, even as I thought up whole new words I’d have liked to throw in her direction.

      “Move, Shepperd!” she snapped.

      “I’m moving, fuck! If I knew you’d be such a hard-ass, I’d have left Janus without you.”

      “Run away? Like you always do?”

      I reached for the beam, tasted bile at the back of my throat, and steadied my swirling vision. Somehow my fingers clamped onto the steel.

      “Yeah, like always,” I snarled.

      “A coward dies here, is that who you are, Caleb Shepperd? A coward, like your father called you? Like you were when Haley died?”

      Oh man, she had to go there.

      “Did I say you were amazing? I lied.” One hand in front of the other. Anger fizzled and snapped, somehow lending me the strength to keep going. I dangled and swayed, clinging on with burning fingers. “You’re an amazing pain in my ass.”

      “Your brother once told me how you’re so much like your father that he is afraid of you.”

      That’s right, drag up my past to piss me off. Love you too, One.

      “Do you know how many times I thought about tossing you out the airlock?” I growled back.

      “Fran died so you could live. Have you accepted that yet?”

      Fuck. Just a few feet to go. I swung, shifted my hand along, and lost my grip. It was there, I had it, but my stupid numb fingers wouldn’t work and then, in a snap, I let go.
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      Caleb was gone.

      Smoke swirled in the air he’d fallen through. I couldn’t see him, couldn’t hear him. No. No!

      Falling back and locking my hands on either side of me to hold my body steady, I shut my eyes and surged into the datacloud, seeking the synthetic minds. They blinked on and off, their numbers few. I swept from one to another to another, peering through their eyes into wreckage and debris. Different angles, looking down into the dirt, up at the sky, out of the building, through the glass—light, dark, pain, empty. I bounced between them until finally, I saw him—falling.

      <master command initiated. Master command received. Save Caleb Shepperd>

      They surged forward, all those that could, and through their eyes I watched Caleb fall. Save him. Save him. Please … Stars are wishes and wishes are dreams. Save him. Don’t let him die. No more killing. No more deaths. Save him.

      I reached, reached so high, so far. Reached for him with all I had left.

      Don’t

      Let

      Him

      Go
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      45 HOURS LATER.

      

      Old Earth.

      I hadn’t been back in years. Not much to come back for. An empty home and a deadbeat father who I sincerely hoped had drunk himself into an early grave and I just hadn’t gotten the memo. But there were some things on Old Earth worth returning for, like the view out of the obs window.

      As I banked Fortuitous in low over the clifftops, a full moon poured milk-light over the black ocean. Shit, there’s a whole nine systems out there, but nothing beat Old Earth when it came to breathtaking views.

      I eased the warship around to frame the view in the obs window and hovered her in low above the cliff. A lot had changed since I’d last seen that view.

      I tapped the internal comms. “Hey, One, you gotta see this.”

      The raw wound in my side gave a painful twinge, reminding me to go slow. A few med-pacs, blood top-ups, and a fuckload of drugs had gone a long way to fixing the hole in my side, but it would take at least a cycle for it to heal good as new. One hadn’t told me exactly how we’d gotten out of the Chitec rubble. I just remembered falling and then waking up in the ship’s med-bay. Nothing in between.

      Setting the frisky warbird down on her struts was easier when I had a football-field-sized landing pad; I was still learning Fortuitous’s little quirks, and she had many, but we’d bonded some after making a dash through the fleet-infested airspace outside Janus. They’d been getting their asses handed to them by the Fenrir Nine’s armada at the time. I’d done my part and had no intention of plowing into the Nine’s fight, especially when they’d hung Fran and me out to dry.

      A glance at the empty flight chair next to me sent a horrible pang of grief through me, souring my mood. I told myself the same thing I’d been saying over and over every time I thought about Fran: she’d made her choice. She went out the way she’d wanted, saving a bunch of folks who would never know her name.

      A knot tightened around my throat. I swallowed around it and blinked a few times, clearing the blur.

      Less than forty-eight hours later, and here One and me were.

      One appeared beside me as the raptor’s engines wound down. She leaned forward over the flight controls. Moonlight cast her face in a pale but perfect glow. With slightly parted lips, her wide eyes drank in the sight, and I knew I’d done the right thing bringing her here.

      She turned her head, giving me one of her rare, bright and honest smiles, then she dashed from the bridge with quick lightness to her steps.

      I chuckled and ran over the raptor’s power-down checks while keeping my eye on the datafeed screens. Every feed ran with the simultaneous collapse of Chitec and the appearance of the vast armada that had kicked fleet’s ass seven ways to Sunday, scattering the old regime and bringing in the new. Representatives of the Fenrir Nine stood up and declared free trade, free gate travel between the systems, and free distribution of wealth and food. In less than a couple of days, they’d freed the entire nine systems, exactly like they’d said they would. I wondered how heroic they’d look if Janus and all of its inhabitants had been destroyed the way they’d originally planned.

      Thinking of heroes got me wondering about someone who used to be mine. I scooped up the comms and tucked it in my ear. “Brendan Shepperd …”

      Waiting for the link to connect, I sat back in my flight chair, listened to Fortuitous sighing around me, and watched the moon’s glow ripple over the sea. I hadn’t yet thought about what to do next and figured I didn’t need to. Not yet. I’d done enough, hadn’t I?.

      “Caleb–Joe?”

      The gasp made me grin. “Bren.”

      “You bastard! You goddamn rotting son of a bastard.”

      “Nice to hear your voice, Bren.”

      “I thought you were dead!”

      I winced and tweaked the volume on the comms.

      “How in the nine systems—” He laughed, cutting off his own question. “I don’t care. Dammit, Brother. You scared me.”

      “Yeah, well, Shepperds are hard to kill.”

      “Shit,” he breathed. “Shit, shit, shit.”

      “You okay there?”

      “Yeah, I just … I just had to sit down. I can’t … I can’t believe you.”

      “Well, believe it, but it wasn’t easy. If it wasn’t for your call, Bren, I’d have died there and so would most of those people on Janus.”

      “You know I’ve got your back, Brother. Always have.”

      “Yeah …” I nodded, oddly content. “Yeah, I know.”

      “Is One with you? Did she—”

      “One’s here. But uh …” That fucking hitch again. I got your back, Cale. “Fran didn’t make it.” My voice wobbled. It’d be a while before it stopped doing that, and another while before the empty ache went away. “She did right, in the end. She’s a hero, man.”

      “I guess she just had to find the right crew to find her place, huh?”

      Another nod, because this time the words weren’t coming. My vision was swimming again.

      “Listen, uh …” I coughed, clearing the surge of feelings bubbling up. “Are you okay if I go off the clock for a cycle or two? I mean, whatever you’re doing with the Nine, you’re safe, right?”

      “Yeah, I’m good Caleb-Joe. There’s a lot of work to do. Just saying the nine is free doesn’t make it so, but we’ll get there. Go dark. It might be for the best. One’s staying with you, right?”

      “Yeah, for the moment.” I wiped at my eyes. “Until she figures out she can go anywhere and bag herself someone with a lot more smarts than me.”

      “She’ll keep you safe.”

      “I am old enough to look after myself, yah know.” I figured it might be best not to mention how I’d lost count of the times One had saved my ass.

      “Uh-huh. The Nine don’t need to know about this or else they’ll want me to keep an eye on you. Just, disappear. Take some time off. Get back in touch when you’re ready.”

      “Aye, aye, Brother.”

      “Hey, Caleb-Joe?” Here it comes. “I love you, Brother. I mean it. One told me to tell you, so there’s that. And I just—”

      “Okay, whatever. I hear yah.” I cut the comms with a laugh and set the unit back in its cradle. Bren and his feelings. I loved the bastard right back.

      I took a detour via my cabin, scooped up Bren’s long coat, and headed down the personnel ramp into the night. The air smelled salty, but sweet where a playful breeze stirred up the long, dewy grasses. I grounded my boots on the earth and breathed deeply, ignoring the twinges of pain from my bruised ribs.

      One was standing at the cliff’s edge, her silhouette about as fine a view as the one she was admiring. She wore one of Fran’s flimsy tank tops and oversized flight pants, making her look scruffy and ragged. Her silvery hair stuck out in haphazard angles, moonlight shimmering pale fingers through those locks. I approached from behind, stomping through the grass so as to not startle her and find a fist in my face, and lifted Bren’s coat over her small shoulders.

      “I’m not cold.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Can’t you let me be all manly for once?”

      She raised a brow and canted her head to pass her comical gaze over me, then chuckled. She chuckled. The laugh was light and tinkling—a startling melody, really—and it was all I could do not to stare. Fuck, she disarmed me in every way.

      I plunged my hands into my pockets. “Give the coat back then. I’m cold.”

      “No.” She shrugged it on, poking her smooth hands through the arms, the coat making her look even smaller. “It smells like your brother.” She pulled the collar up and breathed in. “I like it.”

      Typical.

      We stood for a while, looking out at the jagged rocks and angry surf. There might be a storm raging somewhere out at sea, but the only sign of it here was the relentless crash of breakers hammering the rocks.

      Watching her side-on, I wondered what was going through that marvelous head of hers. If I wasn’t mistaken, there was a definite curve to her lips. Moisture glistened on her face and dampened her lashes.

      “I …” I kicked at a tuft of grass. “I said some things back at Chitec towers, right before I passed out and you somehow saved me. Are you ever going to tell me how, by the way?”

      Her lips twitched.

      No answer.

      I wasn’t sure I wanted to know. She was incredible. Why fuck it up with details? I watched the waves swirl and mix around a jutting outcrop.

      “Before I let go of that beam, I said some interesting things.” I’d told her she was amazing, that I’d go to hell and back for her.

      “It was from the effects of blood loss. I understand.”

      Now it was my turn to smile a knowing, private smile. She saw it, and a faint line creased her brow. Her hair feathered in front of her eyes.

      She’d saved me in every possible way, and I had no idea how to tell her all the things I wanted to without sounding like a fucking idiot.

      “C’mon.” I thumbed a gesture toward a part of the cliff that sloped down. “It gets better.”

      We climbed down the twisting path to the rocky beach. One easily maneuvered her way over the rocks, each foot perfectly placed, while I wobbled and staggered behind her, trying not to break an ankle.

      When the beach opened up into a vast rock-strewn crescent, the boulders thinned to pebbles, and I dropped onto one of many flat stones, the way I had all those years ago. I lifted my face to the damp night air and tasted salt on my lips.

      One settled beside me, a leg drawn up so she could rest her chin on it. She smiled at the sea and I couldn’t help but smile at her.

      “Is it rain?” she asked, lifting a hand. “It’s soft, and cool, and salty. I like it.”

      “It’s spray, off the surf.” I nodded ahead, to where the rollers crashed against the vast monolith rocks way out in the bay. Moonlight settled like glitter on her face, and I reckoned she had to be the most beautiful thing in the nine systems. Not manufactured beauty, there was plenty of that in the nine; she had raw, honest allure.

      “It’s wonderful. I—It feels …” She closed her eyes and lifted her face, but she must have forgotten whatever it was she was going to say, because she stayed that way, her head tilted toward the stars.

      “I used to come here as a kid,” I said, but I cut off my own explanation, waiting for the urge to clam up to come over me. It didn’t. “Our old house is a few miles away. I’d climb out my window at night and walk all the way here, watch the sea, and the stars, and dream that I’d one day be up there, in the black.”

      She opened her eyes but kept her gaze lifted. “Dreams.”

      “That was the only one I had. My only wish … until you.”

      “Caleb—”

      I caught the gentle scolding in her tone. She was about to tell me that my wish was worthless, that whatever this was, whatever I felt, it couldn’t last. Rejection, I was used to it.

      “I’m not good,” she said, bowing her head.

      I picked up a pebble, rolled its smooth surface in my hand, and tossed it at the rock pools. The pebble skittered and jounced, then disappeared.

      “Good is overrated.”

      “I’m not a good person,” she said again, emphasizing her point.

      “Who is?” I lay back on my immensely uncomfortable rock and propped my head up on my hand. “So what, you’re going to tell me you’re a stone-cold killer, that you’re dangerous? That your head is fucked up, you don’t know what’s right or wrong, or what you want? Well shit, we’re all fucked up. I thought you’d already figured that out.”

      She breathed in, drawing the damp, salty air across her lips, and then braced a hand behind her, propping herself up to face the sea. Moonlight caressed the scarred half of her face, softening those hard lines.

      I wasn’t entirely sure what she was telling me. I might never figure her out, but I was willing to try, if she’d let me.

      “One, you know you can go anywhere now, do anything. There’s no reason for you to stay with me. You’ve hardly seen the nine systems—”

      She blinked and then settled her hand over mine, instantly making me forget what I was saying.

      “I don’t need to be anywhere else, just here, with you. I can live forever in this moment.” She gently closed her fingers. They trembled a little. Was she afraid? She didn’t look it—just content, with that intrigued expression of hers. Such a fucking muddle of contradictions. She terrified me, but in the weirdest way.

      She turned her gaze back to the sea, her hand still on mine. I curled my fingers around hers.

      It might have been the first time I ever truly felt like I was home.

      

      We spent the rest of the night on the beach. At some point, the last few days caught up with me and I fell asleep. When I woke up, chilled to the bone and aching in all the wrong ways, I found that One had draped my brother’s coat over me. She was still sitting, knees drawn up, gazing out at the same sea, although the waves had calmed.

      We watched the sunrise, neither of us saying a word. We didn’t need to talk, which was grand, seeing as I wasn’t great at it. But the quiet, filled only by the rumbling waves, didn’t beg to be filled. I reckoned One knew everything there was to say anyway. What I hadn’t told her she would have read between the words. I couldn’t bullshit her. Any lie I might say she’d catch. I couldn’t hide from her, and I liked it.

      “I’ll take you into some of the old cities. Vancouver, maybe?” I said, willing my battered body into motion. The more the hours went by, the more I felt every fucking bruise and cut the assault on Chitec had dealt me. “It’s packed and hot,” I added. Ships cluttered the skies around Fleet Command, but One would appreciate the sight. “We’ll need to land on the outskirts though. Fortuitous is probably a marked ship right about now.”

      Although I doubted fleet would care. They had enough trouble and were scattered to the corners of the nine. It would take them a while to regroup, if they bothered now that their beneficiary, Chitec, didn’t exist.

      “I’d like that,” One said, already a few strides ahead, marching up the beach.

      Feeling ten years older than I should, I made my way up the path after her. Fortuitous sat proudly at the clifftop, her wide-angled bridge looming high. Sunlight warmed her broad wings, turning morning dew into wisps of steam. The fleet stars and crescent moon insignia would take some repainting, and I’d have to drill off her serial numbers. I knew a guy out of Jotunheim who’d magic up some authentic-looking dataprints for her—make her legit. She wouldn’t be hauling much cargo, but she’d make a decent deterrent and escort. Wouldn’t be much demand for smuggling anyway, now that people could carry whatever they pleased about the nine without fleet harassing them.

      One disappeared inside the curved bowels of the ship. She’d taken to examining every inch, telling me she wanted to know Fortuitous like “the back of her hand.” I left her to it and returned to the bridge. My gaze skipped straight to the empty flight chair.

      Fran made her choice.

      I dropped into the adjacent chair, snarled as pain twisted up my side, took a few seconds to catch my breath, and then—once I was sure I wasn’t about to pop the med-stitches—started the flight-ready sequence. Fortuitous growled to life beneath my touch, responding like the frisky, high-powered, “fuck with me and I’ll eat you for lunch, little man” beast she was. I patted her dash fondly.

      “Just like your old captain, eh girl?” I wrapped my fingers around the flight sticks and eased her off her struts. “A bitch from dawn ‘til dusk, but I know you’ll come out fighting when it’s needed. Just don’t stab me in the back and we’ll get along fine.”

      We ascended fast, passing through the cloud cover and breaking into pale blue skies. Sunlight flooded the bridge, and with the filters down, I let the warmth wash over me. Life wasn’t so bad.

      I reached for the spot where my comms usually sat cradled by the control sticks, but the hollow was empty.

      A scuff behind me, the slightest movement. “I’m just about to start the descent. Hey, One. You haven’t seen my comms—”

      A cold hand clamped over my nose and mouth. Instinct jolted me back in the seat. Can’t breathe! I bucked. The hand slammed my head back with enough force to burn my neck muscles and hold me rigid. All I could see were blinking lights from the control bank above. Panic got hold of me too, squeezing my chest. Breathe! I can’t breathe! I lashed out, striking something hard, and then latched on to the immobile thing to try and pull the fucker in.

      Sunlight flared behind the figure. His right eye socket was a tangled mass of wires and melted synthetic skin. Chen Hung.

      Fear ran right over me, the kind that tore out rational thought and slapped you back into some primal zone. Adrenalin surged, and my chest burned. Air!

      I kicked, or tried to, and hit something, I wasn’t sure what. Agony snapped up my side while a different throbbing burn clawed its way up my throat. Breathe!

      My whole fucking body heaved and Chen Hung just looked down at me, the good side of his face curved into a broad smile. He blurred, doubled, tripled, turned into a swirl of colors, and then there was nothing but the distant sound of my own thudding heart.
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      I tasted salt. Heard the rumbling waves. Felt the cool touch of the ocean dash my face. I replayed the memory, reliving it again and again. And in that moment, Caleb was sitting beside me, watching me, seeing me. He was many things: afraid, but also resolute in his appreciation. It hadn’t escaped my attention that he’d been watching and assessing me since he’d woken on the med-lab table. His fear wasn’t of me, but simply of us. He seemed … happy. I had the same odd rush of sensations, a strange, transient moment sparking here and there inside my processes. What a wonder it was to be happy.

      Fortuitous groaned.

      Something was wrong.

      I lifted my head, bringing myself around from the memories—daydreams—my hand hovering over the thin datascreen displaying Fortuitous’s schematics, and tapped into the ship’s central systems. We were on course for a descent toward Vancouver, as Caleb had promised, but the trajectory had pitched dangerously low.

      An unhealthy whine sounded from the atmosphere engines. The ship gave a concerning shudder.

      We were too high to idle, and yet Caleb hadn’t started the maneuver that would take us down into oxygen-rich air. If he held the ship at this altitude for too long, the engines would seize. Without atmosphere engines, we wouldn’t have any control over our descent. Caleb wouldn’t make that mistake.

      I set the datascreen down and left the cabin, racing through the curved passageways toward the bridge.

      When I tapped my comms, he didn’t answer, and I broke into a run. Something is wrong.  My boots beat against the grating. I sprinted up the ramp and slammed into the bridge hatch, throwing it open to reveal a sight that sparked my failsafes to life and locked my entire body down, freezing me rigid, trapping me in my own skin.

      Chen Hung lifted his half-twisted head. His lips curved in a mockery of his charming billboard grin.

      Caleb’s limp arm hung over the edge of the flight chair. His heart rate had dropped to dangerous levels. If he wasn’t unconscious, he would be very soon.

      And I couldn’t move.

      Inside, I screamed at my processes to stop Chen Hung, to cross the bridge, take him in my hands, and tear him apart. But my body wouldn’t obey. The master failsafe, the code Hung had programmed in me to ensure I could never hurt him, smothered my commands. All I could do was stand and watch as he killed Caleb.

      “Stop!”

      Chen Hung tilted his head, his single eye swiveling in its socket to focus on me.

      Caleb’s heart thudded slower. His fingers twitched.

      I couldn’t stop Hung, but perhaps I didn’t need to. Behind him, through the observation window, Earth’s pale blue halo curved away. Fortuitous’s gasping engines stuttered, jarring the ship.

      “The engines are failing,” I said. “Without Caleb to fly, we will plummet fifty kilometers through Earth’s atmosphere. If we don’t burn up, the impact will vaporize this ship. You will not survive.” Now that I was no longer sending out commands to kill Chen Hung, my body unlocked. I strode closer, listening to Caleb’s failing heart.

      “You can fly this ship,” Hung stated.

      “I can, but I won’t.”

      “But you will also die.” His voice was a broken, inhuman, synthesized monotone.

      I latched on to Chen Hung’s wrist and poured every measure of strength into pulling his hand away from Caleb. I couldn’t hurt Hung, but I could sabotage his efforts—get in his way. I looked at Hung, at the misshapen hole where his right eye used to be, and smiled as I said, “I’d rather die than let you live. I have that choice.”

      Fortuitous shuddered, and with a last, harrowing whine, the engines died. The quiet that followed was a complete, smothering vacuum. Behind Hung, Earth’s curvature swelled in the obs window as gravity clawed at the ship.

      Hung turned his head. Inside, his processes would be grasping at solutions, calculating the odds, desperately searching for a way to survive. There wasn’t one.

      He snatched his hand back, away from Caleb. “You will fly this ship, One.”

      I shoved Hung aside and clasped Caleb’s limp head in my hands. He was alive, barely.

      “Breathe …” I begged.

      “You must correct this ship’s propulsion or saving him will be for nothing.”

      He was right. I listened to Caleb’s heart and straightened. “Go to the back of the bridge and do not move.”

      Hung hesitated, and in his moment of indecision, a new sound spiraled around Fortuitous: a howling cry. With a reluctant curl of his lip, he retreated.

      Strapping myself into the adjacent flight chair, I ignored the twisting, spinning splashes of color spilling across the obs window and raced to correct the out of control ship. Spasms rocked the bridge and the howling turned into a raging storm of noise. I shut it out, all of it—Hung, Caleb, my own terrible fear. Everything but the calm and the peace I’d experienced on the moonlit beach. With that and only that memory in my mind, I worked Fortuitous’s controls, engaged the out-of-atmosphere engines, and punched the ship away from Earth’s hungry pull and into the black.

      By the time I’d locked Fortuitous on an idling course, Earth and her small moon were tiny specs in a vast canvas of stars.

      Hung was gone, but Caleb was awake, pale and wide-eyed.

      Heady relief rushed through me.

      He winced and groaned, peeling upright in his flight chair, and then with a crooked, sideways glance at me, he croaked, “Did you just save my ass again?”

      “Twice.”

      He dragged a hand around the back of his neck and slumped forward. “Don’t tell my brother.”

      “Chen Hung is on the ship.”

      “I noticed,” he drawled, elbows propped on his knees and his forehead resting on his fists.

      “The atmosphere engines burned out.”

      He pulled in a deep breath, held it, and looked up, sighing out slowly as though cherishing the air. “Knowing my luck, that’s the good news.”

      I turned my chair toward him, resisting an almost overwhelming urge to wrap my arms around him and draw him close. “He’ll come for you again. He can’t hurt me, but he can hurt you, and he won’t stop. You’re my weakness.”

      “I ain’t anybody’s weakness.” He pushed to his feet, swayed, and grabbed the back of the flight chair. “Okay … I just need a minute here.”

      “Caleb, I—” I straightened beside him, clenching my hands at my sides. The feelings wouldn’t subside; if anything, they were growing more insistent with every passing second. Chen Hung would kill Caleb, and I was powerless to stop him.

      He looked at me, a frown gathering on his face, and then he smiled, hooked an arm around my waist, and yanked me against him. I bowed my head, tucking it in under his chin, and pressed my cheek against his chest, where I listened to the rapid beat of his heart. His warmth, the feel of him surrounding me, warmed me through in ways that went deeper than tactile sensations. Like on the beach, I gathered up the data, hoarded it to me, and hugged it close.

      “I have a plan,” he said, his words whispered through my hair in a way that had me pulling him closer.

      “I wish—”

      He pressed a finger to my lips and tipped my head up. “No more wishes. We make it happen. And this time, he’s—it’s not getting away.”

      “I can’t stop him. If he gets to you, I can’t move. I … I can’t save you from him.”

      “I know. He’s here for me, and that’s exactly what we’ll give him.”

      Caleb sensed the turmoil raging within me, or perhaps I showed more of it on my face than I’d realized. His fingers teased through my hair, and I chased that touch, leaning into it, soaking it up. More, I wanted more. He took my face in both hands and lightly kissed my forehead—just a brush of the lips—but I felt it, like a promise.

      “One last fight,” he whispered, bumping his forehead against mine.

      I opened my eyes and all I saw was him, his history and truth mapped along the lines of his face. One last fight.

      He was right. I ran my fingertips down his face, committing every imperfection—the scar on his forehead, the one I’d given him—every nuance—the quirk of his lips, the glint in his eyes, the abrasive fuzz of his stubble—to memory.

      One last fight.

      No more wishes.

      He was right. It would end here.

    

  

  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Twenty-Five: Caleb

        

      

    
    
      Trapped on a ship with a killing machine that clearly had my number punched was not how I’d planned to start my vacation.

      “Let’s go to Vancouver,” I mumbled, pistol drawn and aimed down Fortuitous’s main passageway, the backbone of the ship. “Maybe go do normal shit like normal folks.”

      Why had I opened my mouth? Tempting fate, that’s what it’s called. Fate’s the bitch that never cut me a break.

      I glanced over my shoulder—clear—and continued on. The bastard was obviously in the ship somewhere, but since he ran cool and didn’t have a heartbeat, internal scanners were useless. That left a good ol’ fashioned eyes-on sweep.

      I reached an internal hub splitting the passage in a V, left and right, and down a level into the cramped maintenance passageways. I hadn’t realized just how big Fortuitous was. Plenty of hiding places for an infinitely patient machine.

      “One, taking sub-level B,” I said into a spare wrist comms.

      “Confirmed,” her sharp voice came back—strictly business.

      We’d guessed Hung had my personal comms and was likely listening in, which was part of the plan: use me as bait. Great idea, Shepperd. I had the one phase pistol, and while it could tear chunks out of Hung and piss him off enough to rip my head from my neck, it wouldn’t stop him. I’d lost the pulser stun gun somewhere in Chitec’s rubble, and even then, it would have only knocked him out long enough for him to hard reset. No, I had another way of dealing with Hung.

      My chest tightened like someone was crushing the air out of my lungs. I reached for the curved passage wall and braced myself, focusing on breathing in—breathing out. Chilling sweat broke out across my face and down my back. Fucking fear. But not the kind I was used to. The bastard, Hung, had nearly suffocated me just like he had Haley—his cold hand clamped over my mouth, shutting off my air, and it had burned, burned all over. That shit was screwing with my head.

      “I can do this …”

      Panic galloped through my chest, dragging the ragged mess that was my insides with it. All I really wanted to do was slide down the wall, pull my knees up, and hide. I hadn’t let One see how fucking terrified I was; I’d tried to keep my smile alive, especially when she’d looked at me like I’d just dumped Christmas at her feet. Shit, that girl … she broke me open, in good ways.

      One more fight.

      “I can definitely do this …”

      My side was on fire again, and if the clammy coolness was anything to go by, I’d busted the medi-strips holding bits of me together.

      I can’t fucking do this.

      “Caleb?”

      Her smooth, calm voice sailed through the crippling fear. Just one more fight and I get to rest.

      I pressed my hot forehead against the wall and tapped the wrist comms. “Yeah?”

      “Thank you.”

      I waited, not entirely sure what I was supposed to say or exactly what she was referring to.

      “For the beach,” she added.

      She broke me open, just like that. The panic subsided, replaced by the kind of warm, fuzzy sensation I usually only experienced when I was halfway hammered.

      “Plenty more places like that,” I said back, finding my feet, lifting the pistol, and resuming my search. I’d show her the entire nine systems once this was over. Things were different with her. She changed my perspective, made me look at shit differently—made me look at myself differently. I had no idea what the fuck I was doing with her, or her with me, but I liked us. And I was not about to let Chen Hung take her from me again.

      “C’mon, you son of a bitch. I’m ready for you this time.” My voice volleyed into the narrow sub-level passage. “Afraid to face me like a man because you aren’t one?”

      Fortuitous hummed, gentle and low, the big raptor settled and content after her brush with Earth’s atmosphere. Don’t think about that. About the almost dying part …

      My aim trembled. I lowered the pistol, gave my hand a flick like I could somehow shrug off whatever was going on with me.

      “Shit …” I wiped my clammy palm on my pants.

      Hung hit me like a battering ram—slammed me against the wall and cracked an elbow under my jaw, whipping my head back. A wave of black washed over me, threatening to drag me under, but I clung on to scraps of consciousness, somehow jammed the pieces back together, and came around on my ass, slumped against the white wall cladding.

      He loomed, tall and dark, a shadow swimming in my vision.

      “That all you got?” I growled.

      He sank his thin fingers into my hair and locked them into a fist. I got a grand, close-up view of the hole in his head. The wires twitched like throbbing veins. Back at Chitec, I should have filled him full of phase bullets. Where was my pistol? I swiveled my glare and caught a glint off the gun lying a few feet away.

      “Do you not have a shred of self-preservation?” He sounded like a bad comms link, all stutters and scratches. Any resemblance to Chen Hung, the man, was long gone; just the suit remained, and even that was ragged and torn, as if he’d dragged himself out of the rubble. “I put you in Asgard twice and s-still you refuse to w-walk away.”

      “I’m a sucker for punishment,” I slurred, laying the act on thick. The more he talked, the more I could organize my thoughts. Plan A wasn’t playing out the way I’d hoped, which was hardly a surprise.

      “You weren’t supposed to come back,” he said. “You’re the c-coward. You were supposed to die on Asgard or die out there in the nine systems.”

      “You should have killed me the first time.”

      “Haley’s death was necessary. You were … inconvenient.”

      I snorted. “Reckon I’ve been called a lot of things, but ain’t never been called inconvenient before.”

      “Why? W-why you? You’re nobody. A weak, selfish, shortsighted individual.”

      I shifted my leg out and stretched the toe of my boot toward the pistol’s grip. Hung had his hand locked in my hair and his face inches from mine, but I had his full focus on me, not what was going on behind him.

      “You’re wrong. I was a weak, shortsighted, selfish asshole.” I hooked the pistol closer and crawled my left hand toward it. “But what you did, killing Haley, locking me up in Asgard? You gave me a purpose. I hated you—who I thought you were. That hate kept me alive.”

      Slow and steady, I curled my fingers around the grip. A scowl had pinched Hung’s one eye as his processes tried to figure me out.

      “You made me your enemy. And you know what they say in the black?” I had the pistol good and ready. Confidence shored up what was left of my strength. “Don’t fuck with the fixer.”

      I pulled the trigger, blasting him point-blank in the side. The impact jolted him sideways—not as much as I’d hoped, but enough. I sprang off the floor and part lunged, part scrambled down the passage. The acrid smell of burning synthetic fibers coated my throat and caused my eyes to water. My side ached like a bitch. I hurt in so many places I couldn’t keep up, but I had him. A quick glance back saw him gathering his composure and rounding on me.

      Good. C’mon, finish the job. The phase bullet had punched deep into his gut, leaving a melted tangle of fake flesh and frayed wires. Given enough time, he’d fix himself up, but time was something Hung no longer had.

      I limped on, making a show of how pathetically wounded I was—easily done, considering I was having a hard time seeing straight. Just a bit farther.

      One more fight, and then smooth whiskey, downtime in Vancouver, no death threats, no vendettas, no betrayals. Just sweet normality. I’ll make One laugh some more. I need more of that in my life.

      “There’s nowhere to run,” Hung declared, stalking me.

      “You think I’m just gonna lay down and let you do me in? Shit, you do have a low opinion of me.” I hobbled on, dragging my sorry ass with each step. Not far now.

      “My opinion is irrelevant.”

      You’re gonna be irrelevant any second now …

      I rounded the final curve and saw the open airlock ahead. It looked inconspicuous to the untrained eye—a dead end. Oh gee, I’m trapped. Sure enough, when I looked back, Hung was wearing his maniacal grin. I spat a vicious curse, hobbled over the thick pressure seal into the airlock, and whirled to aim the pistol at him, because it was the sorta thing you should do when trapped with your back against a wall.

      One stood inside the door, out of sight against the controls. I kept my eyes away from her. Hung would see the slightest twitch in my gaze.

      C’mon, that’s right, just a few more steps. My aim trembled, my body about ready to give out on me.

      Hung slowed, the good half of his face the picture of smug satisfaction.

      A couple more steps …

      He paused outside the pressure seal, inches away from One. If he leaned inside, he’d see her.

      “You wanna live forever, right?” I blurted.

      His head twitched.

      “That’s your primary objective or whatever?”

      Fuck, just one more step. Why wasn’t he moving? He’d know One was close, but he couldn’t know she was inside the airlock with me.

      “Why?” I asked. “What’s the point? You’re alone. Who wants to live alone forever? What kind of fucked-up dream is that?”

      He reached out and gripped the door seal. My gaze flicked to One’s composed face—inches from his fingers—and then back to his face. His eye narrowed, like he knew. He fucking knew. I fired the pistol, but the shot went wide, or he moved, because in the next second, he sprang, hands thrust out like claws, his face a twisted mask of ugly half-made expressions.

      I fired blind, saw his cheek explode, and then got a face full of silver hair and a lungful of sweet cherry smell. One. She got between us, grabbed hold of my shoulders, and spun me around, then shoved me out the airlock. It all happened so fast I wasn’t sure where I was until the door slammed down behind me with a resounding boom, jarring me back into the present.

      “What the—”

      Chime.

      Shit. The airlock was sealed with One and Hung inside. “One!”

      Fuck no, this wasn’t how it was supposed to go. I lunged at the locking panel and punched the release pad. Nothing happened. “Open, dammit!”

      One’s calm face filled the oval airlock window.

      “It won’t open from out here.” I jabbed at the pad again. “Something’s wrong.”

      I kicked the panel.

      “Fuck.”

      Chime. No, no, no … The door had to open.

      “Disengage it from the inside.”

      When I saw her face again, watching me in that cool, calm way of hers, I knew she had no intention of opening the door.

      “Chen Hung must not be allowed to escape,” she said, quite reasonably.

      “Open the door, One,” I growled. Lead-like dread was getting way too comfortable in my gut.

      “I tore out the controls.”

      I froze, not hearing the words—not wanting to hear them. No lock controls. No opening the door. No escape.

      “No, One …” She’d torn out the controls and my heart along with them.

      “Hung is already waking. Had I left the lock intact, he would have opened this door and killed you. I couldn’t stop him. Nothing can stop him. This must be done.”

      I ignored her words because this wasn’t over. There had to be a way. There was always a way, a Plan B. The pistol. I fired at the seal, squeezing off shot after shot, but the phase bullets twanged and ricocheted, chipping off lacquer but otherwise barely making a dent. Airlocks couldn’t be breached. They were as thick as the ship’s hull. There was no way to open that door without industrial cutting gear. Once the outer airlock door opened, the bitter black would rush in.

      One had seconds to live.

      I threw the pistol at the door and sank my hands into my hair. “No! No, One!”

      “Caleb.” So calm. How could she be so calm?

      I couldn’t look at her face. I couldn’t. She would die in there, in the cold, with that bastard. It was his fault—again. How could this be happening?

      “Caleb?” She smiled.

      I fell against the door, forearms braced on either side of the window. “How can you do this to me? Don’t do this.”

      She looked even prettier through my tears. Her eyes so fucking bright, her smile light and real.

      “Don’t make me watch you die. Please … by the nine, please. I can’t … not again.”

      Her smile was sorry. The sight of it cut through my chest.

      She blinked and said, “Chen Hung gave me life, but you showed me how to live it.”

      Chime.

      “We could have gone anywhere.” Just you and me, One. Why, why are you leaving me?

      Grief raked through my insides, ripping them out. I pressed my fingers against the glass, wishing I could feel her.

      “You don’t have to do this.” The words rang hollow and empty. There was no undoing this.

      “I’m not a good person inside. We were built to kill. All synthetics must die. This is the right thing.”

      “Fuck the right thing.”

      “Caleb …” She pressed her fingers against the glass, against mine. She was so close—right there—and I couldn’t feel her.

      I curled my fingers into a fist, drew back, and punched the glass. A howl of pain rushed up my arm. The glass didn’t budge.

      “One, you don’t know what you’re saying! You’re the best person I’ve ever met. Don’t leave me.” I hated her, hated her for being behind that door, for standing there, so fucking calm, so fucking right. Why did I have to be surrounded by good people? Why couldn’t they all be selfish bastards like me? “Don’t you let me go, One. You hear me? Don’t you fucking let me go!”

      Her smooth brow furrowed. The words had hurt her and I instantly regretted them, but her smile stayed, because she understood. My hate dissolved as quickly as it had come. A hole opened up inside, and what little hope I’d been clinging to drained away. She was saving me, one last time.

      She saw the resignation on my face, the moment I stopped fighting.

      “I would rather have lived through those moments with you than not have lived at all.”

      Words clogged my throat—stupid, angry, pathetic words that wouldn’t change a thing. “Fuck you, One. Fuck you for making me believe we had time.”

      “We did have time.” Tears glistened in her eyes then broke free and rolled down her face.

      I wanted to wipe them away, to wipe the pain away. She should live. She deserved it, more than me.

      “Caleb, don’t you see? You gave me forever in those moments. Please, don’t be sad.”

      I closed my eyes and rested my forehead against the glass. “I need you.”

      “You don’t. You’re a good man inside. I see you.”

      A warning buzzed. I opened my eyes and looked into hers, so brittle, so fragile. I wished I’d held her longer, said the things I’d wanted to say, taken her away to all the places, lived the dreams.

      “I see you too.” It wasn’t fair. “Count the stars, One.”

      “I’m not afraid.”

      No, she wouldn’t be afraid, because she was One. I wish we’d had more time.

      The buzzer grew louder and deeper. Escaping air viciously hissed behind the door. I spread my fingers on the glass, over hers, and looked into her eyes. Ice crawled across her hair, her cheek, and snapped over her lips. I watched its terribly slow progress through unfocused tears. Hoarfrost clouded her eyes. As she breathed her last moisture-rich breath, the window fogged, and frost scattered across the glass. I knew when she’d left me. A hollow, empty place opened up inside, and even though I could still see her face, see the smile resting on her lips, she was gone.

    

  

  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Twenty-Six: Caleb

        

      

    
    
      Five months later.

      

      “Mister Shepperd, are you quite sure you don’t know anything about these illegal gambling rumors?”

      “Quite sure.” I poured Officer Jack a shot of Old-Earth whiskey—one of the finest I had in stock—and shoved it in his direction. “You’re welcome to check out back.”

      His eyes brightened, like he’d hit the jackpot.

      “After you get a warrant.”

      The delight in his eyes clouded. He threw the whiskey back in one gulp, hissed, and grumbled an imaginative curse that brought a smile to my lips.

      I liked Jack; he was a smart guy. Naive, but smart, and new enough around these parts to think he could clean up Ganymede and all the other original system stopover ports. He also knew I’d won Tink’s Bar from Bruno in an illegal card game like the one Officer Jack was now accusing me of organizing.

      “Luca says hi.” He shoved the empty glass back in my direction.

      I poured him a few more fingers. “She does, huh?”

      It was early. The cruiseliners with their cargo of tourists had come and gone. Paying customers were few and far between, and the staff had all bounced off shift before they had to clock in again in a few hours. The pause between mayhem: one of my favorite times and about the only time I manned the bar.

      “Still sings your praises,” Jack added, the grumbling undertone making it perfectly clear what he thought of his sister’s appraisal of me.

      I smiled, tucked the whiskey out of the way beneath the bar, and leaned an elbow on the bar top. “That’s odd, seein’ as we’ve never officially met.”

      It wouldn’t do for Jack’s sister to associate herself with someone who skirted the law, someone like me. Not even if I’d hypothetically saved her shapely ass when she’d gotten herself mixed up with the wrong sorta folk out of Calisto.

      Helped by the interesting information I had about his not-so-sweet sister, information that could jeopardize his rising career as an original systems peacekeeper, Jack wouldn’t look too closely at what I may or may not be organizing in the back rooms.

      I smiled, he smiled, and we both gave a light chuckle, because this was how the nine systems worked, and sometimes when the new law didn’t have teeth, people like me did.

      “I never thought I’d be patrolling Jupiter’s moons, trying to keep the peace,” Jack mused, tapping his fingers on his glass.

      I’d done some digging when he came to me for help; I’d been stung before. A year ago, he’d been a grunt in fleet. Since fleet no longer existed, Jack had signed up as a peacekeeper, same as a lot of fleet’s throwaways. Still, I knew that look, caught it in the mirror sometimes. He missed the black.

      “I hear that.” I trailed off as the doors opened and a hooded figure drifted in from the orange-lit boardwalk.

      Jack shot me a side-eyed questioning look. I raised a brow and stepped back from the bar, giving me enough room to reach the pistol taped under the bar top. I’d never gotten along with hooded folk.

      “Captain Shepperd?” the girl asked, pushing her hood back. She was a slight thing, a few years younger than me—without the mileage. She had close-cropped, black hair, pert lips, shrewd brown eyes, and a confident swagger.

      Jack’s side-glance had turned curious. I tensed. Now the tame police officer would go checking after a Captain Shepperd and I’d have more questions to answer. I should have used a pseudonym, but then, it wasn’t like I’d planned to settle on Ganymede.

      “Ain’t nobody called me captain in a while,” I replied, sizing the girl up. She didn’t look like much. She wore a multitude of layers like many of the port-drifters who literally wore what they owned.

      “But you do have a ship?” she asked, planting herself on a stool and looking up at me, head cocked, eyes expectant.

      “Who’s asking?”

      She shrugged.

      Two could play the vague game. “Nah, I don’t have a ship—”

      “The Fortuitous?”

      I snatched the pistol free from its hiding place, cocked it, and aimed it square between her eyes. “Who are you? No bullshit.”

      Nobody knew the name of my ship. All those who did were dead.

      She blinked and peeled back her ragged coat, checking me for permission before reaching inside. My trigger finger tightened as the little voice in my head told me to scare her out of her wits and send her packing. But curiosity—that fucking bitch curiosity—had me holding fast.

      She slowly, carefully, withdrew a folded slip of paper and held it up, letting me get a good look at the innocent folded square. I glanced at Jack, who shrugged but eyed the pistol warily. I wasn’t about to shoot a girl in Tink’s—not in front of a lawman—but neither of them knew me well enough to take a chance on playing the hero.

      The girl set the folded slip of paper down on the bar and pushed it over.

      I snatched it up in my left hand, making them jump, and unfolded it. A credit token fell out, the kind with a fixed value determined by the sender. The display on this one held a steady 30C. A memory tugged from somewhere deep, where I’d buried it cycles ago. Thirty credits … I turned it over in my hand—I was worth at least thirty credits—and tucked it in my pocket.

      “Who sent you?”

      She dropped her gaze to the piece of paper. I did the same and noticed a scrawled message inside.

      
        Debt’s paid.

      

      Fuck.

      “Watch the stock,” I told Jack, tucking the pistol against my back, veering round the end of the bar, and heading out the door.

      “What?” he spluttered.

      “Just watch the bar,” I called back. “And don’t go poking out back. I’ll know!”

      I broke into a run, heart pounding the same as my boots on the boardwalk. Ganymede’s orange-tinged haze swirled beneath inadequate lamps. Humid, heavy air laced my tongue.

      Thirty fucking credits.

      Debt’s paid.

      It couldn’t be.

      By the time I reached the old maintenance hangars, sweat crawled down the back of my neck and the old wound in my side radiated the kind of protest I’d suffer for later.

      I dashed through my old hangar’s rusted side door and skidded to a halt. I’d expected the warbird gone—stolen. Debt’s paid. But the raptor loomed large, her bulk filling the hangar from floor to ceiling, untouched and still where I’d left her for months, with patched-up covers draped over her outline. Fortuitous.

      And below her overhanging bridge section stood a woman. She had her hands on her hips, within easy reach of the two holstered pistols, and her face turned up at the ship. I wasn’t sure she was real. A diffused orange glow flooded in through the filthy hangar windows, throwing her long shadow far beneath Fortuitous while hiding the details of her face. I didn’t need to see her face to know her. “Bring it, little man,” that cocky stance seemed to say. “I’m too good for you.”

      “No.” I threw my hands up, pistol still palmed. “No”—turned on my heel—“no-no-no.”

      The denials echoed around the hangar, chasing each other into the murk.

      “Cale.”

      Fuck.

      I spun and marched toward her. “You died!”

      She turned her head and raised an eyebrow in a precise arc. She’d dyed her short hair scarlet red, the same color as the Candes’ home planet sunset. It shone, even in this pathetic light. The shadows cut her Asgard scar deeper into her cheek. For someone who’d been declared dead, she looked mighty fine in her flight fatigues. She’d tied the flight suit’s arms around her waist. Her tank top clung in all the right places, revealing toned arms and the infamous dragon tattoo coiled around her bicep. I had no doubt.

      “You definitely died!” I said, failing to keep the shrill note of alarm from my voice. “I was there.”

      She didn’t say anything, just watched me stride toward her.

      “How-in-the-fucking-how?!”

      “Escape pod. It embedded in a residential block.” She paused, her green eyes flicking to the pistol in my hand. “I used the remote to blow the harrier, once I was free. I kept my head down, waited for the dust to settle, and then bribed my way off Janus.”

      Escape pod. A fucking escape pod. “How wonderful for you. And you didn’t think to tell me this part of your plan?”

      I kept walking, not yet sure what I’d do when I reached her.

      She shrugged. “You said we’d go our separate ways. I was doing you a favor.”

      Doing me a favor.

      “Making a clean break,” she added.

      Making a clean fucking break.

      Rage fizzed through my veins, or shock, or both. For the first time in five months, I needed a fucking drink—the whole bottle. She did that to me. Made me nuts. Made me want to wrap my hands around her neck and throttle her.

      “You … You …” I stopped a few strides away. I mean, what the fuck could I say? Five months ago she’d flown the Candes’ harrier into Hung’s towers. “Fuck, Fran.”

      I took a step closer and forcibly stopped myself, not entirely sure if I might do something stupid like kiss her, or punch her, or maybe shoot her. Instead, I loosely pointed the pistol at her middle. “I’m gonna kill you, and I’m gonna make it stick.”

      She gave me a knowing look. “C’mon, Cale. We both know this is just foreplay.”

      Foreplay?! I laughed. The sound of it came out all twisted and wrong. “I’ll dump your body out of a Mede trash chute. How’s that for foreplay?”

      Fran snaked her arms crossed and sighed, not the least concerned that I’d carry out any of the threats. “Before you do, I have a job.”

      “A job?” I deadpanned and glared. She comes back from the dead, looking right as Old Earth rain—more than right, she looked hot, all straight-backed and commander-like and shit, goddammit—and she had a job?

      I scrambled around my head for something to say and came back empty.

      She rolled her eyes. “I’m on a schedule here. Can you have this”—she waved a hand at me—“breakdown or whatever it is later, once we’re back-in-black?”

      I made a noise—part scoff, part fuck-off growl—and backed away a few steps. “I’m not going back in the black with you, sweetheart. You’re bad for my health. You couldn’t pay me a million credits to fly with you.”

      This was insane. She was insane. How was I even talking with her?

      “I will,” she said.

      “What?”

      “I’ll pay you.”

      My runaway thoughts stuttered. I shut my mouth, not entirely sure how long it had been hanging open. “Why?”

      “Isn’t that how it usually works. I need something fixed, you’re a fixer …”

      “You don’t need me. Fortuitous is your fucking ship. You know all the flight codes. You could have flown her out of here without me knowing.”

      “Right, I could have.” She chuckled lightly and broke her gaze away to briefly run her eyes over the ship. I might have caught a glimmer of regret, or maybe some sort of pensive reluctance, but she quickly buried the fleeting expression behind a wide, sarcastic smile. “Tink’s Cale? Really? I thought you had some standards, low as they are. But Tink’s?”

      Now that my heart had stopped battering against my chest and the shock was wearing off, my thoughts came together. She needed me for something. Something about her job required either information only I knew or one of my rare talents, so rare I wasn’t sure I had any. Whatever it was, she would set me up for the fall. I didn’t need the heat. I had the bar and some shady dealings to keep the blood pumping. I didn’t need her or the black.

      I dragged a hand across my mouth.

      “No.” There, that wasn’t so hard. “Take the ship if you want her. I haven’t flown her since—Anyway, I told you, I’m done.”

      I yanked my gaze away from her and marched back the way I’d come, one foot in front of the other. My refusal had sounded pretty good. Maybe I’d actually meant it? But it didn’t stop my insides from twisting up tighter and tighter with each step.

      “You’re not done, Captain. You belong in the black.”

      I kept walking, even as her words chased me down. God fuckin’ dammit. Why couldn’t she just stay dead? I had a business to run, and … not much else, but it was a start. It was honest—sometimes. And then there was Jack’s sister, whatever her name was … Luca. She was … nice.

      “C’mon, Cale. Barman at Tink’s?”

      I stopped, threaded my fingers through my hair, and dragged my hand down the back of my neck, telling myself not to turn the fuck around, and half turned.

      “Captain of the Fortuitous,” she continued. “Cruising through the black, fleet nowhere in sight? That’s freedom. That’s you.”

      She pulled the classic “cocked head, wry smile” look but stopped short of fluttering her lashes.

      “There’s really a job?” I asked.

      “Oh, there’s a job. But I need Fortuitous and her captain.

      Shit.

      She’d had me the second I laid eyes on her. This dance, my protests, was all fake. There wasn’t any chance of me walking away, and we both knew it.

      I made a show of scratching at my chin and pretending to mull over her words. “You do owe me a ship.”

      Fran’s smile grew, reeling me in. “Says you.”

      I started making my way back toward her, taking it slow, like I hadn’t already decided. “How much you payin’?”

      “What are you worth?”

      Now it was my turn to smile, remembering the credit token and its pathetic thirty credits. “Prices have gone up. These are new times, yah know.”

      Stopping up close, I tucked the pistol away and dragged my gaze up the length of her. When I got to her eyes, questions burned there. Questions and humor, and I might have caught a glimpse of wicked delight too.

      “We had some good times,” she added, tilting her face once more toward Fortuitous.

      “You spied on me, set me up, and tried to kill me. I’m not sure good is the word I’d use.”

      “Foreplay.”

      If that was foreplay, I was doing it wrong.

      I followed her gaze to a section of Fortuitous’s uncovered hull. The ship had taken some damage when we’d rolled into Earth’s atmosphere and burned out the engines. Her panels bore the pockmarks and scars of unguided re-entry. I’d brought the ship down on Ganymede for repairs right after I watched One die, and I’d only taken her up again to return to Old Earth, to the clifftop where I laid One’s body in the earth. I’d tried to keep One, to see if she’d wake up, but those days had been endless, whiskey-soaked waking nightmares. It took a while for me to realize waiting for her to come back was killing me. She wasn’t coming back. She’d lived her life and chosen her fate. At least, where I’d buried her, she had the best view in the nine systems.

      I can live forever in this moment.

      My view of Fortuitous blurred. I blinked and swallowed a stubborn knot in my throat.

      “What happened to Hung?” Fran asked as though reading my thoughts.

      “Long story, but I burned that bastard down to scrap, pissed on his remains, and dumped what was left in Old Earth’s ocean.”

      She snorted appreciatively.

      Back-in-black … I wasn’t sure I could fly Fortuitous again. But the thought of it—getting back out there, among the stars, among the dreams—the thought of it trilled excitement through my veins like nothing else—no drug, no high could beat it. No rules but my own. No tethers. My only responsibility to my ship. Go anywhere, do anything.

      “My ship, my rules,” I drawled, checking Fran’s expression out the corner of my eye.

      She pursed her lips, chewing it over, then offered me her hand. I closed my fingers around hers. We shook, sealing the deal.

      “Aye, Captain,” she said, a hint of irony in her voice.

      The game was on.

    

  

  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Twenty-Seven: Brendan Shepperd

        

      

    
    
      
        Chitec Undisclosed Reserve & Data Storage Facility

        Decommissioned Mining Outpost

      

      

      I regarded the debris scattered about the mess hall with a studious eye. The outpost had been turned over, that much was clear as soon as we’d docked our transport vessel. It appeared as though anything of value had been stripped and hauled away cycles ago.

      Pirates, if I had to guess. They were getting braver, venturing into the original system with more regularity.

      Some things never changed.

      At least they had left the power converters. Searching the outpost by torchlight would have slowed things down considerably.

      “Commander, where shall we start?”

      I sucked in air through my nose, tasting the outpost’s musty, stale odor at the back of my throat, and turned to Miles—an overly eager fleet rookie who’d barely gotten his feet wet in the black before fleet dissolved. Now he was part of my reconnaissance crew, and despite my many requests for him to call me Brendan, he insisted on using the now defunct rank. I was starting to get a feel for how annoyed my brother must have been when I persisted in using his full name.

      “Take Gordon and Carroll and recon the sub-sections, see if there are any intact storage bays.” The mess lights flickered, buzzed, and then steadied. “And check the converters. I don’t want to find ourselves without power.”

      Miles didn’t salute, but he twitched like he’d thought about it, and then waved Gordon and Carroll after him. The three of them filed out of the mess hall, leaving Lena Fitzgerald—or Fitz, as she’d been dubbed on another ship, another life—with me. She’d joined the Nine as a refugee, just like the rest of us. I gave her a nod, and she followed studiously behind.

      On the flight over, I’d scanned the outpost’s maps and knew the interconnecting passageways well enough to find my way to the private quarters. Besides the occasional buzz from the overhead lights and the sound of our boots on the passageway grating, the outpost was quiet as a tomb.

      “So, this station used to be a mining outpost?” Fitz enquired, rooting around common knowledge in a way that prompted for more information.

      “Something like that.”

      “Why are the Nine so interested in an old outpost?”

      She’d been dying to ask since we departed the Island, but the journey over in the tight quarters of the transport vessel had left few opportunities for private conversations. The other crewmembers didn’t care about the why, or if they did, they knew better than to try and tease answers out of me. Fitz was new. She didn’t know how you had to work your way up to knowing the Nine’s motives. I might have left her behind if it hadn’t been for her past as a low-level Chitec lab technician.

      I pulled a rolled up screen from my coat pocket and handed it out to her as she fell into step beside me. She took it, questions widening her eyes, and stretched it out to scan the contents.

      “This is a Chitec ship manifesto departing from … Janus?”

      I nodded. “I ran the destination manifesto. The stock on that list never made it to its final destination.”

      “So where did it go?” she asked, rolling up the screen and offering it back.

      “I need you to hang on to that.”

      She tucked the roll inside her jacket and looked about her at the rusted passage and grime-obscured lights. “This isn’t a decommissioned outpost, is it?”

      “Five months ago, a hijacked Chitec transport docked here. The hijackers marooned the crew and went on their way.” I intentionally omitted the part where I knew the hijackers personally—One and Doctor Lloyd. Fitz didn’t need to know my involvement went beyond normal orders, nor did she need to know that I’d deliberately requested this mission on the back of the increased activity and a gut feeling. The fact Doctor Lloyd had been here and we had missing Chitec technology on a vessel that had strayed suspiciously close to this outpost on numerous occasions had been enough to prompt a visit. “The abandoned crew called it in, and Chitec came to their rescue. Activity around this supposedly abandoned outpost has since caught my eye.”

      “You think someone is stashing illegal Chitec equipment here?”

      “We’re about to find out.”

      We stopped outside a crewmember’s quarters. An outpost crewmember who, after some research, I discovered didn’t exist. I gestured at the locking panel and its blinking red light. “If you’d do the honors.”

      “Huh?”

      “Hack the lock. It’s in your skillset?”

      “And here I was thinking you brought me along to get me alone.”

      She clicked her tongue and popped open the panel to reveal a tangle of wires and a rudimentary access pad.

      I steered my thoughts away from how we were indeed alone and how I might have, on occasion, thought about her in a more physical capacity. I definitely did not think about what she might be implying, or how she’d taken every opportunity on the flight over to brush up against me. I’d figured it was because of the close quarters; now I figured many other things—none of them having to do with the mission.

      “Done,” she announced, stepping back from the door.

      The lock mechanism made a heavy clunking sound, the door seals hissed, and the light blinked green.

      “Man.” Fitz whistled. “That sure sounds like some heavy-duty reinforced locks for a crewmember’s quarters.”

      “That it does.” I gave the door a shove with my left hand, flicked my coat back with my right, and hovered it over my holstered pistol. The door whispered open on well-oiled hinges and the lights rippled on, bathing row upon row of flight-grade locking containers—the type that held valuable and sensitive cargo. Crates, bundled parts, and more were stacked floor to ceiling, wall to wall. I ventured a few steps inside and ran my finger along the edge of a shelf. It came away clean.

      “Someone’s been here recently,” Fitz whispered, echoing my thoughts. Beneath the whoop-whoop of the air filters, I heard her free her pistol.

      Pirates couldn’t get past the lock, but someone had clearly been storing Chitec equipment here. I stalked my way deeper between shelving aisles, scanning the crate identifiers. Spare parts, I gathered.

      “Do you know what this equipment does?”

      “You’ve got reserve power generators here, some experimental weapons, but mostly generic lab tools.” She paused, and I looked back to see her pulling a flight case forward to get a better look. “Lots of backup data storage. Enough to store half the datacloud.”

      At least the Nine would be pleased with the haul. Anything Chitec related and they were all over it like water on Mimir. I wouldn’t be going back empty-handed, always a good thing when dealing with the Nine. I wasn’t sure they entirely trusted me. The feeling was mutual. They’d sent my brother on a suicide mission. Any trust I had for them had burned up alongside Chitec. But I was in a position inside their echelons and I intended to stay there. As for this mission, there were unusual items on the manifesto I had a particular interest in.

      I pulled up in front of five lockers. No windows, no tags, just serial numbers stamped into the doors at eye level.

      “You got that list?”

      Fitz unrolled the screen and scanned for the numbers. I watched her, my heart beating a little faster.

      “Serial numbers match a wheat harvester attachment.” She looked at me, then at the doors. “Five, right?”

      “Now why would you put harvester parts in lockers and store them with military-grade weapons?”

      “You wouldn’t.”

      She checked me, received a nod, and got to work on the first lock. The above lights flickered. I tapped my wrist comms. “Miles, how’s the search for spoils going?”

      “Nada so far. Gordon split off. I’m having trouble getting through to him and Carroll. Have you heard from them?”

      “No. It’s an old station, lots of pre-Blackout anti-radiation cladding. Probably comms black spots. Did you find the converters?”

      “Yes. All present and correct.”

      “Any idea what’s causing the power surges?”

      “None. Like you said, old station has its glitches. Could be some power-hungry equipment somewhere.”

      Fitz popped the lock. Before I could stop her, she pulled the door open and stumbled backward. Her hand shot to her pistol. She had the weapon cocked and ready in a blink.

      “Whoa.” I knocked the pistol high before she got a chance to squeeze a shot off. “Take it easy.”

      “It’s one of them,” she snarled, peering around my shoulder.

      I’d wondered about the mystery items on the manifesto, wondered exactly why someone would collect harvester parts alongside weapons and tech. I turned slowly, unease crawling up my spine. Empty eyes stared front and center out of the gloom. A male synthetic, clad in slim-fitting Chitec grays, not a single hair out of place. It looked exactly like the one that had stalked Caleb and his crew on Lyra.

      “Open the other doors,” I said, slipping into the familiar authoritative tone, the one I hid my fears behind.

      “Are you nuts?” Fitz squeaked.

      “They’re dormant.” And yet they look like they’re alive, just daydreaming. I rallied my wavering bravado and moved closer to the locker.

      “I was on Janus. I saw what they did!” She shuffled back. “I thought all their remains had been destroyed?”

      So did I.

      “It’s not active, Fitz.” I gave the male synth a poke in the chest. It rocked in its locker and stared those icy eyes right through me. “See?”

      I knew from experience that you couldn’t keep an active synth anywhere it didn’t want to be. A locker door wouldn’t stop it. Not much could.

      “Open the other lockers.” I got a stern look and added, “Please.”

      “Why?”

      “The Nine want to know about everything that’s in this room.” It was a small lie, the Nine couldn’t know there were synthetics here, but a lie I could live with if Fitz focused on something other than the killing machine.

      Her face had turned from a warm umber to a washed-out wheat-like color, and I inwardly cursed. I’d forgotten when asking her to come that she had been on Janus when the synths had torn Chitec apart from the inside out. She’d probably lost colleagues and friends. I could have told her it wasn’t the fault of the synthetics, that they had been following commands, but official reports had declared all synthetics broken. Those that had been retrieved from the rubble of Chitec towers were destroyed. All but these five, it seemed.

      “You sure it won’t wake up?” she asked in the kind of small voice that made me remember she was only twenty.

      “I’m sure.” Another lie. If it wanted us dead, we would have been dead as soon as we’d opened the door.

      “Bren, you owe me a drink after this.” She sighed, took her time tucking her pistol away, and set to work on the next lock.

      I pushed the locker ajar on the male synth, feeling more than a little uncomfortable. I didn’t expect him to wake up and finish what they’d started on Janus, but it didn’t hurt to keep my pistol free, just in case.

      The lights buzzed bright, flickered, and died. Grays swirled in the dark. Fitz spat a sharp curse, and the lights flicked back on again.

      “Two drinks,” Fitz grumbled. She popped the locker and this time revealed a female synth. It looked exactly like One, before she’d been torn apart and put back together again. The hairs on the back of my neck prickled.

      Fitz gave a dramatic all-over shiver.

      “These things screw with my head.” She turned to the next locker. “Huh?”

      “What?”

      “It’s not locked.” She flicked the keypad, dislodging it so it hung by its wires. “Broken.”

      The locker door swung open, revealing the vacant space inside.

      Five lockers. Five harvester parts on the manifesto. Five serial numbers. Four synths.

      “There’s one missing,” I said, blurting out the obvious.

      “Do you think it’s here somewhere?” She looked around us, her eyes wide and her hand sliding to her pistol grip once more.

      “Open the last lockers.” I freed my pistol and scanned the rows of storage shelves with a sickening sense of dread. It had to be here. Tapping my wrist comms, I pinged Miles but the link bounced back. I tried again—nothing. A comms black spot, nothing more.

      “Two more dormant synths,” Fitz announced after opening the final locker. “Just the one missing.”

      About to check her findings, I caught a blur rushing by the door in a flash of silver hair and Chitec gray.

      “Fitz, stay here!”

      If she replied, I didn’t hear it. I was already bolting out of the room, down the passageway.

      The rapid beat of the synth’s soft pumps hammered on the walkway. It was too far ahead for me to see, but I followed the sound—until it stopped. I skidded into a junction, froze, and held my breath, listening.

      There, the right passage—running. I sprinted down a poorly lit passage, chasing down the sound of the fleeing synth. They were fast, the chances of me catching it were slim, but we had the entire outpost to corner it in.

      I caught sight of a directional marker: Dock.

      Oh no.

      Pinging the crew’s comms, I didn’t wait for a reply and panted into my wrist comms, “Get to the dock! All crew to the dock. Now!”

      There was a chance something of the synth’s donor’s life remained in its programming, driving it forward. Its self-preservation protocols could have kicked in, believing us a threat. If I can corner it, talk to it, I might be able to get close enough to—

      The gaping expanse of the sealed dock yawned at the end of the passage. An arm shot out, blocking my path. I veered to the side, lifted my gun, half skidded out of the passage, and got a face full of brilliant blue eyes as the female synth snatched my gun arm, yanked it up, swung me around, and slammed me into the bulkhead as if it were beating up a doll. My head smacked against the panel, spritzing a wash of stars across my vision. I let out an involuntary cry and felt the synth’s grip on my arm loosen ever so slightly. Instead of letting me go, it wrapped its cool fingers around my neck and leaned all of its steel-like body against me. All I could see were those calculating eyes and the widening of its pupils as it searched the datacloud for my identity.

      “Hello, Commander Shepperd.”

      I pointed my boot toes down but couldn’t feel the floor, and the synth had my gun arm trapped against the bulkhead. I was pinned and not going anywhere unless I could talk it down.

      “Hello,” I croaked, finding it hard to talk with its hand rammed under my jaw. “We’re not here to hurt you.”

      It cocked its head in an oddly questioning gesture. Its expression remained calm and flat, like the smooth surface of a lake. Deep waters that could turn deadly if I said the wrong thing.

      “Lie,” it said, quite calmly.

      “Bren!” Fitz stood on the dockside, her pistol braced in both hands, her stance locked. She’d shoot and wouldn’t miss. Behind her, I could just make out the rest of the crew spilling into the dock from various access passages.

      The synth didn’t need to look to know they were there. All of its scrutiny was on me.

      “Put me down or this will end badly,” I said, equally as calmly. “We just want to talk.”

      One of its eyebrows made a perfect crescent arch and its lips ticked at their corners in a way I’d seen before, as though this synthetic, this machine, were trying not to smile. Almost like … It’s not One. Caleb-Joe buried her remains on Old Earth. It’s not her. It just looks like her. They all look the same.

      “Commander?” Miles’s voice boomed around the dock.

      The synth blinked lazily, like it didn’t have four pistols aimed at its back, and then it did the oddest thing. It leaned in closer still, so close its cool cheek brushed against mine, and it breathed in deeply, as though drawing my scent into it. I gritted my teeth and fought off the clamoring fear. It would know I was afraid, there was little point in pretending otherwise, but synths didn’t kill unless they’d been ordered to … unless they were different.

      It slowly turned its head. Its smooth lips brushed my cheek, and it whispered three words that changed everything.

      She lowered me to my feet, let go, and took a single step back.

      “Don’t shoot!” I wheezed, waving a hand at the advancing crew. “Don’t shoot her!”

      The synth smiled. The others couldn’t see it. Her secret smile was meant for me and only me, and then she turned and walked toward the gangplank stretching from the dockside to the anchored ship.

      Fitz was the first to reach me. She bounced a frowning glare from me to the synth casually making her way across the gangplank. “Bren, it’s boarding the ship.”

      I’d braced my hands on my thighs to catch my breath, but I looked up in time to see the synth disappear inside the personnel hatch. A few seconds later, the gangplank rumbled and retracted.

      “It’s taking the ship!” Fitz screeched, taking a few steps forward as though contemplating running after the gangplank. When she deduced that wouldn’t stop the synth, she whirled on me. “It’s stealing the damn ship!”

      “Yes.” I smiled. “Yes, she is.”

      “Do something!”

      “There’s nothing I can do,” I said, my smile telling a very different story.

      Fitz’s mouth dropped open. She looked at me as if I’d lost my mind and then continued to rant until the transport vessel’s engines roared to life, scattering the crew back into the passageways where they locked themselves behind the blast doors. I followed but stopped at the end of the passageway and looked back. I couldn’t see the ship’s bridge from my low angle, but the synth would be up there—smiling. She’d be back-in-black soon. I could only guess where she might be going, but I had a few ideas.

      I touched two fingers to my forehead and signed a salute.

      Just three little words.

      “Count the stars.”

      
        The End?
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