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      "Cherapol is one of the most undesirable planets in the Genrol expanse. Early colonization efforts showed promising yields of both rare minerals and spirit energy of interest to both the Brontin Empire and the Chui Dynasty, enough that both established small colonies. The supplies of both proved to be overestimate. These days the only things Cherapol has in great quantities is poverty, dust, and criminals." Andrelev's Guide to the Expanse

      

      "Time to wake up. You've got a little over an hour until your location goes public."

      Van rubbed at his eyes, they felt weird. Everything about him felt weird, as if he'd drunk too much the night before. Perhaps he had—the room wasn't familiar. A tiny cubicle with gray steel walls, a sink, and table. Van was naked and on some sort of long bench.

      "Who are you?" Van asked, his throat scratchy and dry.

      "The important question is—who are you? Do you remember?"

      The voice seemed to be coming from a speaker on one wall. What a ridiculous question, of course Van remembered who he was.

      "I'm Van Draya, a serf on the Hoff estate. Where am I? Where are my clothes?"

      "You're both right—and oh, so very wrong. You are a clone of Van Draya, the Red Death, the Gun Sage."

      Those were names Van had never heard and that he couldn't imagine applying to him. Van had fired guns. All young men did in case the lord of the lands called on them to serve in his army. But he was mostly a farmer.

      "I think you might have gotten the wrong Van Draya," Van said.

      "On that much you're right, but you're the one I've got. You've no memory of the cloning?"

      Van's memory was definitely cloudy in spots. Especially if he tried to recall recent events. Still, they were nothing that would fit being cloned—just flashes of working on the farm, of drinking in the tavern.

      "No," Van said.

      "Well, that is normal. You won't have lost much that is important. Your mental patterns have been stored a long time. It has been over five centuries since what you remember existed. Get up, we need to get you moving."

      Five centuries? That didn't even make sense. Van's muscles protested as he sat up. One of his hands caught his attention. On his right hand he'd suffered a nasty cut when he was younger. Enough it had left a scar along his thumb. It wasn't there.

      "Don't go silent on me now. Get some water in you. There are clothes on the table, get dressed."

      "Even if I am a clone, why would anyone bring back a farmer who died five centuries ago?" Van asked.

      "Did you miss the part about Gun Sage? Never mind, you won't even know what that means. You—your counterpart—didn't die five centuries ago. He died three days ago. Get dressed."

      The clothing laid out was unusual and heavy. There were thick plates of some sort of ceramic overlaying the cloth. Van tapped one and it gave a dull thud. The garments looked as strange as this whole situation, but Van would rather face things clothed in these than naked. At least getting dressed was something he could do.

      "How is that possible?" Van asked.

      "While I have all the time in the world to explain everything, you don't. Cherapol doesn't have much in the way of cloning these days and once it goes public someone was cloned, you're going to get attention. Attention that wants to figure out who paid to bring you back, and how much they'll pay for your hide intact."

      Van decided he could put his questions aside for the moment. If the voice was telling the truth, there was a threat and he needed to move.

      The clothes fit him perfectly, although the weight was uncomfortable. He discovered beneath them on the table was a belt with a set of double holsters, a pistol in each.

      "Your pistols. They weren't his, but he left them for you and they should last you a long time. Spirit-woven steel, forty-five caliber, six chambers, and a channeling capacitor. You won't understand what all that means, just trust me that they are works of art. Lose a limb before you lose one of these guns, because it will be easier to replace."

      Van slipped the belt around his waist and fastened it before he drew one of the pistols. It was hefty but balanced, the grip perfectly fitted for his hand.

      "We need to get you off-world and fast. The plan had always been, if you got awakened, someone would be there to meet you, but that can't happen. You're going to need to get off-world on your own."

      "Then buy me a ticket," Van said.

      "Not that simple. Travel to and from Cherapol is restricted right now. Not just anyone can come and go. You are going to need a bounty hunters license. The Guild is always looking for talent. There is a bounty locally that will satisfy. You are hunting one Migo Dantoyo. Him and his gang botched a mail robbery two systems over. Armed, dangerous, but not spirit-users. Capturing him alive is preferred, but we might be able to make a corpse work."

      "You want me to fight a gang? Alone?"

      "Fight them—or be sneaky, I don't care how you do it. Survive the people hunting you, bring Migo Dantoyo to the county office, then request a license and passage to Creno in lieu of payment. Whatever you do, no genetic scans. Not the Guild, nobody."

      "You're testing me," Van said.

      "Maybe you've got the seed of the man we knew in you, maybe you cooked up all wrong in the vat and we need another clone. Do it, or don't, your call. If you pull it off we'll be waiting for you on Creno."

      There was a crackle and the voice cut off. A door in the wall of the cubicle hissed open.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            2

          

        

      

    

    
      New You Cloning — Don't let death be a downer! Come back as you were or upgrade yourself with any of our deluxe packages!

      

      The door was the last in the hall, the others lining it closed. The corridor was narrow with cramped steel walls and just numbers on the doors.

      The hallway opened into a room dominated by a reception desk. The lights were only half operational and a few still holding onto life flickered. A screen lit up at Van's approach and flashed 'Sign out'.

      There wasn't an exit. He guessed it was concealed until he did as instructed. Van walked over the screen and with a fingertip scrawled an indecipherable signature. It made sense to leave as little detail as possible.

      The screen flashed green and another door slid open to allow painfully bright sunlight to stream into the room.

      Van went through and found himself outside a building that was half buried by sand. Faded lettering was on the doors, and the elements had blasted it away to such an extent he couldn't read it. There was the nose of a starship jutting out of a dune nearby. Two suns burned in the sky, one large and with a distinctly reddish hue and the other yellow. This wasn't Naxon, the planet he remembered as home.

      Van wasn't sure about the instructions he'd been given. An anonymous voice from a speaker didn't exactly inspire confidence. Still, it wasn't as if he had anything else to guide his life right now. It hurt nothing to assume the voice spoke the truth until he could prove otherwise.

      That meant Van had a few priorities. Getting to civilization was one, because staying out here in the desert would kill him quickly. Another was not leaving any tracks that might show where he had come from—if he could.

      If there was a city, or signpost as to where one might be, Van didn't see it. There was a fair bit of wreckage, twisted debris poking out of the sand. The only thing that really looked like a building was the one he'd come out of—and that door was now sealed.

      What Van needed was higher ground and that at least he could find. Van found a metal panel and pulled it free. As he walked Van dragged it behind him, letting the sheet flatten out his tracks. It left a trail of its own, but one less distinctive than footprints and he hoped the wind would eventually erase even that. It was slow going, taking him about fifteen minutes to reach the hulk of an abandoned starship.

      Up close it was clear the starship had long ago been picked clean of anything valuable. There were struts and hull plating, but everything that could be easily hauled away had been. Ladders were built into the hull in places.

      The heat of the twin suns was merciless and climbing was particularly hard given the weight and the bulk of his clothing—or armor, as he'd decided it must be. It was worth the effort. Once he'd gotten high enough to look over the nearest dunes he could see a good distance in all directions.

      North and south weren't meaningful here to Van. While this planet surely had them, he didn't have a clue how to determine where they were. The suns were his best tool to track his position.

      Just on his walk here he'd seen minor changes. The yellow sun seemed to be starting to set in one direction and the red was rising in another.

      Towards the red sun was what looked like a settlement. None of the structures were very tall, but there were a lot of them. Traces of movement among them were visible.

      There was a lake in another direction and what looked like a few structures there as well. Then, elsewhere, were a few reddish mountains. He saw no signs life. However, where there were mountains there might be caves hiding any occupants.

      The town was the obvious destination. Not only did it seem to have people, but it was the easiest to find. If Van hurried—although that meant discarding the panel disguising his tracks—he might be able to reach it before the red sun reached its zenith.

      Van knew how easy it was to get lost in the wilderness, even in terrain you knew well, unless you had something to guide you. You could believe that you were moving in a straight line, yet circle back endlessly upon yourself.

      Back on Naxon he knew a lot of ways to help avoid this, from the way moss grew on stones to how a Zixbunny would jump when startled. In this alien environment getting lost would be very easy for him to do, and from the looks of his surroundings it would almost certainly be fatal.

      Van had already obscured his tracks this far from the building, it would have to be enough. At this point the chance of getting lost was more a danger than anybody who might be hunting him.

      Van climbed down and took a moment to orient himself with the sun, and then took off walking. Running made no sense, the sand didn't give a lot of traction and in the heat he'd have exhausted himself too quickly.

      His body was holding up well, better than it should have. Van didn't know much about cloning. It was a service for the wealthy, and if there was one thing Van remembered clearly, he wasn't rich. Perhaps they had done something to improve his physical fitness? Whatever it was, he was grateful for it.

      Van didn't reach the town as quick as he'd hoped. After two hours the red sun reached its zenith and he had to wait another hour until he could be certain of the way it was moving, allowing him to reorient himself and continue.

      It was an hour after that when he crested a dune and saw a town stretched out before him.
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      Horseflex, your solution to all your transportation needs. Bio-engineered for any environment, man’s classic companion is just what your colony needs to help your low-skilled workers get around. Another fine product of Genetix, the people that brought you Baby in a Bottle.

      

      The town was occupied, which was good news. If it had been abandoned or derelict, thirst would have soon been a real concern for Van. Most buildings were made out of brick or stucco—no surprise given the sand everywhere. There were a lot of horses, the men riding or leading them wearing mostly flannel shirts, wide-brimmed hats, and boots. Nearly everyone was armed. Most of the women Van could see were in different sorts of dresses, although a few were dressed like the men. There were also, here and there, people dressed in robes and who looked a good bit different to the others.

      Van cut a different sort of figure. However, he didn't stand out as much as he might have feared. While his armor wasn't exactly commonplace here, the fact that the men looked so ready for a fight meant that some probably were wearing protective covering beneath their clothing. More importantly, his pistols wouldn't draw attention.

      On Naxon only nobility had been allowed to go around armed at all times. Van did have his opportunities to practice with weapons, but it was only under a watchful eye.

      Van headed down the dune and into town.

      "Howdy," said the first man he passed, tipping the brim of his hat.

      Van nodded and returned the welcome. The next three men he passed all greeted him the same way. Van decided that he'd have to get himself a hat. More than his armor, the lack of having one seemed to set him apart.

      The main street was lined with businesses. One had a sign that read 'Hotel' another 'General Store'. There were stables, an assay office, hotel, and a saloon.

      Van checked his pockets and didn't seem to have any of whatever they used for currency. What he mostly had was ammunition, and while that would maybe prove useful at some point in time, it wouldn't keep dehydration away unless he wanted to turn to banditry.

      Van headed for the saloon. Even if he lacked funds, it would at least be a gathering spot.

      Double doors swung wide as he entered. A pianist was playing a jaunty tune on a battered piano in the back, and tables and a long bar were filled with rough-looking sorts drinking away. In a corner there seemed to be a game of cards going on, and a number of women dressed revealingly looked down from a balcony.

      Van got a lot of hard looks upon his entry. After a moment most of those turned back to their business.

      A woman approached, a fit-looking brunette in a low-cut bodice. "Well, don't you look ready to go shooting up the place? Here for a good-time, handsome, or did you just come for the drinks?"

      "Little poor for either. Was hoping to find a fix to that," Van said.

      The woman looked him up and down. "I see. I'm Alexa, come on back."

      Van followed Alexa as she led him up the stairs, stepping through a door near the end of the hall. It wasn't a bedroom as he'd expected. Instead there was a desk with a few chairs behind it.

      Alexa poured out three glasses, one from a flask and two from a bottle, and pushed two of them across the table. "Water and whiskey. You look parched. With that gear you aren't raising cows or mixing bricks. If you were a bandit, you wouldn't be looking for work. Mercenary? Bounty hunter?"

      "Mercenary looking to become a bounty hunter," Van said. While he was wary of sharing the truth, he didn't see any point to lying right now.

      Alexa grunted and chugged back her whiskey. Van settled for his water at first, his throat so dry he had to take it slow.

      "Then I'm a friend you want. I know this area, I know all the people in it," Alexa said.

      "Then why'd you approach me? A total stranger?"

      "Because this is my place, you're armed, well-equipped, and not a local. I wanted to find out what you were up to. Got a name you're hoping to hunt?" Alexa asked.

      "Migo Dantoyo," Van said, taking a sip of his whiskey. It was strong stuff and his throat burned.

      "Ah," Alexa said. "You've got your work cut out for you. I can point you in the right direction. You help me solve my problems, I help you solve yours."

      "Depends on what you need."

      "My usual muscle went and got himself shot. I've got some deadbeats that didn't pay what was owed, and I need examples made of those who don't settle their debts. I've also got a fella that beat one of my girls half to death and needs the favor repaid. And I've got a shipment of luxuries—perfumes, silks, and the like—that got heisted and I need them back," Alexa said.

      That was a lot and almost all of it demanded violence. Van wasn't necessarily opposed to that—he'd gotten in a lot of fights growing up and knew how to throw a punch. However, it wasn't his preferred way of making a living despite telling Alexa that he was a mercenary.

      "That last sounds more like a job for a thief," Van said. "Steal it back."

      "I'm willing to buy it back, but I'm not going to a deal like that without a gunslinger at my back in case things go bad."

      That was better. Looking intimidating he could manage.

      "And what are you offering in turn? That's a lot of responsibility just so you can point a finger in someone's direction," Van said.

      "What are you looking for? Coin? Companionship? Connections?" Alexa asked.

      It was a good question, what did Van need? Whatever the local currency, it wouldn't do him much good if he was going off-world. Companionship was tempting, but the idea of paying for it didn't appeal. Connections were even more useless than coin.

      "Honestly? I'm new here. I need room and board. Some people might come looking for me, and if they do I either need warning or need them off my trail," Van said.

      "Who is looking for you and why?" She frowned. "You bring trouble to my door, this deal goes away."

      "I'm a clone. I don't know much more than that, but I'm told that people here sometimes hear that and see a payday."

      Alexa gave Van a hard look. "Right then. You're now my cousin, visiting. We'll get the rest figured out."
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      "The strong make the rules. All other laws are but extensions of this first, primal rule." Madison Cartwright, Sheriff

      

      Alexa arranged a room for Van. It was cramped and simple, but it was private with an entrance from the alley behind the saloon. It shared a bath with the girls. He could deal with that if they could. Of course, as soon as Alexa was done with settling Van, she expected him to start earning his keep.

      "You want me to beat up him?" Van asked.

      From playing guard to collecting debts, Alexa thought it would help Van's case if he quickly established something of a reputation for violence. Floyd Thompkins was the man who had punched and abused one of her girls. Van didn't know quite what he'd imagined was in store first up, but it was certainly more of a threat than this—Floyd was a wiry-looking man with deep circles under his eyes and a good bit of gray in his hair.

      "What were you expecting? A man doesn't have to be a giant to be an ass. Usually the big ones are gentler, they have to be," Alexa said.

      It was an interesting view and one that Van would have loved to put more thought into except Alexa was already leaving his side. Floyd was drinking at one of the tables and was alone.

      Alexa sauntered up to Floyd and tapped him on the shoulder. "Floyd, you're a right bastard. You know my girls love them a good pounding, but when that dick of yours ain't up to the job, you've no right to switch to your fists."

      Right, she was going for the diplomatic approach.

      "What the hell did you say to me?" Floyd asked, pushing himself back from the table, his chair falling behind him. "Now I was drunk, but that don't give no whore the right to be talking to me that way."

      Floyd took a swing at Alexa who side-stepped it nimbly. A bit too nimbly, Van thought.

      "Got him ready for you," Alexa said cheerfully.

      "Who the hell are you?" Floyd asked, staring belligerently up at Van.

      Van had at least a foot on the man, which didn't seem to be giving him pause at all.

      "I'm her cousin," Van said.

      "Then I guess I got to go through you to get to her," Floyd said, and he flung himself forward, throwing fists towards Van's stomach.

      There was a dull thud as the blows landed and Van didn't feel them. The armor really must be doing its job well.

      Van threw a punch that caught Floyd on his forehead. It didn't even slow the smaller man down. It was a bit like finding yourself in a fight with a particularly furious small dog. Floyd might not be doing much damage, but if there was one thing he didn't lack for it was effort. Punch after punch was delivered and the sheer intensity of the blows sent Van stumbling back for a moment.

      Floyd drew a fist back and this time went for the groin. There was a ceramic plate there as well and it absorbed much of the force. Enough got through that Van felt it. It was literally a low blow and if Van's heart wasn't much in the fight until now, it was a good motivator.

      "Behind you," Alexa said, ducking, and Van was shoved forward as a chair smashed across his back.

      Van turned to see a bearded, blond man behind him. Floyd picked that moment to charge and send Van staggering back against a table.

      Alexa jumped onto a chair and called out, "This isn't a free-for-all. Man that lays a hand on my cousin better have a wife at home."

      The threat worked and a few people that were half out of their chairs sat back down.

      It didn't change the dynamics of the fight, it still being two on one. While Floyd didn't seem a huge problem in his own right, two people made things a lot more dangerous.

      Van had to take one of them out as quick as possible.

      Van rolled back onto the table and kicked at Floyd with both boots, sending the man sprawling backwards. Van jumped back to his feet just in time to take a second chair, this one to the chest.

      It broke into pieces and Van delivered a series of punches to the blond man, one crushing his nose with an audible squish. Clutching his face the man retreated—over Alexa's carefully extended leg which sent him crashing to the floor.

      "You seem pretty good at this," Van said.

      "It is that kind of place," Alexa said.

      Floyd charged at Van again and this time Van drew his arm back to deliver a savage uppercut. Van had always been strong—working the fields did that to you. Still, he really did seem stronger than he remembered. The force of the blow snapped Floyd's teeth together and caused his eyes to roll back in his head as he dropped.

      Alexa nudged him with a foot, frowning. "Disappointing. I'd hoped there would be a little more blood."

      "You can keep kicking him, if you want. I don't think anybody is going to stop you," Van said.

      Alexa peered downward and shrugged. "Tempting. Not very decent to go kicking a man who's down though." She paused for a moment and then delivered a savage kick into his ribs. "Guess I'm not very decent. That is for the whore line." She drove in another three. "And those are for Ellie."

      The blond man was showing signs of getting back up. Alex stomped him in the face.

      "That's for not staying out of it," Van said.

      "This kicking people while they're down thing is pretty fun," Alexa said, letting out a low breath. She raised her voice. "But enough is enough. Next time someone lays a hand on one of mine, we put them in the ground."

      It was loud enough to carry the room. Nobody changed what they were doing, but Van could tell the message had gotten through.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            5

          

        

      

    

    
      Sheriffs are agents of the Brontin Empire, there to keep order on their colony worlds. Their lifespans are sharply correlated with their strength, a weak Sheriff usually doesn't last out a week.

      

      Again, Alexa wasn't wasting any time at getting some use out of Van. After the bar fight she explained that a meeting was set up for that night to get her supplies back. Alexa suggested he explore the town and gave him a small pouch of money.

      It was more than Van had asked for. Alexa was something of a mystery. Van was pretty sure that Alexa wasn't what she seemed, and yet he had no idea what she was. There was one thing without doubt—Alexa was the most beautiful woman he'd seen in town and the competition wasn't even close. It wasn't just that, though. Alexa was a little too confident and somehow the whole saloon madam thing felt more like a role she was playing with relish.

      Van stopped by the general store. Before doing anything else he wanted to get himself a hat. The coins Alexa had given him weren't enough for some of the more expensive ones. He finally walked away with a brown hat that at least served to keep the sun out of his eyes and made him look a bit more like he belonged.

      Van had hoped to find an office of the Bounty Hunters Guild, or if it was even in the city. Just after leaving the general store he was approached by a man with a silver star on his jacket.

      The man looked to be in his thirties, and a good half of his body was metallic. The eye on that side was a sort of purple gemstone. The man—or cyborg as the case clearly was—stood directly in Van's way and looked him up and down.

      "Huh," the cyborg said.

      Van had learned the local customs well enough. He could play this out. His hand went up to tip the brim of his newly acquired hat. "Howdy."

      "Don't howdy me, boy. The armor looks like something you might pick up from any military surplus store on a central world, but I can see spirit-weave in it. Your pistols are the same. Who are you and what are you doing in my town?"

      The cyborg apparently wasn't interested in being very polite.

      "I'm Alexa's cousin, you know, from the saloon? In town on family business. Don't mean to cause any trouble that don't come looking for me or her," Van said.

      Even though the cyborg looked formidable, Van was still going to lie to him. In fact, that seemed all the more reason to make that lie good and convincing.

      The cyborg studied him a moment more. "That works. A lie, of course, but it makes sense that you're connected with her."

      The cyborg extended a hand. "Deputy Kanin."

      Van reached out and shook the deputy's hand—the metallic one. The grip was strong, and as far as he could tell it functioned as well as any natural one.

      "What makes you think it is a lie?" Van asked.

      "That you even have to ask proves that. I see a lot with this eye of mine, and you and Miss Alexa aren't kin. What or who you are I don't know. If you don't cause trouble for my town I don't care," Kanin said.

      "So you're the deputy. Is there a sheriff here as well?"

      "Last sheriff died about a year back. Previous one a few weeks before that, and so on. Guess they got tired of replacing them," Kanin said dryly.

      And, Van thought, Kanin hadn't tried to take the title for himself.

      "How long have you been here?" Van asked.

      "Ten years or so."

      There were a lot of reasons he might not have taken the job of Sheriff. If he had lasted ten years, lack of strength wasn't one of them.

      "Think you could point me towards the Bounty Hunters Guild? I was hoping to have a word," Van said.

      Kanin shook his head. "Not here. It's back out near the port."

      The starport, Van assumed. It made sense, since it was one of the few organizations that could allow transit off-world. Van didn't know much about bounty hunters, but they must travel a great deal.

      Van expected that his question would earn more from Kanin. The deputy just gave a nod and continued on his way.

      Outside of the main street there wasn't much to see. Most of the town was dilapidated housing and, in sharp contrast, a few truly luxurious-looking mansions.

      That was similar to Naxon, and Van wondered if it was the same on every world. When the sun started to go down he headed back to the saloon. It was time for the meeting.
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      The Post — Your mail delivered anywhere, to all worlds civilized and otherwise. There is nowhere our team of elite couriers can't reach, for the right price.

      

      Alexa had procured a wagon. The meeting spot was outside of town and the supplies they planned to recover were more than could be loaded on horseback.

      Alexa had changed into breeches and a shirt. When Van settled into the seat beside her, he noticed what appeared to be a sword in a sheath behind him.

      Van hadn't seen many swords in his life. They were an unusual choice of weapon. He understood they were popular in the Dynasty. Otherwise the Empire had no use for them outside of the nobility.

      "Mind telling me exactly what we're going into?" Van asked.

      "Wish I knew. I know this rock, and I know the scum that clings to it, and they know me. None of them with a lick of sense should be stealing from me, and if they do I should know who they are," Alexa said.

      "You're worried."

      "Not bringing you along because I'm not. I don't know what this is and I don't like that. They're wanting to meet at an abandoned mine in the mountains to the west of town."

      "Isn't there a whole lot of sand between us and there?"

      Alexa shook her head. "That's south. Most of the land isn't desert like that. It's still a desert, but not like that. When the Shaw crashed it caused some changes."

      That must be the starship that Van climbed.

      Heading west out of town there was a proper trail, and a bit beyond the outskirts parched reddish dirt and sparse grass dominated the landscape.

      "We're not headed right to the meeting point. I want to see if we can get a look at who we're dealing with first," Alexa said.

      That made sense to Van.

      After about ten minutes Alexa turned them off a trail onto a side path littered with stones. This took them up a climbing, increasingly uneven trail. Finally Alexa brought the wagon to a stop.

      Van hopped off and Alexa did the same, grabbing the sword and belting it on her waist.

      "That isn't going to be much use in a gunfight," Van said.

      "If I wind up needing it, you'll find it's those pistols of yours that aren't much use. Let's hope I don't need it," Alexa said.

      Alexa headed up the slope of a hill and Van followed. The sun had set and it was tough going in the darkness, this side of the hill shadowed from the moonlight. Van almost lost his step a few times. Alexa seemed to be having a far easier time of it.

      When they neared the crest Alexa dropped to her stomach and crawled forward. Van did the same.

      While there still wasn't much light, things were improved by the fact that this world had three moons low on the horizon. None of them were huge, but enough to reveal some details of the world.

      The mine entrance was dimly visible below. Several horses were tethered outside. There was no sign of the riders.

      If they were planning an ambush of some kind, this hilltop would have made the logical place to position themselves with rifles. They could be hiding within the mine itself, but that didn't make much sense without a spotter.

      "We need to go," Alexa said, quickly scurrying back from the edge before rising to her feet.

      Van pulled himself away too. "You saw something?"

      "No, nothing—and I should. Someone is cloaking themselves well enough I can't sense them, and that means they're too powerful or too well-equipped to bother stealing anything from me."

      A woman seemed to step out of the darkness before them. "You're right, of course. Stand down and come back with us of your own volition." The woman looked to be somewhere in her twenties, dark-haired, and wearing armor of a greenish hue with a sword at her waist.

      Van had his pistols out even as Alexa drew her sword.

      Alexa said, "I don't think so. Don't waste your bullets on her, Van. If there are others you might have better luck."

      "Force it is, then," the green-armored woman said and gestured. A dozen serpents made of greenish light seemed to spring from her palm, streaking towards Alexa. Alexa raised her sword, the blade glinting with a bluish light as it sliced through the serpents dissipating them.

      Alexa had said not to waste his bullets. Perhaps the woman's armor was bullet proof, but her head wouldn't be. Van fired off several shots.

      Van could tell that one of them connected, the bullet sparking as it hit flesh. The only mark was a faint welt along one cheek as if she'd been scratched.

      Van didn't even know how to parse that. Were the bullets in his guns even real? Or was this what Alexa had warned him about?

      Other figures were materializing. These all wore robes, black and loose-fitting.

      Van put two bullets into the chest of the closest and the man fell backward gasping for breath as if he'd been punched, not shot.

      A woman that was a good foot shorter than Van closed the distance to him and thrust a punch to his chest. Van had just been in a bar fight—he knew how well this armor handled punches. This one sent him soaring through the air, over the hillside, and tumbling down it with his entire world spinning.

      Somewhere along the way he lost consciousness.

      When he came to one sun was just peeking over the horizon. The mine entrance was down the slope from him. The horses were gone.

      So was Alexa.
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      "The technology of the Empire is nothing like essence. A tool built by a master can give even a child great power, and those tools can be replicated almost endlessly. While this can make them seem weak individually, in war they become mighty." Travels in the Empire

      

      Van took awhile to get his bearings. There were some tracks of the horses leading away, but those became obscured once they hit the main trail. There was simply too much traffic there.

      The wagon was still where they had left it.

      Van needed to figure out his next move. He still had his own dire situation. If danger really was coming for him, any further delays in putting off his hunt for Migo made it more likely that it might catch up to him.

      Van had known Alexa less than a day, and that had been an employer and employee relationship. It could be argued that he owed Alexa something for letting her get kidnapped on his watch. On the other hand, she hadn't exactly warned Van that she was being hunted by bullet-proof, super-punching people who stepped out of shadows.

      Still, the thought of just abandoning Alexa to whatever fate had befallen her didn't sit easily. He'd met one person that seemed like they might be able to help—really, it was their job. Van needed to find Deputy Kanin.

      Van remembered the way back to town and dropped the cart off at the stables. They were expecting it—as he'd suspected, Alexa has borrowed it. On foot, he went seeking out the deputy.

      The jail was a ramshackle building on the edge of town. As Van entered he saw Deputy Kanin behind a desk, his feet up and his hat lowered over his eyes. A few cells off to the side were empty.

      "Deputy," Van said.

      There wasn't any response. Van waited a moment before stepping closer.

      "Not a foot further, boy. Me not talking means I don't want to be chatty, not that I let down my guard," Kanin said.

      "I think I may need your help."

      "Definitely I don't want to be giving that. I thought you and I had an understanding? That you were going to keep things quiet in my town? I like quiet," Kanin said.

      "Wasn't me that brought the trouble. Alexa had me pulling guard duty for her last night during a deal to retrieve some supplies she had go missing. Someone took her," Van said.

      "More and more sounds like a problem for you and your family. Or are you abandoning that cousin line now?"

      Kanin still hadn't changed his position, the hat still covering his face as he looked perfectly at rest.

      "You already know that wasn't true. Alexa did right by me though, and I aim to do right back if I can. If you won't help, maybe you at least know enough to point me in the right direction."

      "Boy, you got some fancy toys and no wisdom. What you don't know will get you killed," Kanin said, finally reaching up to push the brim of his hat up to expose his eyes. "Fine, tell me what happened."

      Van related the events including the woman in green armor, and the way his bullets hadn't nearly any effect.

      Kanin listened, occasionally asking for details. About the armor in particular and the phantom snakes.

      "So maybe that makes more sense to you than it does to me," Van said.

      "Course it does. They won't be locals and that means they'll be trying to get her off-world. If they aren't on a starship yet, it won't be long," Kanin said.

      "Guess I'm off to the starport then to see what I can find."

      Kanin raised his robotic hand. "You'll get yourself killed. It sounds like they've all had at least the first evolution of body. The bullets you have won't kill. Unless you get lucky, they won't even wound."

      "So how do I get me some that do the job right?" Van asked.

      Kanin gave a wry snort. "You don't, not here. We're not exactly awash in dangerous weapons. This is about as low-powered a world as you'll find."

      "You're doing a lot of talking, but not much helping."

      Kanin rubbed at his human eye. "Fine. I'll go with you, but I'm not fighting over her. So much as there is a law to follow, I figure they're probably on the right side of it. I've enough authority and I'm enough of a threat to distract them, though. I'll help you figure out where she is and do my part to buy you some time."

      Van wished that he'd do more, but he could work with that.

      "Anything more that you can tell me?" Van asked.

      "I've been able to put together a few of Alexa's secrets, but not ones that she's told me. I'm not sharing those with you. As for those you're facing, they're from the Dynasty, obviously. You probably figured that much out," Kanin said.

      "I don't know much about the Dynasty. They ... weren't a force where I grew up," Van said.

      That much was true, if understated somewhat.

      "I can tell. Funny, considering. The Dynasty can manipulate essence in ways that can make them incredibly powerful. Their whole society is based around sort of climbing a ladder of power. Those you're up against? They aren't far up it, but compared to you they're titans," Kanin said.

      "You seemed pretty impressed with my gear. Seems it should do more."

      "You survived a punch that would have killed you without your armor. Those guns of yours could fire bullets made by either the Empire or the Dynasty, and are capable of killing—if only you had any bullets. Rounds that would explode in the barrels of lesser guns."

      That might make them quality, it didn't make them useful. Van still felt he might be about to go into a fight virtually unarmed.
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      The Goddess Vela rules over the seven worlds of the dove. They were once the home of the Path of the Dove, a pacifist path from which she ascended. These days they are charred husks from her centuries-long war with Pavos.

      

      Van had enough coin left over from Alexa to rent a horse from the stables. Fortunately, he knew how to ride—they were common on lower-technology worlds and he was from one.

      The spaceport was a few hours out of town. He found Kanin to be a reserved traveling companion. The deputy wasn't interested in idle conversation and even less interested in playing a font of information.

      The spaceport was busier than the town, and home to a lot more wealth. There were some people dressed in the same clothes as Van had seen elsewhere in this world. Others wore fashions considerably different. Yet others in armor that looked similar to his own. Even coveralls stained with grease.

      "So how are we going to find out where she is?" Van asked.

      "You're going to let me and this eye of mine take a long look around. If there is one thing I can do, it is see clearly," Kanin said.

      It shouldn't be that hard. Van counted just five ships present on different platforms, three of them heavily rust-stained freighters.

      Van noticed that Kanin didn't start with those. One of the other two had the look of a military ship, bright and shining, and adorned with weapons. The other was the smallest vessel of all.

      "That one," Kanin said with a nod towards the small ship. "She is in the back of the ship."

      "You can actually see through the hull? How?"

      "If I told you that, I'd be telling you too much about what I can do. Trust me, boy, she's there, and here we part ways. I'm going to go make a nuisance of myself. If things go wrong, don't go tracking me down."

      Kanin rode off in the direction of the ship.

      Van turned his horse and took a path through the fuel tanks, the scent of them burning his nostrils and causing his horse to snort unhappily.

      It let him approach the ship by something other than the main thoroughfare, plus was a bit slower given Kanin time to do his thing. When he got near he dismounted, hitching his horse to a fuel pipe, before closing the rest of the distance on foot—even though he would probably need to make a quick getaway.

      Kanin was already at the ship's main hatch and Van could hear him asking about paperwork. That deputy badge did some good. They weren't ignoring Kanin, although he seemed to be being very politely put off.

      Perhaps he'd drawn a crowd from the ship. Given how they seemed to be able to hide themselves in shadows Van had no way of knowing. He could be walking past one right now as he moved closer, crouched low.

      The ship wasn't making use of the fuel lines. These were sitting nearby uselessly. Maintenance hatches seemed to be universal though, and it didn't take Van moving far along the hull to find one and let himself inside.

      The interior of the ship was wooden, which was about the last thing that Van had been expecting. Dark and knotted wood that seemed to be leafing in places.

      Van didn't know why any of this surprised him—it wasn't like he hadn't already seen some incredible things from these people. After a moment he took a right down the hall towards what he sincerely hoped was the rear of the ship.

      Hearing conversation nearby he ducked inside a doorway. A man and woman in robes passed him talking animatedly.

      "I can't wait to leave this place behind. Have you been outside?"

      "I was smart enough not to."

      Van waited for them to pass and then moved on. The rooms he saw made no more sense than the rest of this vessel. One was filled with a large basin, a pool of water shimmering with a faint blue. In another was a chair that almost seemed to be a throne formed of intertwined stalks from the hull.

      There was more traditional furniture too, and a room obviously for dining with a long table and many chairs.

      Fortunately it wasn't a meal time or this hallway might have been filled with people.

      It was upon finally reaching the end of the corridor that Van encountered his first locked door. It was as wooden as the rest of the ship, carved with a large serpent with an eye that was a glittering green gem.

      Van wondered about the snake. The sign of a person? The woman who had captured Alexa? Back home nobility had often used animals for their sigils, so was it perhaps the sign of some royal house?

      Van tried forcing the door and failed. Ramming it with his shoulder was equally as unsuccessful.

      Whatever time Kanin was buying him was running out. Van could have gone to search for something to pry open the door. That would take more time and risk discovery. It was better, he thought, to get Alexa out even if it meant announcing his presence.

      Van thought the gem had to be significant. Van had seen how Kanin's gem for an eye seemed to give him powers. Perhaps this one was helping to keep the door sealed. If so, destroying the snake might enable the door to open.

      Van pressed back against the opposite wall, drew one of his pistols and took aim before squeezing the trigger. When the bullet struck the crystal it flashed a brilliant green.

      The roar of the shot echoed through the ship as the light began fading from the crystal. Van hadn't destroyed it, but the crystal had cracked. Perhaps it was enough. Van tried the door again and this time it yielded.

      The cell was dark, but in the light from the hall Van could see Alexa in a tank that looked like a bath. Only her head was above the contents, the tub filled with some sort of bluish-greenish gel.
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      When you don't just need to kill a target in front of you but on the nearby moon, Sintech's Seeker X rounds are the premier solution. Acquire a lock and they are fully capable of both atmospheric exit and entry. Don't trust your kill to a lesser product.

      

      "Van, I'm glad to see you, but I wished you hadn't announced to the whole ship you're here," Alexa said.

      "Didn't see a choice. If you're done taking a bath let's get out of here," Van said.

      "You'll need to help me out. Somehow. The gel sucks out essence and inhibits motion. If it makes contact with your skin we'll both be just waiting for them to arrive."

      "I don't know what that means. My armor is threaded with spirit-woven steel. That make a difference?"

      "That will do, if you have gloves," Alexa said.

      Van did, in one of his pockets. He pulled them out and slipped them on before reaching into the vat. After a moment he paused awkwardly.

      Alexa said, "Yes, I'm naked. Skin contact is skin contact, and they wanted to make sure I was as neutralized as possible. We're lucky they don't have me on a respirator mask and fully submerged."

      Right, if she wasn't bothered Van would deal with it as well. Pulling her up and out he finally managed to get her out of the tub. Her body remained limp and completely unresponsive. It was as if he were handling a corpse. He got her onto the floor.

      "Wipe me down, get as much off as you can. Awkward for us both, I know. Get enough off I can handle the rest on my own," Alexa said.

      Life really had just gotten weirder since he'd met Alexa. Still, Van could all but hear the clock ticking. Someone would be responding to that gunshot. That they weren't already here probably meant they'd called a heavy-hitter, or they must have all been distracted by Kanin.

      It felt that for every bit of the bluish-green gel Van wiped off Alexa, he wound up streaking a little bit more on from his gloves.

      "Behind you," Alexa said.

      Van turned as a man in a black robe tried to stab him with a sword. The blade skidded off his armor, much to the man's surprise, and Van punched him in the face with a goo-smeared glove. The man froze with that surprised expression still on his face, all the muscles locked, and he toppled to the floor.

      Van needed more of this stuff in a fight—it was useful. Another thirty seconds passed of madly brushing his hands along Alexa's body before she said, "I think that is enough. Step back, think wet dog."

      Van took several steps back, almost out into the hall. Alexa's body became a blur for an instant. It was as if her entire body was shaking too quickly to see, goo flying in all directions.

      "Damn it, I should have had you take his clothes," Alexa said, peering down at the black-clad man.

      "Don't suppose you know where yours are?" Van asked.

      "Not here. They took them and my sword before vatting me. Now, can you maybe stop focusing on my state of dress?"

      Van didn't think he could, honestly, but he could at least stop mentioning it.

      "Fine, then let's go before more come. I can guide you out," Van said.

      Alexa nodded.

      They had made it no further than the hall until a black-clad woman was upon them. Alexa closed on her and they exchanged a furious flurry of punches. Van didn't think the attacker actually landed a one, and when Alexa finally struck well it was a blow to the throat that sent the other woman backwards, wheezing. It was quickly followed up as Alexa delivered a fierce kick that slammed her assailant into the wall.

      Alexa had her stripped down in no time and was dressed in the set of robes.

      "I really hope you have transport out of here," Alexa said.

      "I brought a horse."

      "Just one? Alright, let's get to the exit first and we can worry about what to do next."

      They didn't encounter any other black-clad figures on the way back to the maintenance hatch. Alexa took a moment to check the terrain outside and jumped down. Van followed.

      "My horse is near the fuel tanks," Van said.

      "Just a moment," Alexa said, studying the nearby fuel lines. "Yeah. This will do. Follow these back, you should find a valve to open them. Do it."

      "Hoping to create a distraction?"

      "Something like that."

      The lines were heavy—too heavy for someone as slight as Alexa. But she hefted one up with ease and dragged it back towards the maintenance hatch.

      Van decided he was just going to save up all his questions.

      The lines led back to a central juncture where it was possible to fuel four different ships at once. Van toggled the two lines he needed on, muscles straining as he turned the rusty valves.

      A pressure indicator showed that fluid was moving. Whatever Alexa was planning was on the way. He unhitched his horse and mounted before heading back towards Alexa.

      It wasn't hard to find her—she was busy bouncing and rolling along the ground as if she'd just been thrown with force. Perhaps she had been, because the woman in green armor was coming out the maintenance hatch.

      "I commend your ability in managing an escape, even while loathing the disloyalty that makes you try," the woman said.

      Van spurred his horse to a gallop, leaning down as he passed Alexa. Her arm reached up to grasp onto his and he pulled her onto the saddle behind him.

      Alexa pointed and a ball of bluish flame streaked from her hand. The woman in armor rolled out of the way. The fireball sailed into the hatch behind her and the ground trembled as a rush of flame escaped. A blast of fire and smoke obscured everything.

      Van didn't wait to see if the armored woman was dead, steering the horse away as they took off at a gallop.
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      There is only one rule. Climb! Path of the Goat

      

      Alexa didn't let him stop for the next two hours, directing them not back towards town but well out into the desert. The spot they eventually came to didn't look any different than the rest. Then with a show of strength that once again stood in contrast to her size Alexa pushed a heavy rock aside revealing a supply cache beneath.

      Without regard for modesty she slipped out of the black robe and began changing into a new set of clothes.

      "Really? Is naked just a thing with us now?" Van asked.

      "I literally have nothing to see you that you didn't already see and feel up a few hours ago. I think we're past the stage of freaking out over a little skin," Alexa said.

      The outfit she was changing into looked a lot like the one she'd been captured in, breeches and a shirt, and she pulled out a new sheath and sword, buckling it onto her waist.

      "I've got supplies here that can last a few days. It was meant to be more than that, but I figured if I ever ran I'd be alone," Alexa said.

      "I take it going back to town isn't going to be safe for you?"

      "Not for either of us. Kanin keeps the peace and might step in if things got out of control, but I wouldn't depend on it."

      "He helped me find you, rescue you, although he wouldn't do anything more than play a distraction."

      Alexa paused in the process of getting supplies. "Really? I suppose I owe him one then. I'll make sure it is repaid. You must have been convincing. Why did you do it?"

      Van shrugged. "You were kinder to me than you had to be."

      "Not lust camouflaged as love?"

      "Cynical of you, but no. I'm interested, but it wasn't that."

      "Good," Alexa said. More was coming out of the cache of supplies including a fire starter kit and logs. She was putting together a fire.

      "That smart?" Van asked.

      "Lot of fires in the night. This world is a popular place for those running away from something and a lot of them avoid the towns. Acceptable risk. So, we need to figure out what we're going to do. We in this together or we're going our separate ways," Alexa said.

      "You asking my opinion, or just telling me you're trying to make up your mind?" Van asked.

      "Bit of both. I've a lot of trouble following me and you just got a glimpse of it. I know you've got your own. I'll tell you about mine, if you tell me about yours?"

      It was a fair offer. Van had already told her a bit of what was chasing him, but not everything.

      "You already know I'm a clone. Just woke up yesterday. No people around, just a voice from a speaker telling me it was five centuries from the time of my birth," Van said.

      "And you don't remember that?"

      "Far as I remember I just had my twentieth birthday two months ago."

      "Odd. If you were cloned it usually means you had money, power, or both. Did this voice tell you anything about what you'd been doing those five centuries?" Alexa asked.

      The voice had made it pretty clear he should keep this sort of thing a secret. Van wanted to be honest with Alexa. He had already risked his life for her, and that gave them some kind of connection. A lot more of a connection than he had with an anonymous voice.

      "It called me the Red Death, the Gun Sage," Van said.

      "Ah," Alexa said, and she studied him awhile longer before returning to making the fire. Sparks flew as she lit the tinder.

      "Couldn't you just use a fireball to do that?" Van asked.

      "Could, rather not. You don't want to know what just the one took out of me. The vat drained me very nearly dry. The few scraps of power I managed to stash away didn't last very long. I've heard of the Gun Sage. Never met him," Alexa said.

      "What have you heard?"

      "Not much good. Sneaky, duplicitous, always taking down a target in one dishonorable way or another. Also a sage, which is rare, and from the Empire, which makes it even more surprising."

      "Weird. I think I proved I don't do sneaky very well."

      Alexa laughed and flashed him a grin."Oh, I don't know, you rescued the princess. Literally, sort of. I'm a clone of Princess Yui, daughter of Empress Xia."

      No wonder she acted like a noble.

      "They weren't exactly giving you the royal treatment back there," Van said.

      "The situation is ... complicated. Yui feeds on the essence of others, it is her path. The easiest and most empowering meals are ... herself. Make clones, have them grow in power and then she drains them dry."

      Van made a face.

      Alexa gave a wry shrug. "It is supposed to be quite an honor. It is quite the honor. We were clothed in the finest of attire, given the best tutors, the best foods. Encouraged to live the best lives we can until the day we're called upon to serve."

      "And you ran," Van said.

      "Quite rare, I understand. I'm not the first, but it is rare. So now you know my secret, or at least one of them, as I know yours," Alexa said.

      "It help you to make up your mind?" Van asked.

      "You were hunting Migo. Why?"

      "To trade him for Guild membership and passage to Ceno to meet whoever it is that brought me back."

      Alexa shook her head. "No. If you want to do that, you can, but if we stick together that plan won't work. I don't trust whoever brought you back, and I don't think you should either. The powerful are bastards, each and every one of them."

      "So what do you recommend?" Van asked.

      "I'm not as powerful as my Prime, nowhere close, but I'm more powerful than you are. I can help you take your first steps and you'll help me in turn. When we next meet our makers we'll be strong enough to put them back a step."

      Van thought that Alexa was being too paranoid. With the equipment he'd been given Van didn't actually think the voice was out to hurt him. All of its advice had seemed sound. Alexa's advice also made sense. If she wasn't willing to negotiate on the point then really it was just a choice of if he preferred taking his chances with her or alone.

      "Deal," Van said, sticking out a hand.
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      The Bounty Hunter Guild was formed out of the remains of the Territorial Marshalls, a once official police force meant to span the outer rim. When they were eventually replaced by the Sheriffs they went private.

      

      Nights in the desert got cold and Van wound up grateful for the fire, although it scarcely did enough. In the morning they were back on the horse, Alexa once again giving instructions.

      "This still isn't taking us back towards town. Where are we going?" Van asked.

      "We need a way off-world. People know where we are and that's going to get us killed. I don't like doing what your mysterious voice recommended. However, if this bounty really will deliver, we do it," Alexa said.

      "So we're heading to find Migo?"

      "Maybe. We're heading towards the biggest collection of criminals on this continent and hoping we can get a lead."

      "Thought you knew where he was?"

      "If I'd needed to find out back in town, I'd have put the word out I was looking and the girls would have squeezed an answer out of someone in no time flat. We're just going to have to look for our own answers," Alexa said.

      They were taking things easier than the day before. They had found some grazing for their horse and been able to provide some water. Even so they didn't want to overtax it.

      They weren't completely alone in the desert. They passed close to a working mine, and they saw several campsites that looked recent.

      There was something of a trail they were following, although not marked with any signs.

      Alexa said, "Before we get there, we need to talk. If I'm going to teach you, one of the first lessons you need to learn—and it has nothing to do with channeling essence—is deportment."

      Van glanced behind him. "You really are a princess if you think that's the most important thing on our plate."

      Alexa punched him in the arm and even through his armor it stung.

      "I'm serious, and believe it or not this is a matter of life and death. You talked about your upbringing some last night. A serf surrounded by nobles. You're used to bowing and scraping. That's a good thing to stay alive as a serf, but a bad thing as the man you need to become," Alexa said.

      Van turned his gaze back to the trail ahead. "I'm listening."

      "Polite is good. I love polite, polite is the sign of a real badass. Those uncertain of their power throw what little they have about because they're scared."

      "So don't be too nice, but be nice. I'm getting some mixed signals here," Van said.

      "Be polite to anyone truly more powerful than you. Unfailingly so, it will keep you alive. But where we're going? There are going to be people your equals, and some of those are going to try throwing their strength at you. To make you afraid and them less afraid," Alexa said.

      "And that is when I stop being polite."

      "That is when you put them on the ground, and if they don't get polite real fast you put them under it."

      "You're awfully quick with the murder."

      "Van, if you are intending to get involved in the world you are intending to get involved in, you are going to have to be too. You don't need to be a brute—you turn into a brute, I'm gone. Just know that your life is going to mean nothing to a lot of people," Alexa said.

      That struck Van as more reasonable than he'd like. The only violence he'd been prepared for in life was the possibility of war. It seemed that here, for now and in the foreseeable future, violence might be a way of life.

      Perhaps there were ways around that, but maybe not for him. Whoever his "Prime" had been—the original version of himself—he must have had enemies. The fact Van couldn't remember them didn't mean they wouldn't still want him dead.

      "This isn't a casual conversation," Van said.

      "We're going into a den of criminals. I'm pretty, and their ideas of courting don't involve flowers. I can defend myself, but I go too flashy with my powers and word might get back to those hunting us," Alexa said.

      That left the displays of violence up to him.

      "Understood. They put a hand on you, they get politely told to remove it. They don't do as they're told and things get violent."

      "You probably won't have to kill anyone. You do look every inch the badass. You make it clear you aren't afraid to throw down anyone, and then anybody with sense is going to back down."

      There was a settlement coming into sight on the horizon. It wasn't long before they started seeing advertisements along the side of the road.

      "Mama Cates brothel. Infinite possibilities, reasonable rates", "The Tipsy Cow. Best barfights in town", "Dirks Firearms. Overwhelming firepower for the baddest of men."

      "Aren't being subtle about it are they?" Van said.

      "No law here. The Dawson syndicate has a suit of Empire battle armor, but they only break it out if they have to. The energy requirements are cheap. No high-grade essence-users that I'm aware of, although there may be a few first evolutions," Alexa said.

      "You ever going to start explaining to me what all that means?"

      "When you and I start training, which isn't going to be until our business here is done. Right now I don't need you focusing on your breathing. I need you watching your sides and ready to go for your guns if I say the word."

      They started to meet a little bit of traffic as they neared town. Nobody greeted them, and most people were giving others a wide birth too.

      Poles on the edge of town had three dessicated bodies on them, signs on the corpses saying 'Card Cheats'.

      "That is what they get upset about locally?" Van asked.

      "If you're a gambling hall they'll ruin your business. Must be one in town. We'll have to find it. I'm a really good cheat and our funds are limited," Alexa said.

      That was reassuring, what could go wrong?
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      Oxalaco employee enhancement collars are the ultimate tool to improve your workforce productivity. With full location tracking and motivational shock technology you can assure your labor are on site, productive, and thus content at all times. Go Oxalaco!

      

      They checked their horse in at the local stables, and for a few extra coins they'd return it to the town where Van had rented it from. It wasn't ideal, but at least he wasn't a horse thief—even if that fact might have made him blend in with the locals.

      The people here were a rough lot. Van didn't see nearly as many women on the streets, and those that he did either were in the company of a well-armed man or carried themselves with a lot of confidence in their own right.

      They headed for the Tipsy Cow. A bar was going to be the best place to get information, and Alexa might even be able to find herself a card game.

      They didn't quite make it.

      "Hands on guns," Alexa whispered quietly.

      Van's hands were already moving. A group of coarse-looking men were coming from a nearby alley and about to surround them.

      A young man dressed better than the others shot them an exaggerated smile. "Welcome to Drywater. Saw you riding into town. We're what you might call the local welcoming committee."

      "Howdy," Van said, not adding a hat tip. His hands were busy hovering near his guns.

      "Now see? That is the proper way to give a greeting. So many round these parts, they just don't get it. Unfriendly sorts, you see," said the youth.

      "Hard men," said one of his companions.

      "Folks like yourselves could get taken advantage of. Especially the lady. But us? We can show you around town, all the good spots, make sure you're protected. See that nothing uncivilized happens."

      Van said, taking a step forward, "I thank you for the offer, but we'll just be on our way. A good day to you gents."

      None of the youths moved.

      Their leader said, "Now I really don't think that is a very good idea. If you don't have coin, you can empty your pockets, or us and the lady will work something out in trade."

      "Got a name?" Van asked.

      "You can call me Lima. We're the Bean Boys, kind of our thing," Lima said.

      That had to be one of the worst inspirations for naming a gang Van had ever heard. It was impressively bad.

      "Well then, Lima, I and the lady are just going to be on our way. We aren't in need of your protection. Look at me and ask yourself if you want to make this harder on yourselves than it has to be," Van said.

      Lima shrugged. "Oh, you've got a nice set of armor, but a real dangerous sort would own their own horse. You might have fooled the girl, but you aren't fooling us."

      The circle started to close in. Van had his guns out in an instant even as Lima was moving in close and throwing a punch.

      Van had expected it, he'd already stepped back so he could press the barrel of a pistol to the youth's forehead while the other aimed at the head of one of his companions.

      Alexa said, "Now, maybe you're wondering if my partner will shoot you dead or not. He will, but maybe you can come out of this alive and with some coin, if the whole guide thing wasn't just a thinly veiled shakedown."

      Lima paused for a moment and gave that wide grin, shifting back and spreading his arms. "Back off, Kidney, Navy. We know this town inside and out. Looking for a little entertainment? Booze? Drugs?"

      "Migo Dantoyo," Alexa said.

      Lima chuckled. "That right bastard? Yeah, we know him and his crew. Bounty hunters? Stupid man to rob the Post."

      That detail meant Lima wasn't just spinning another line. Migo's name was familiar and maybe Lima knew a place to begin looking. It didn't mean that Van stopped pointing a gun at his head. Lima had already made a move once and a deal hadn't been struck yet.

      "That's the man. Point us his way and I'll throw a five-piece your way. Help out in the fight and I'll make it a twenty," Alexa said.

      "We'll take the twenty if you make sure his crew is dead. We want the cargo they haven't sold yet. Has to be something good in it," Lima said.

      "You want the cargo, you don't get the twenty and we get the first two picks through to keep for ourselves," Alexa said.

      "You get the first two picks, we want the twenty," Lima said.

      Alexa tilted her head for a moment. "Deal."

      Van lowered his hands and holstered his pistols. A few of the Bean Boys had drawn knives and were putting them away as well.

      "You'll want to wait for night. They don't hang out in town. Too scared with the score they're sitting on," Lima said.

      "We'll find some way to entertain ourselves. You want the haul, you have yourselves a wagon. We'll meet you at the north exit of town at sunset," Alexa said.

      "Ma'am," Lima said, tipping his hat as the Bean Boys retreated back down the alley.

      "Think they're planning to sell us out to Migo?" Van asked.

      "Fifty-fifty. If so I'll go full-powered and we'll find our corpse in the piles of bodies," Alexa said.

      "If you haven't set fire to them."

      "Not really a fire girl. That fireball was just because of the fuel. Path of the Blood River. I manipulate and draw essence from blood and water."

      "You picked a really lousy place to hide out," Van said.

      "Thought a brothel on a desert world was just about the last place they'd look for me. Given I had over a year here, I was right. Let's go. We need to find a game and then buy some supplies."

      "Just don't get us put up on any poles," Van said.

      "If they can detect what I can do, I'll know about it. Trust me," Alexa said.

      Van did, he only hoped she was worth it.
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      The Mantis AG42 is Shriven Industries latest class of transport cruiser. With 1300 Cargo Unit capacity you are ready to haul any average cargo. Two built-in particle cannons and rear-facing missile rack along with over 841aau acceleration assure that you are ready to fight or flee from any threat in space.

      

      Alexa proved to be the quite the gambler. If she was cheating Van couldn't tell how, which he supposed was what made her so very good at it. She didn't win consistently, or win too much from any one person, although after a few hours she'd tripled their funds. Then she took them shopping.

      Dirk's was one of the most solid-looking buildings in town, a pair of well-armed guards in armor flanking the doorway. Inside, a wide array of guns were laid out in display cases.

      A clerk took one look at them and disappeared out back. After a moment a man with slick black hair and a suit came out to greet them.

      "I'm Dirk and this is my establishment. Start trouble and it's your grave, but if you're looking for something special I'm the man to ask."

      "Nice selection," Van said.

      Dirk looked around the showroom and shrugged. "Most of the special items are in back. We can bring them to a viewing room, if there is something particular you're looking for."

      "Helmet, essence-woven preferably and with good peripheral visibility. Have anything?" Alexa asked.

      Dirk looked Van up and down thoughtfully. "No, we do have a small assortment of Dynasty goods. A few essence-woven blades, essence capsules, an air-spirit."

      "I might have an interest in a few of the capsules," Alexa said.

      "I do have an Empire tactical helmet and visor. It's been through a crash and the targeting is spotty," Dirk said.

      "He'll try it on. While he does, I'd like to check out those essence capsules."

      They were led to a showroom and Van tried on the helmet. It hadn't just been through a crash, there were a few dents that looked cleared by helmets. It was surprisingly comfortable to wear, and had a visor that was dark from the outside but allowed him clear vision except for a targeting reticule that drifted aimlessly around the room.

      Alexa meanwhile was loudly declaring the capsules to be rubbish, although she wound up keeping three of them. It took almost all their remaining coin to manage the purchase after some fierce haggling.

      Then it was just a matter of waiting for sunset.

      "This thing smells weird. I'm pretty sure somebody died in this thing," Van said.

      "Not from a headshot they didn't. You were vulnerable. This is going to be violent and there will be a lot of lead flying. Fully armored up, that isn't going to be killing you. You'll need to keep watch though for surprises. Essence-charged rounds, explosives, piercer rounds," Alexa said.

      "You seem to know an awful lot about combat for a princess."

      "I was destined to be a princess's lunch, remember? You get stronger by struggle, combat, challenge. I was well-treated, but I saw a lot of fighting. Call it adding flavor to the meat," Alexa said.

      "Your life is really messed up."

      "I promise you. If you are truly the clone of a sage, yours will be just as troubled. Nobody achieves that much power without crossing some lines. Look at the bright side, at least you aren't named after a bean."

      That was a plus.

      A wagon rumbled along the road, coming through town, and it stopped beside them. Lima poked his head out of the back and gave them a wave. "Ready to do some killing?"

      "We need Migo alive," Van said.

      Alexa said, "You can leave that to me. I'll make sure he is subdued and out of the way. You just worry about shooting everything that moves that isn't bean-shaped."

      The Beans laughed at that. They seemed to enjoy the names quite a bit.

      "So from what we hear, they have a camp set up we're heading to. Word is they have over a dozen men," Lima said.

      "We'll abandon the wagon from a distance and go in on foot. Any of you have guns?" Van asked.

      The Beans all shook their heads.

      Van told them, "We get close before we do anything. If they have a watchman, try to take them out quietly."

      It was about twenty minutes outside of town when they finally came to a stop. Van could see several campfires burning in the distance. There looked to be six tents pitched.

      The night was cold, and Van had to hope that whoever had drawn guard duty was ducking back frequently to warm themselves by the fire. If so their night vision would be compromised—which would make it easier to kill them.

      Van was trying to figure out how he felt about all of this. The fact was he'd never killed anyone before. Perhaps his Prime had—by the sounds of it he'd killed enough to get a nickname related to death. Van just didn't have those memories.

      Yet, here he was. They weren't here to threaten anybody, to convince them to surrender. They were here to drop bodies because it would get them something they wanted.

      It wouldn't do to dwell on it. There was work to be done.

      Things went wrong almost from the start. While creeping up on the sentry one of the Beans got spotted—and a bullet too for his trouble, and that roused the camp to alert. They might have been half-drunk, but they still had a lot of ammunition.

      Van charged towards one of the campfires, making himself as big and visible a target as possible.

      Perhaps it was the drink, perhaps they were just lousy shots, but he only took four bullets by the time he reached the fire. Getting shot in the armor was a bit like taking a punch. You felt it, but not that much.

      Not so much when someone threw a stick of dynamite in the fire. That sent Van flying. The battle was a lot more confusing than he expected. The bandits were lousy shots and Van rather suspected he was as well.

      Even if he wasn't effective in the killing department, he was a great distraction and within ten minutes they'd taken the camp.
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      Umaru the Great Turtle was known to fly through space. On his back were the three great schools of Umaru that are known to have ascended at least five masters between them. Last seen swimming into the dark there has been no contact from Umaru or those schools for over four hundred years and the paths are assumed lost.

      

      When the shooting had stopped Van went looking for Alexa and found her saddling two horses. One already had an unconscious and bound man draped over its back.

      "That him?" Van asked.

      "Sure hope so. We didn't exactly have a picture, but he was the best dressed and in the nicest tent," Alexa said.

      "That was ... kind of crazy."

      "Battles are, especially your first. You'll get better, our training will help with a lot of that. Focus is everything and that's the problem in battle, it's easy to lose it."

      "Don't suppose you found the loot the Beans were so excited about?"

      "I can show you. Give me a minute."

      Alexa led them over to a tarp and pulled it inside. Beneath were boxes, letters, and a lot of items. All of the boxes had been opened. Clearly the bandits had been going through their take.

      "Not much of it. Garbanzo died for this," said one of the Beans.

      "It'll be enough. This is all just a bonus. We got their gear too, boys. We're big time now," Lima said.

      "But we get our first pick," Alexa said.

      If the Beans were going to betray them, now would be the time. Instead Lima gave a half bow and his wide grin. "Fair is fair."

      Alexa began to sort through the boxes. One of the Beans—Navy, Van thought—stayed behind to keep an eye on them. The rest went to strip the corpses.

      "We looking for anything in particular?" Van asked.

      "They'll have taken anything obviously valuable to them. Gold, gems, anything of high technology. I'm hoping they weren't as aware of what is valuable in the Dynasty and missed some prizes," Alexa said.

      A box of what looked like peaches was set aside.

      "Fruit? Really?" Van asked.

      "Even your eyes are good enough for this. Just fruit? Out in the desert for weeks and still good? Fruit is fuel for a seed to grow. Powerful plants have powerful fuel. These aren't that great, I'd barely get anything out of them, but they'll be a head start for you."

      "If they're good for me why aren't they good for you?"

      "I'm a bucket, you're a shot glass. What fills you up isn't going to do much for me. I'm in my third evolution. I know that doesn't mean anything to you yet," Alexa said.

      "Not much, except I get the impression more is better."

      "Enlightenment and power come in stages. For now just trust me, these will help you. We wouldn't want them to be the end-all of your advancement, and they won't be. Most people cheat, trying to make getting power as easy as they can, and there are ways to do so. Favoring the now in favor of tomorrow. The thing is, when you are striving to become an immortal, the tomorrow is everything," Alexa said.

      "And these aren't cheating?"

      Alexa shook her head. "They could be, overused. We won't let you do that."

      After a bit more searching Alexa set aside a box that contained three small glass spheres the size of marbles. Withdrawing one she held it in her hand for a time, eyes closed, before replacing it.

      She said, "And these. Break one in your hand and they'll grant you a short period of invisibility. A high-end essence user will see through it but even so, useful."

      Van wrapped one in a cloth and tucked it into a pocket. Alexa took the other two for herself.

      They made their departure shortly thereafter. They both thought it was best to try getting to the spaceport while still dark.

      They were closing in on it when they began to discuss their plan.

      "How do you want to handle this? They'll be looking for you, and if you want off-world they know you have to come this way," Van said.

      "I'm hoping they're gone, or if they're here—less of an issue. The Dynasty doesn't travel between the stars like the Empire. Ships aren't simply things, they are alive, living and beautiful. I poured fuel inside and set it on fire," Alexa said. Van could hear the regret in her tone.

      "So they might have taken it away to recovery," Van said.

      "If it lived they'll have had to. It's going to need a water world. If it died, they'll have lost their main source of water essence here. I've learned to live in a dessert, but without support they'd be weak."

      It was something to hope for.

      Whatever the case might be they encountered no resistance on the way to the Bounty Hunter Guild.

      It was a small block building at the edge of the starport. There were no windows and the door was solid steel with no obvious way of opening it.

      Van hauled Migo off the horse. The man struggled with his bonds. Together Van and Alex approached the door. There was an intercom beside it and Van hit the button.

      "Yes?" crackled a voice.

      "Here to collect on the bounty for Migo Dantoyo," Van said.

      "Identification?"

      Alexis said, "Unregistered. Looking to exchange target for Guild membership and transit."

      There was a pause, and then with a hiss the door slid aside.

      The room opened up into an office with a glass cubicle glowing with an orange light right beside the entrance.

      "Place the bounty in the chamber," said a heavy-set bearded man behind the desk.

      Van shoved Migo into the chamber and stepped back. Orange light flashed brighter and bands of it surrounded him.

      The man checked a display. "Verified. Congratulations. Come on in and have a seat."

      Van and Alexa took chairs before the desk.

      "So you want to join up? Prowl the galaxy hunting bad guys, wicked-doers, and those otherwise unfortunate enough to have offended the wealthy."

      "Something like that," Van said.

      "And you're a team. Always room for teams. Five times the survival rate of solo hunters. I'm Hank, by the way. You don't care. You're never coming back to this hole again. And you are? The names you want to be known by, not your real ones, if you're running from something," Hank said.

      "He's Van Steel, I'm Alexa Stone," Alexa said.

      "Steel and Stone, I like it. Memorable. One heavy-armor pistoleer and one essence user ... third evolution?" Hank said.

      "Good sensors," Alexa said.

      "Some of the best," Hank said, scavenging through a drawer and pulling out two badges. Instead of the star of a sheriff or deputy badge, these were silver crescents. Van's had a single star offset to the side while Alexa's had three.

      "As a team you're cleared for level three bounties. As individuals just up to your star count. You'll find a bounty office in every starport with a list of our suspected bounties on planet," Hank said.

      "Just like that?" Van said.

      "You make us regret it, you go on the list. We clean up our own messes. You wanted transit? Where to?" Hank asked.

      "We want gone in a hurry. What are our options?" Alexa asked.

      Hank tapped at keys and peered at a screen. "Three freighters leaving in the next twenty-four hours. All of them would let you board now. One is going to Ardanos. Prison planet, miserable, but you'd be off the grid."

      "What else have you got?"

      "Bangora. Marketplace world, you can catch a flight from anywhere there and lots of bounties to hunt."

      "A firm maybe. The last?"

      "New Diablos. Frontier world, booming mines. Rich, feral, savage," Hank said.

      Alexa gave a wicked grin."Perfect."

      "Dock Five. I'll let them know you're coming. Welcome to the Bounty Hunters Guild," Hank said.
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      "Shoot fast. Shoot often. Shoot first. Shoot last". A Gunslinger’s Guide.

      

      Van and Alexa took their time, keeping low and being cautious on their way to the freighter. As they got a good look at the vessels docked they saw that the ship which most concerned them was gone. It must have survived Alexa's sabotage.

      The freighter was expecting them. It wasn't exactly a luxury liner, although the single room they got was bigger than Van would have expected. They actually had space to walk around and both a bed and a couch.

      "Don't suppose we're sharing the bed," Van said.

      "We can switch for the couch. According to the schedule I saw we'll be two weeks in transit. We'll spend it working on your training," Alexa said.

      Their room had furnishings. Apart from the single bed there was a table and two chairs, the couch, dresser and a bath that you could stretch out in.

      Van settled himself in one of the chairs. "So start at the beginning. What do I need to know?"

      "The core of what we in the Dynasty do involves essence. Perceiving it, processing it, using it. Essence is everywhere, it's around us right now although in only small quantities," Alexa said.

      "Why small?"

      "Because this ship wasn't built on a world particularly strong in it. Because no effort was made to weave it into its construction. Essence makes things stronger. Your armor has essence woven into it and so is stronger than armor that doesn't. In the same way the body of an essence-user becomes harder, stronger."

      "So why doesn't everyone in the Empire do this?"

      "Because there are other ways to gain power? To become something to be feared? In the Dynasty the pursuit of this power is truly everything. Your birth gives you advantages, but strength truly is everything," Alexa said.

      Van thought about this and nodded. "Well, even if the other me didn't have that kind of power I'd still want it. So how do I get it?"

      "There are three major components of your essence. Mind, body, and spirit. Each has to be strengthened individually. Each has to ultimately be strengthened by a challenge. When all three have advanced to the next stage you may undertake an evolution that binds them all together."

      Van had asked for information. This seemed to be rather a lot coming all at once. Still, he focused on understanding it.

      "What are the challenges?" Van asked.

      "That depends on quite a bit. You're always working towards something, at least if you are doing it right. I've told you before that I'm on the path of the blood river. My Prime was and I am following her path," Alexa said.

      "Why? It sounded like you hated her. Couldn't you choose your own path now?"

      "All the streams ultimately become a single river. That can't happen while both she and I are alive. I'm still on the path because one day I'm going to suck her dry."

      Van stared at Alexa for a moment. She seemed perfectly serious. It was fair—her Prime apparently worked hard enough to do the same thing to her.

      "So what about mine? I don't have a clue what my Prime did," Van said.

      "If he became a Sage, it is possible he didn't travel any well-trod path. Sages have mastered their given field better than any other. For now we're just going to make you stronger and then research what rituals are open to us that give you your best chance," Alexa said.

      "What about you? Isn't the plan for you to get stronger as well?"

      "New Diablos will have opportunities for me. The journey to get there doesn't. In your case, we're going to start with body."

      Alexa opened up her pack and set the peaches out on the table. "Go ahead and eat one, and just one."

      Van did. The fruit had stayed perfectly preserved despite however long it had been since it was picked. When his teeth bit into it, flavor flooded his mouth, intense, with a sweetness that was almost overpowering.

      It was about halfway through the fruit that he felt a strange tingling in his chest. Warm, almost like the sun falling upon bare flesh.

      Alexa was watching him closely. "Feel it? That is your little shot glass overflowing. It won't hurt you, not with a single fruit, although more than that and you might actually do yourself some damage as it burned off."

      "So just eat a peach every so often?"

      Alexa laughed. "Not hardly. I'm about to teach you a whole new way to breathe. Right now we're just doing that. Get the air moving in and out of your body like we want it to. Channeling that breath to the power inside of you and letting it circulate everywhere. You can think of it like watering the fields, if you like. Right now your bones, your blood, every part of you, is starving and it doesn't even realize it."

      "Just breathing? That sounds simple."

      "It isn't. In the Dynasty you learn to do this from a very young age. You are getting a very late start to a very basic skill and because of that it's going to come hard to you. If you were a child we'd start with the most basic rhythm, but I don't want to do that here. We'll instead do the simplest that does a thorough job. I don't want to waste a bit of this power while we have access to it."

      The next few hours would prove her right. Van could hold a rhythm for a time, when he focused intently. But the moment his attention drifted in the slightest that pattern was lost. Alexa was a patient tutor. By the time dinner came around he felt some slight difference. The warm glow the peach had given him had grown more diffuse with hints of it to be found throughout his body.
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      Personal Profile: Lyrka Cass, Sheriff of Old Hambrik. Cass is known to have served for fifteen years in the territorial marines, primarily in conflict with the House of the Amber Eye. When her entire unit went silent they were all presumed lost, but a century later she returned with most of her body transformed into incredibly resilient living diamond. The newly-forming Sheriffs offered her a job and she has served in a dangerous sector now for over a century, not seeming to age a day since her return.

      

      For the next week Van almost felt that all he did was breathing. The crew of the ship met for a meal three times a day and they joined them. The freighter crew was uncouth but friendly, and respectful of bounty hunters.

      Other than meals, when he woke up he started breathing. He always had, obviously, but never had he focused on it so much. Falling into a breathing rhythm that at first took him minutes to achieve. Later, he was able to do so at a word from Alexa.

      Then the training really started, maintaining it even while running laps around the cargo bay. The cargo was mostly bricks, large stacks of them with aisles between. It wasn't valuable enough to be locked away and Van got used to running between them.

      The first peach took three full days for him to exhaust and need another. The second and third took only two each.

      On the seventh day they were done with eating and training, and Van was sprawled out on their couch while Alexa did some of her own practice. Her movement between combat stances was incredibly fluid. At times it seemed her body really was made of water, the way it flowed from one step to the next.

      "Am I going to learn things like that? It doesn't seem it would be much use in a gunfight," Van said.

      "You're going to get disarmed sometimes. It would be foolish not to prepare for that eventuality. Yes, you'll learn something, but not like this. I don't really know much about gun techniques. I'm thinking they must be strong on fire, air, perhaps metal. All have their own very distinct combat styles." Alexa shifted position once more, her hands flowing in front of her as if blocking invisible punches.

      "How so?" Van asked.

      "Fire is fast, furious. Extremely offense-driven where the goal is to take down an opponent before they can take you down. It's part of the reason my own school is so effective against them. We can avoid that force, redirect it as we choose."

      "The others?" Van asked.

      "Air is all about mobility. Leaps, twirls, as you grow more powerful, even flight. It's about being where an opponent does not expect you and always being ready to capitalize on any opportunity. Metal is strength, invulnerability, becoming a fortress that will not be moved."

      "The first two sound like good matches for a gunfight. That last doesn't," Van said.

      "Are you sure? One of the first things you should do in a gunfight is find cover. Defense. With metal, you are your own defense. You'd need to pair it with a very powerful gun though," Alexa said, assuming a new form by crouching low, her movements sinuous.

      "I can't believe I didn't leave myself some sort of guide for all of this. It's terrible planning," Van said.

      "It's yet another reason to be wary of your Prime's motivations. If he really is dead, he left you woefully unprepared. If he isn't, he'll have no interest in you reaching his level of power." Alexa moved back to stand normally.

      "I'm making good progress though."

      "You are learning one of the simplest of skills and it has taken a week of dedicated practice to do it. This next week is going to be even harder."

      Alexa gave Van a serious look.

      "I'm ready," Van said.

      "You really aren't, but we'll get you there. By the time we land I want you to at least be able to train all three aspects. Even better if you can do them together."

      "You mentioned elements. Should that influence what I'm doing now?"

      Alexa gave a wry smile and took a seat in one of the chairs. "Ideally, yes. Practically, usually not. The breathing pattern you're doing now is not the one you'll eventually settle on. Nor will the mental focus be the same, the invocations of spirit. If we knew exactly what path we were going down we'd be training you with the basic techniques of that path, but we don't."

      "So when are we going to decide?"

      "When we get a clue what we're doing. Guns are weird and I need to do some research. For now, if I did anything, it would be to train you like a bow-user and I'm sure some of that applies, but some probably doesn't. There is your own choice as well. What feels right, what resonates. When I mentioned the traits of fire, wind, and metal earlier you seemed to react instinctively against metal."

      Van said slowly, "Guess I did. I can see the appeal of being an unstoppable juggernaut, but it doesn't feel right."

      Alexa nodded. "And I don't think it is. Your Prime had a reputation for being sneaky, which means he probably went wind. Although with a name like Red Death he might have gone fire as well."

      "I still can't believe I didn't leave instructions with myself."

      Alexa gave him another long and serious look. "Well, let's go with being true to yourself here. You think you didn't, but maybe you did? You didn't leave any obvious instruction manual, but how else would you have done it? And why?"

      Van thought it over for a few moments.

      "The why is obvious. That other me didn't trust what people would do once he was dead," Van said.

      Alexa nodded. "Perhaps they feared someone would steal the knowledge for themselves. Perhaps giving you a clear roadmap to more power would make you even more likely to die. I don't think it the case, but it is a theory. So what would you do?"

      Van said, "Either I'd arrange for a message to be given to me at some point in the future—with what I needed to know. Or I'd have hidden it on me. My armor? My pistols?"

      "It could even be hidden in your genetic code, if you want to get fancy. If you want I'll go through your things tomorrow. I can sense things you wouldn't until further in your development. Trust me, you're going to have enough on your plate," Alexa said.
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      Titan Mechanicals is the premier supplier for heavy-duty combat mechs. When you need a whole world on the rim sterilized, when you are facing strange threats from the Dynasty, don't trust a lesser product. Contact one of our product specialists today with a specific list of your needs.

      

      The problem about only having one set of clothes was that when your roommate and mentor decides to go through them looking for secret messages, it leaves you without a thing to wear.

      Alexa had packed herself a few changes of clothes in her emergency escape pack—she was fine even when clothes had to be cleaned.

      "I'm sure we can borrow a set of overalls from one of the crew," Van said.

      "Don't be so insecure. It's nothing I haven't seen. Besides, it's good for this exercise. You are trying to be aware of your environment, and now every bit of your skin is like a new set of eyes," Alexa said.

      There was something to that. Today Van was working not just on his breathing, but on the fundamentals of both mind and spirit.

      That meant meditation along with awareness of his surroundings. Being fully aware of every sound, every breath around him, of processing all of that information on a far deeper level.

      Spirit all resolved around the warmth created by eating another peach. Alexa didn't just want him to feel that flowing through his body, she was insisting it went elsewhere, that he needed to follow that flow beyond the physical.

      Van kept up his breathing, the now familiar pattern of that a comfort rather than a struggle. The challenge was in keeping stray thoughts from slipping in. Concerns about clothing, and wondering how Alexa's inspection of his pistols and armor was going.

      It was a bit astonishing to Van that he'd never realized until now just how quietly Alexa moved. Even the sound of her breathing was faint, although when he really focused he could at least hear that.

      Van's eyes were closed and his mind wandered around the room, in some ways around the ship. The faint thrum of the engines somewhere off to his right. Below him someone was hammering, the sound and vibration faintly felt through the deck.

      Van was feeling pretty good about the whole thing until he got kicked in the face. The force of the blow sent him sprawling backwards and crashing into a chair.

      Alexa was standing over him, her arms folded.

      "Disappointing," Alexa said.

      "You kicked me. In the face."

      "And our enemies will be doing a lot worse. Get used to these surprise attacks. I'll be doing more of them until you are reliably able to detect me. Oh, and you can get dressed, there is nothing in your armor."

      Van wasn't about to protest. Apart from the modesty issue the ship was cold.

      "If you get to sneak up on me and kick me in the face, I should get to sneak up and scare you in the bath," Van said and paused. "Make that less creepy."

      "Van, if you somehow actually did manage to sneak up and startle me, I assure you that the last place you'd want to do it is when I'm submersed in water."

      That was probably true, it didn't mean it wasn't tempting.

      "You mentioned my armor. What about my guns?" Van asked, as he finished pulling his pants up.

      "There is something there. Carvings not visible to the naked eye on the insides on the chambers. I wondered at first if it was some artifact of the smithing, but I don't think so," Alexa said.

      That was news. That seemed like pretty big news.

      Alexa flashed him a wry smile. "Don't get too hopeful. If it makes sense to somebody, it isn't to me. When you were growing up did you use any sort of cipher or code?"

      "Nothing like that," Van said. "You think I left myself a coded message in the guns?"

      "I think you're picking up this message far earlier than you are supposed to. I don't think anyone but a second evolution or higher would be able to find it, and then they'd have to be looking. Perhaps by the time you're that powerful, you'll have the means to understand it." Alexa slid his guns back over to him.

      "It there is an instruction manual, it's stupid to give me one without a key," Van said.

      "You were supposed to follow the script. Meet up with the voice on the other end of your line. I'm sure if you had, they knew exactly what rituals they'd want to put you through."

      "There is that much variety?" Van asked.

      "Lots. Just take body. There are rituals that would make you incredibly strong, but leave you relatively squishy. Others would make you well-rounded but excelling in nothing. Others don't give much but are all about taking away weaknesses. One of the primary fire initiations is just that, burning away the weak."

      "What was yours?"

      "Winter's journey. I was stripped naked, doused in water, and thrown into an ice-covered cavern. There was no exit, no way out that didn't require days of wandering. Jagged ice that could cut the flesh everywhere, ground so slick it was nearly impossible to walk on." Alexa's eyes grew distant.

      "They did that to a princess?"

      "Every one of us, when it is our time. Some poor girl is probably down there right now. Even with our training, our blood, only about one in eight make it through. They try to fight the cold until it kills them," Alexa said with a weak smile. "But you can't fight the cold. The cold is eternal. You embrace it, become it, let it inside and make it yours."

      "How does that work?" Van asked.

      "Winter is a choice, and it is always inside me. I'll let you feel it," Alexa said, reaching out. "Take my hand. Feel, really feel."

      Van did as she said. Alexa's hand was tiny inside his own. It seemed frail compared to how much strength she could wield. There was a quick flush of warmth at her touch, but as he probed deeper it was cold. It was so very cold.

      "I take it you didn't actually work at the brothel," Van said.

      "You don't need to take it there. Though no, I did not, not that way. The cold is relentless, unstoppable. To have ice in your veins is a powerful gift. Don't think of this all as a game, Van. You need to be strong, but always be aware that pursuit of power is going to be your death unless you are your absolute best. Be your best—for the winter is your teacher, and she will have no mercy."
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      The path of the Divine Bow is one of the oldest schools of bow arts known to exist. While many of the later schools are considered deadlier, the purity and raw strength of this old path remains greatly admired.

      

      The second week was far more punishing than the first. It was all about meditation, Van sitting with his eyes closed while he breathed and he focused. It was also where he got kicked a lot in the face, groin, punched, splashed with ice water, and in one instance set on fire.

      Alexa always seemed to take him by surprise. He never heard her approaching for all that he was constantly vigilant. At least, even if he wasn't detecting her, he was getting really good at focusing through expecting an impending attack. By the time the end of the two weeks was closing in he even had a breakthrough on spirit.

      It had been some time since an attack and he was really starting to sink deep into his own head when he saw it. A shimmering lake surrounded by peach trees, basking under the sun. It seemed almost real.

      It didn't feel as real as the smack that Alexa delivered upside his head.

      "I was just getting somewhere," Van said.

      "I know. That was why I hit you. What did you see?"

      "A lake, peach trees, the heat of the sun. It was idyllic."

      Alexa grinned. "We'll make a poet of you yet. You'll get all the Dynasty girls."

      "Having pretty terrible luck with the one I already know," Van said, peering up at her.

      "Then stop half-heartedly flirting with one with a heart of ice and expecting to get anywhere. Your mind is trying to make sense out of what it perceived. Terrible job, by the way, just awful," Alexa said, reaching down to offer a hand and help him to his feet.

      Van accepted the help. "Don't insult my brain. It just had a breakthrough. So what am I seeing there?"

      "The lake was your natural essence. How big was it? Did you get any scale of size?"

      "Small," Van said quickly. It had been hard to judge size, but of that much he was certain. "Dwarfed by the trees around it."

      "Right now you are filled with essence you haven't earned. That isn't really yours. It came from the peaches and while you can use it, you are just kind of borrowing it." Alexa moved over to the table and pulled out a notebook, flipping through the pages and making a note.

      "What are you writing down?" Van asked.

      "Your progress. The design in your guns. Things to help you," Alexa said, showing him a page. It was a diagram that looped back in and around itself.

      Alexa pointed to one segment of a longer line moving towards the center of the design. "Long breath moving inward. Opening sequence of your breath ... out ... the pause ... in again. See it?"

      Van did, now that she was explaining it. It was a visual representation of the breathing pattern he'd been doing.

      "I see it," Van said.

      Alexa pointed at a set of tick marks. "Visualize the lake here. Let go of the image here. You are going to feel resistance, and it's going to hurt. Force it. Every time you hit this section of the pattern, without fail."

      "Why?" Van asked, mystified. "I get that with the breathing itself I'm spreading the power through my body. What is this doing?"

      "You're forcing a quantity of the power into your natural reserves. You are cutting a branch off the peach trees and throwing it in the lake—if you want to think of it that way. Do that and the water level begins to rise."

      "But if I use that power the lake goes away," Van said.

      "And it refills. On its own with time, or if the level is near empty doing just what I just told you will refill it faster. Soon I'll teach you a new routine, one entirely focused on maximizing how much we are sending towards your spirit. But for now I want you to master what you're currently doing."

      Van did just that. By the time they landed they had gone through the last of their peaches and Van felt he'd come a long way from where he'd started. He could now visualize his own essence at will, bringing it into being in an instant. He could drop into a breathing pattern quickly, and maintain it even through a good bit of physical exercise. His senses were undoubtedly sharper, although still not sharp enough to have yet caught Alexa in one of her frequent ambushes.

      It felt like a lot of progress for a short time.

      They were waiting for the ship to land, all their belongings packed up.

      "I'm going to miss this place. It has started to feel like home," Van said.

      "If we stick together we'll have time like this again. Freighter travel is slow and it's our usual form of transit between worlds," Alexa said.

      "What are our plans when we hit the surface?"

      "We're broke. I've got a little bit of coin, but if we are going to do anything else we need more resources. We're going to check in with the bounty office and get ourselves some targets."

      Van was rather looking forward to that. Meditation was all very well and good, but he was craving some action.

      "Know much about this world?"

      "Not much except it got real rich in a hurry. The Dynasty, the Empire, legitimate business, illegitimate business. Everybody has come for a piece of the pie. We're going to be drowning in business."

      "And probably drowning in competition."

      "Perhaps. I'd rather we stick to targets that are a fair challenge for you. Only if we have to, we'll go up a grade. We'll be able to get you some better ammunition here once we get some coin."

      "What about those hunting for us?" Van asked.

      "There's not many places we could have gone. Fair chance they'll come looking. If you're lucky, you'll finally see an ambush coming," Alexa said.
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      Wealthy? Bored? Desire the unattainable? Happy Clones has a genetic database of over one hundred thousand with full facial search features. Scan in the image of the one that got away and we can provide you the closest match you'll find anywhere. Pregenerated personality options mean a match for everyone. Come today and give yourself what you've been longing for.

      

      The starport of New Diablos was wildly different than the one from which they'd departed. For one thing it was busy. Instead of being distant from any town it was surrounded by one, and there were at least three dozen ships all unloading cargo.

      The Bounty Hunter Guild was a two story structure and far larger. A scan of their badges got them in the door and directed towards an open desk staffed by a tattooed woman.

      "I'm Iris. Welcome to New Diablos, Stone and Steel. Catchy," Iris said.

      "Busy place. Hope you've got some work for us," Van said.

      "Not a problem. We've lost a few hunters lately. It means we have a lot of jobs left on the sheet."

      "Losing a lot of hunters? Anything we need to be concerned about?" Alexa asked.

      Iris shuffled through some papers. "We don't know yet. Senior hunters are investigating the matter. For now we're recommending you stay cautious, and if you think you're being targeted to contact the Guild."

      "So what have you got?" Van asked.

      "I've got three assignments open. You can take one, or take all three. I can't guarantee nobody else will get put on these, but right now we're understaffed."

      "What are the details?" Alexa asked.

      "Mortimer Snidley. Con artist, rake, and card cheat. He's broken the hearts and drained the bank accounts of a string of heiresses from here to Old Berliner. No clue where to find him, but we know he's on-world. Thousand marks to bring him in. He's not dangerous. It's just that he's been on the books so long the bounty has kept going up. We want him alive," Iris said.

      "You're tossing us one of your unsolved cases," Alexa said.

      "They're all unsolved cases. That's why they're open, but yes. I'd like to clear this one off the books. The second one is easier to find, but a lot deadlier. Lei Eris, enforcer of the Widows. All the Widows are wanted, but Lei has a habit of wrecking businesses. Six hundred. We think she's a second evolution. Dead or alive," Iris said.

      "Do you know anything more?"

      "The Widows follow spider teachings. Venom, immobilization," Iris said.

      Alexa nodded slowly. "I might be able to do something there. What about the last one?"

      "Ones. The Butchup Gang. Rates vary here. Get us one, or get us all of them. The more you get the higher the rates go. Dead preferred. Big bonus for John Butchup himself. This one comes straight from the Empire, they hit a federal armory."

      "So they're equipped with weapons. How advanced?"

      "Feds aren't talking, but weapons advanced enough they're worried," Iris said.

      Van exchanged a look with Alexa, who was thoughtful.

      "These are bigger targets than we were thinking about. We're new ... do you maybe have anything ..." Van said.

      "Smaller? I could start you off with something simpler, but these are what the Guild needs. All jobs paying above market rate because we're short-handed. You should take these," Iris said.

      "And we will. We accept all three," Alexa said.

      "Excellent. We also provide accommodation here at the Guild once you've fulfilled a local bounty. Right now we recommend it, for security's sake," Iris said.

      "We'll keep it in mind," Alexa said.

      Van and Alexa promised to keep in touch and made their exit.

      The city was a busy place too. Carriages zoomed past on paved streets, men walked quickly in fancy suits accompanied by women in classy gowns. Glass store windows were everywhere displaying the wealth of goods inside.

      Van had never seen anything so nice. The world he remembered being born on was agricultural, and the world he'd been reborn on was—well, the one they just came from. This was far busier, far fancier.

      "Boom worlds. Nothing else has the same sort of energy," Alexa said.

      "Does it seem amazing to you, or nothing more than what you grew up with?" Van asked.

      "The palace was cold. Literally, obviously, but figuratively as well. It had stood for a very long time unchanging. While it was beautiful and in some ways flawless, I prefer this. This is a place where anything can happen, where new things are born and made."

      "You're something of a philosopher, aren't you?" Van asked.

      "Everyone in the Dynasty is a philosopher. Everyone is a poet. Everyone is a warrior."

      "Who does all the real work?" Van asked.

      "Bad philosophers, poets, and warriors, I expect. I never gave it any thought."

      Right, she was a noble for sure. Van found that likable at times and infuriating at others.

      "So who do we start with? The con man?"

      "The person nobody can find? No, we need a quick take-down to get some operating funds. We're going after the enforcer. After a few weeks of soaking in that tub on the freighter I'm back to full strength," Alexa said.

      "Is that the reason for all those long baths?"

      "And I like them, but right, water essence. There wasn't much of it there, but over two weeks I managed to draw in enough."

      "So you're what? Just going to jump this woman? No research? No preparation?" Van asked.

      "I'm a good match for a spider. Frozen blood can slow the venom through veins, frozen mist can shatter bonds. You'll need to keep my back clear though. These other Widows could team up," Alexa said.

      "Will my bullets hurt them?"

      Alexa shrugged. "Their enforcer is second evolution, you won't hurt her. If the badass is a two though, the others are going to be less. You can wound one, might even kill someone if you hit an eye. Any less than that, you'll clean up."

      That was comforting, sort of.
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      The tournament of the Fist at the great arena on Pariah is held every ten years and is a contest between the greatest hand-to-hand combat specialists in the Dynasty and beyond. Those who survive to make it into the finals all leave rich in both wealth and opportunity.

      

      The streets had ample vendors selling everything from apples to information. A few coins got them pointed towards the Knotty Skein, a bar owned by the Widows.

      The interior was well appointed, it was a fancy place. It wasn't hard to spot the Widows themselves. Van couldn't tell if it was his expanding senses that were to thank, or if even to someone not practicing as he had been the Widows would have felt off—but they did feel off. There were four of them drinking at the table, women who all looked in their early twenties. Black lips and makeup around their eyes, each wearing a red armband on their arm.

      Alexa leaned against Van and whispered, "Ones. But she's here."

      Apart from the Widows there was only a light crowd this time of day. Two seated at the bar drinking, and a game of dice was going in one corner.

      Their badges got them noticed. One of the Widows gestured in their direction and all got up from their table. Their movements reminded Van of Alexa's training routines, although theirs were less fluid or precise. He would swear they all articulated their limbs at exactly the same angle, getting up in precisely the same way.

      "You've come for a drink, you're welcome. You've come to work, you should leave this web while you still can," said one of the women.

      Now that Van was looking straight at them, he saw their pupils were black.

      Alexa said, "Do you want to pick a fight you can't win, little spiders? You know who I am here for. You can send her out to face me in the street, and you and this place will stay standing. No such promises if you make this hard." Alexa's tone was frostier than Van had ever heard it. Laden with threat and the promise of violence.

      "You don't scare us," said one of the women, as the four began to flank them.

      "You don't know what we're capable of," said another.

      "Leave off, Lyris," came a voice from a balcony above. A woman stepped to the railing, balancing perfectly on one foot for a moment before smoothly leaping down to land gracefully.

      In one noticeable way she was different from the other Widows. An extra pair of eyes was present in her forehead, giving her four in total. She was also in armor, jet black and close to her skin with a red triangle upon her abdomen.

      Perhaps no armor at all Van thought, but a carapace.

      "Don't engage her directly. She's a three," Alexa whispered.

      A three. That meant as powerful as Alexa. They'd come expecting to find a weaker opponent. Instead this was going to be a fair fight. Less than fair, given they were outnumbered.

      "Lei Eris, we are here to take you in. Bounty doesn't call for you to be dead. Whatever this is, you can still crawl away from it," Alexa said.

      "One of us is dying here, but it won't be me. I and my sisters will enjoy that partner of yours. He'll have fun too, for awhile," Lei said.

      "Are they hitting on me?" Van asked.

      "I think they're threatening to eat you," Alexa said with a frown, and a glance towards the Widows.

      "Bit of both actually. That's how we roll," Lei said.

      "Not into it then," Van said.

      "Would you have been into it otherwise?" Alexa asked him.

      Van had been trapped in close quarters with a literal ice princess for two weeks. Spider girls were starting to look pretty good.

      "We doing this here or in the street?" Alexa asked.

      "Clear out," Lei called. The bartender and the few patrons quickly vacated the establishment.

      Lei raised her hand and a burst of webbing shot out. Alexa rolled under it and extended both hands forward. A ripple of blue energy blasted Lei backwards.

      Two of the other Widows closed on Alexa while the others faced Van.

      They were each first evolutions, and that made them stronger than Van. They'd be resistant to bullets, but not entirely immune. Van drew both his pistols and focused on his breathing. Focus was everything. In the battle against Migo and his gang he'd gotten too distracted by the environment. Here it had to be all about his targets and his guns.

      Van squeezed off rounds. Fire one shot, adjust for recoil, take the next shot. He was aiming at their heads—that was his only real hope of doing them any damage.

      Van landed one shot, the Widow spinning backwards with a howl of rage and clutching her head. The other took one in the shoulder, but still charged. Closing on him and tackling Van to the floor as she tried to tear off his helmet.

      Van threw a punch at her face. His gloves were laced with essence-enhanced steel and where his fist landed she snapped back. The victory was short-lived as she forced his arm down against the floor and with a burst of webbing secured it there.

      Out of the corner of his eye Van saw Lei being knocked across the room by the contents of the bar. The liquid in the bottles was like a living thing, taking the glass with them as they pelted her.

      A glimpse of Alexa, staggering, revealed a discolored bite mark on her neck.

      This fight wasn't going well for either of them.

      The Widow atop him worked his helmet loose, exposing his neck as she leaned in. Van didn't know if she meant to kiss him, poison him, or both. It didn't really matter. The gun in his free hand only had two shots left. He put the barrel to her ear and pulled the trigger.

      The first shot caused her head to jerk, and he could see the surprise and rage in her eyes. It had wounded, it didn't kill. That was done by the second shot.
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      When stabbing just isn't enough, you need an Explodablade.

      

      Nothing Van was doing seemed to be freeing his wrist from the floor where the webbing bound it, so instead he slipped his hand out of the glove. Unfortunately the webbing had trapped one of his pistols as well. At least now he had both hands free to reload the other.

      The Widow he'd just killed was sprawled in front of him. The one he'd shot in the face was in a corner, her hands clutching at the wound.

      Another was slumped against the wall dead. It looked as if she'd been impaled by an icicle.

      Alexa was in full-on frost mode. Her skin had turned bluish-white, coated with a thin layer of ice as mist swirled around her.

      Lei's armor was cracked in places, blood seeping out from beneath, but she was on her feet.

      The last of the other Widows still standing was creeping up behind Alexa. Van put three rounds in her back, which while it didn't stop her caused her to stumble forward and Alexa to spin, grabbing the Widow by the throat. Frost began to spread along the spider's flesh.

      "Stop!" Lei called.

      Alexa paused, the flow of frost stopping.

      "Let her go and I'll go with you. On my honor," Lei said.

      Alexa dropped the Widow. Van recognized her as the one who had spoken earlier, Lyris.

      Lyris was gasping and straining for air, clutching at her throat as she tried to draw in breaths.

      "Got a cure for your venom?" Alexa asked.

      "Did. It was behind the bar. I'm pretty sure you shattered it over my head," Lei said.

      "Probably," Alexa said, before glancing over to Van. "You okay?"

      "I'd like my glove and gun back," Van said.

      Lei nodded, making her way over to where both were still suck to the floor. A spray of mist from one of her hands and the webbing melted.

      Van reclaimed his weapon and holstered it before tugging his glove back on.

      "Don't do this," Lyris finally managed with a gasp. "You can take them."

      "Might be I could, but she was going to kill you. We lost enough. Tell the Matron what happened," Lei said. "You can restrain me if you want, but no need."

      Alexa nodded and motioned for the door, and they stepped out on the street.

      "She your sister?" Van asked.

      "Not my blood. All of us Widows were girls abandoned on the streets by pretty much everybody. Instead of being afraid, we get stronger. Make others fear us," Lei said wearily.

      "Worked. Someone was afraid of you enough to send us to take you down," Alexa said.

      "Guess so. Don't suppose you know who? They've got a lot of pain coming their way," Lei said.

      "Afraid not. Take it up with the Guild," Alexa said.

      "Just doing a job? You bounty hunters make me sick. Least I know who I was fighting for. Who I was killing for. You put them girls in the ground and you don't even know why," Lei said.

      Van was pretty comfortable in the why. They'd been trying to kill him.

      "I gave them the opportunity for it to go different. I gave you the opportunity for it to go different," Alexa said.

      Lei nodded. "So you did. Even if I live through this I won't seek vengeance against you. Those that sent you, on the other hand ..."

      There wasn't much else to say. Alexa's body remained covered with frost as they made their way back to Guild. Once Lei was tucked away comfortably in a holding chamber they were given a pouch of coins. In exchange for a small portion back, they got a room upstairs.

      The room wasn't fancy, with a tub in the corner and, unlike the freighter, it at least had two beds. As Hank had told them, teams were popular with bounty hunters.

      Alexa let out a low breath as soon as they were alone. "Van, could you draw me a bath? Water hot as you can get it. I'm going to need it soon. I slowed the poison, but I couldn't stop it."

      Van had a lot of questions but helping came first. He turned the hot water on full and started the tub filling.

      Alexa was already undressed. The black discoloration around her neck had grown considerably and it now extended up almost to her mouth and down to her shoulder.

      "What are you going to do?" Van asked.

      "Something dangerous. I didn't expect her to be that good. I sure didn't expect her to get close enough to poison me. My body is strong—if it weren't, I'd already be dead. But this risks me," Alexa said.

      Van helped Alexa into the tub. She was shaking violently. Given who and what she was, it couldn't be from the cold, the poison had to be impacting her.

      Alexa's body slipped beneath the water and the frost began to fade from her skin. As it did so the water started to turn red.

      "You're bleeding," Van said.

      "By choice. I need to replace my blood. Otherwise it 's going to carry the poison everywhere," Alexa said.

      The red in the water was deepening, flecks of black beginning to show. Alexa slumped her head back, a violent cough wracked her body, and when it was over she said, "Just keep an eye on me. If I pass out, slap me."

      "Have you any family?" Van asked by way of keeping her awake. "I mean apart from the Prime who wants to eat you. If ... that even counts as family."

      "It does. In a way she is a mother to us. I had sisters. Hundreds of us. Only the chosen few survive long enough to be meals," Alexa said, then told him, "Drain the water, I need fresh." Over the next few hours Van refilled the tub at least a dozen times. Each time it turned red, and each time he emptied it. The gruesome black marks upon Alexa's flesh looked a little faded by the time he was done, washed out but still there. The venom was no longer spreading.

      Van tucked her into one of the beds and got some sleep himself.
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      Don't waste your life away in a crowded city without opportunity. The rim awaits, with wide open vistas and the wild frontier. Passage guaranteed with our indentured servitude options. What is ten years compared to the rest of your life? Contact CMC today.

      

      Van was up early the next morning. Alexa was recovering, but still wasn't up to seeing the town. The Guild should be a safe place, so Van set out on the town alone.

      There was shopping to do. He wanted to pick up some bullets that would hurt an essence-user with a few evolutions behind them. He also hoped that he might get a lead on the con man that they were hunting.

      The streets of New Diablos were filled with merchants even at the early hour, hawkers vending fruits and vegetables, others promising to guide people to mining country and the loot to be found there.

      The bounty hunter badge he wore kept some of the merchants away—the ones likely peddling scams.

      Spotting a shop with a gun emblazoned on the front glass Van headed inside.

      The showroom was large. Cases near the entrance held a variety of pistols and rifles—the sort of thing that anyone might want to protect themselves or their mining claim. Further in were cases containing more exotic wares. One held sleek-looking rifles with battery packs and full tactical software. Another held bows with a display of essence-infused arrows nearby.

      "Can I help you find something? Better helmet? Didn't they discontinue the T-71 because a good solid hit disabled the trackers?" asked a young woman stepping up to him. Bright green eyes, a sunny smile and a nametag that said "Doxy"

      "The trackers are bad in it. Don't suppose you have someone that can fix them?" Van asked.

      Doxy made a face. "Not here. We service firearms but not armor. Honestly mister, I'd get it replaced. It doesn't go with the rest of what you're wearing."

      Van looked around the showroom and didn't even see any armor displays.

      Doxy caught the look and grinned. "We don't carry it. Well, not here. Next door, same owner. I work both places."

      "I was hoping for some essence-infused ammunition," Van said.

      Doxy glanced at his guns. "Yeah, good luck. We have almost everything, but we don't have that. I mean, we could special order if you were going to be in town, but there isn't a lot of demand, you know? I got piercers and seekers that might work. Forty-fives?"

      "Right," Van said.

      Doxy motioned for him to follow and led him towards a back counter. There was a case filled with ammunition and she pulled out a few boxes, setting them on the counter.

      Tapping the first Doxy said, "Your standard piercers and our cheapest option if you're fighting the evolved or someone in tactical armor. Great penetration power, it won't get through everything, but it's a big step up over your standard ammunition."

      "What else have you got?"

      Doxy tapped the second box. "Seekers. Now, these aren't possessing of any special penetration, but if you've got a target painted they'll hit it every time. Full interface with tactical gear, including that helmet of yours if you get it fixed or, better yet, upgraded."

      "You've got more than two boxes there. What are the others?" Van asked.

      Doxy said, "Explosive rounds. They don't have the penetration power, but they'll knock someone around. Great for tearing apart the environment."

      "I can see where that would be useful. These may be out of my price range though," Van said.

      Doxy looked sad. "And here I was hoping you were independently wealthy. The last are stunner shots. When you want to take someone alive, but still ... feeling well, shoot them. Totally useless against armor."

      "What prices are we looking at?"

      "Twenty a bullet for the piercers. Or I'll sell you ten for one fifty. Same for the stunners Seekers are thirty apiece. Explosive rounds, fifty."

      That was more than Van wanted to spend, more than he probably should be spending. Still, the piercers were a matter of survival.

      "I'll take the ten piercers," Van said.

      Doxy portioned them out and handed the rounds over in a small box which Van tucked into a pouch on his armor.

      "Want me to head next door and show you some helmets?" Doxy asked.

      "I think the prices on that are going to be too steep for me. Bounties here pay well, but not that well," Van said.

      "You could become a miner? Just joking, don't become a miner. Everybody here wants to be a miner."

      "Money bad in it?"

      "Money's fantastic in it, that's why everybody wants to be one. Does everybody have the luck to actually stake a claim that is worth anything? Most people try until they go broke, and then they're on the next ship out. Or if they're like you, they just shoot someone already with a claim and take it. Don't do that either," Doxy said brightly.

      "Then I'd probably get sent after myself," Van said.

      "Or you'd get a visit from the Sheriff. We've got a mean Sheriff."

      "Then I shall avoid that fate. Thank you for the help. If I come into some more coin I might look you up about the helmet," Van said.

      Outside the store he took a moment to load up one of the piercer rounds and kept the other five standard. If he had to, he could now hit a tougher target but was still geared up for the threats he was more likely to face.

      The next few hours he spent getting acquainted with every bar in town. So far they'd proved a good source of leads. However nobody recognized the name Mortimer Snidley. Of course, the con man was no doubt using a false name. Van still had to try.

      When he finally returned to the room he had a box of cookies from the bakery for Alexa. The hours he'd been away had done her some good. While some traces of discoloration remained they were nearly gone.
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      Buffalo fifty feet tall. Tigers with claws that can slice through ultrasteel. Ready to take your hunt to the next level? Contact Dynasty Tours today.

      

      The next day found them outside a dress shop. Van was leaning against the wall and watching the traffic of well-dressed women going in and out.

      "You're sure about this?" Van asked Alexa.

      "While you are likely to find him in a bar as anywhere else, it isn't the right hunting grounds. This is a man that preys on women, steals their fortunes. He is a sort of hunter and he'll always be looking for new prey," Alexa said, keeping her eyes on the doorway.

      There was some truth to what she said. Van still felt out of place.

      There was a feeling of weight in the air, a looming sort of presence.

      A diminutive man who looked to be somewhere in his sixties, dressed in rough-spun clothing, suddenly stood before Alexa and bowed. "I am An Liu of the Beggars. Your presence is required."

      Alexa twisted into an even deeper bow. "I would not wish to disappoint the Beggars. This man is my apprentice. May he accompany us?"

      An Liu looked at Van. "So long as he behaves."

      Alexa dipped her head and glanced over at Van. "This is one of those moments where you are very, very polite."

      Van had already figured that much out. This man may not look like much on the surface, but even Van's rudimentary senses could feel the power rolling off him.

      Van tried to mimic the bow Alexa made, and was fairly sure he'd made a mess of it. An Liu simply turned and gestured, and set off through the streets.

      They quickly left the wealthy parts of town behind for the outskirts where the homes were simple with doors open to the streets, the population barefoot and poorly dressed.

      Van's senses quickly started becoming overloaded. There was essence here, or essence-users. This area must be populated by those mostly from the Dynasty.

      They came to a large building that looked half-collapsed on itself, the door flanked by two figures who, like An Liu, radiated power.

      An Liu gestured towards the doorway before stepping back and aside.

      Alexa entered and Van followed.

      It was hot inside, sweltering really, from a large pit in the middle of the room filled with smoldering coals. In a seat that looked to be carved from stone was one of the strongest-looking women Van had ever seen. She looked to be in her mid-twenties, barely dressed in a loincloth and a band of cloth encircling her breasts. If she were standing, Van thought she'd be at least half a head taller than him. Her flesh was a deep bronze hue, muscles rippling as she moved, and a number of strange tattoos upon her flesh glowed with reddish light.

      The woman moved a hand and the coals flared brighter, filling the room with light.

      Alexa bowed deep as before and Van followed suit.

      The woman asked, after leaning forward to study them, "I've never met Princess Yui. Is she taller or are you true to scale?"

      "You know who I am. I wish you didn't. I'm true to the original in size," Alexa said.

      "Of course I know who you are. We are the Peasants. You can call me Song, I run our little band locally," Song said, her voice practically a bellow. "I know him too. Van Draya, the Gun Sage. But no, too weak by far. Another copy. Both copies, weak little versions of the strong."

      Van was pretty sure he was being insulted—and there was nothing that he could, or should, do about it.

      "For now. Do you plan to sell us to those seeking us?" Alexa asked.

      "That is the question, isn't it? Someone would pay well for you both, and I've little use for Yui," Song said.

      "Forgive me, I am certain I should know. Who are the Peasants?" Van asked.

      "You tell him, little blood drinker. I listen with interest," Song said, leaning back in the stone chair.

      "When the Chui Dynasty was formed out of powerful essence-users, there quickly arose twelve great houses. Most of the greater pathways found a way to marry into, or enter, the service of one of them. The Peasants were those who did not," Alexa said.

      "No single pathway guides us. No honor binds us. No loyalty except to each other. We are not welcome in any manse or palace, and yet have eyes in all of them," Song said.

      "Why are we here?" Alexa asked.

      "Because you hurt the spiders. They are not Peasants, but they are small," Song said.

      "It was just a job. The Guild hired us to bring one in and the others got in the way," Alexa said.

      "I buy hired killers as a defense. I don't think more of you for it, but I believe it. Still doesn't help me decide what to do about you," Song said.

      "Do you think she can help us?" Van asked Alexa.

      Song chuckled and the rumble shook the room. "I have not yet decided if you live and you wish favors. Amuse me, little man. What is it you want?"

      Alexa shot Van a warning look. Van figured at this point any damage was already done.

      "I want to become the Gun Sage, like the other me. Stronger, even. But we don't know the path he walked."

      "And the little blood drinker wants to drink her creator. They are all alike, their kind," Song said.

      Alexa said, "And what do you want? I can sense some of your power, fire giantess. It strains you to be this small. You are too big for this place. You are too big for this planet."

      "It is tiny, but at least it has eyes. You are useless, you are both useless to me as you are now, but you may be more. You are nothing, but at least you have potential. You and the Peasants are now friends. You will take what help we offer, you will give what aid is demanded," Song said.

      That didn't sound like friends. That sounded like forced servitude.

      Still, Alexa executed another low bow and Van reluctantly followed.

      "Go while you can," Song said. They did, as fast as they could.
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      "Evolution is learning to remove the obstacles from your path. Ascension is removing yourself from your path." Found on the wall of the ruined sanctuary of Onak

      

      Alexa didn't talk until they were clear of the district.

      "Well, that seemed ... terrible," Van said, when she finally came to a stop.

      "We're lucky to be alive, or not bundled up and on our way to being sold," Alexa said, taking a moment to rub her eyes. "While this could be a good thing, it's still a good thing I wish hadn't happened."

      "You think they'll come through with something?" Van asked.

      "When you want an eclectic path knowledge you don't get much better than the Peasants. They may dress simple, but don't let them fool you. You don't get that strong without some serious resources and knowledge behind you." With a shake of her head Alexa resumed walking.

      "Was she actually a fire giantess?"

      Alexa laughed and shrugged. "Depends on your meaning. The path of the flaming mountain. They used to be a minor house until Clan Nakota wiped them out. Their paths were a mix of earth and fire. Their rituals might be good for you, though if you went through their evolution you wouldn't fit in that armor any longer."

      "Are physical changes like that common? You look completely human," Van said.

      "An evolution is an evolution. You transcend what you were before and become something else, something more powerful. On some paths you never stop appearing human, but usually the more powerful you become the more it starts to change you," Alexa said. "Speaking of that, how are your exercises going? You are remembering to breathe? To focus?"

      "I had a greater awareness of those we met today. I still don't sense essence in the environment, but I'm getting better about sensing the strength level in people."

      Alexa turned down a side street. Van could tell from the attire of people around him that they were entering another section of the city mostly populated by those from the Dynasty. There wasn't a lot of physical variation between the two peoples. The Dynasty was certainly fonder of robes.

      "What are we doing here?" Van asked.

      "We're fresh out of peaches and you need more power. I'd hoped the ones we had would do it. I think you're almost there. We have to push you over the line. This is going to be expensive," Alexa said.

      "How much can a fruit cost?"

      "Spiritual fruit where the essence can be directly absorbed into your body? I don't think you realize what a prize we found in the mail robbery haul."

      Perhaps she was right. The district had a market filled with fruits unlike Van had ever seen, and it was vendors off in one corner that caught Alexa's eye. Almost all the patrons here were well dressed, wearing ornate robes studded in gems, and often followed by a servant carrying packages.

      Alexa looked wistfully at a bunch of grapes that seemed to glow with a pale golden light.

      "Do they sell spirit wine?" Van asked.

      "They do, although it is quite wasteful unless done with the greatest of skill. Even the grapes are out of our price range. Those would give me a decent boost. At least we can get away with something weak. I think you just need a small push," Alexa said, moving on to study a display of oranges.

      "So what happens? I just climb to the top of my tiny little hill and we do some rituals. Rituals that hopefully don't involve being naked in any ice caverns," Van said.

      "We don't have an ice cavern," Alexa said with a glance at him. "And they aren't all quite so traumatic or life-threatening. Yours probably will be. You want to master a weapon. That means violence, trauma. Weapon paths are amongst the most dangerous."

      "And that doesn't just happen the once, right? It isn't just body, but mind and spirit as well," Van said.

      "And then the evolution when all three are complete, which is usually the worst of them all. I know you want to know more, but I don't yet have answers to give you. I think this world should have what we need for all. I still don't know what they'll be."

      Van wasn't as worried. He knew on some level he should be. He also couldn't escape the feeling that some other version of himself had been through this before. Had faced challenges and survived. That version didn't have someone like Alexa to guide his steps—somebody he trusted this much.

      It was a strange feeling, that trust. Van didn't think Alexa would hesitate to throw him into a situation where he could die. Really, she already had more than once. Yet, each time she had been by his side, and given so much of her time helping to train him. Van had saved her, and for all that Alexa might have a heart made of ice, she was loyal.

      "We'll figure it out," Van said.

      "We will," Alexa said, before she turned to a vendor and started haggling. After a minute of back and forth she exchanged three hundred of their hard-earned coins for a strawberry which she offered to Van.

      "Eat up and hope you don't need another," Alexa said.

      Van swallowed it down. At least it was delicious, and more importantly filled him with a raw thrum of power once again.
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      "Greed isn't just good, it is everything. To truly master yourself, you must first own everything." Path of the Golden Treasury.

      

      When they returned to their room that night they found a message waiting for them, attached to the door. "Heard you are looking for me. If you are open to a better offer, meet at the west side livery. Midnight. -Snidley."

      Van read the note and passed it over to Alexa.

      "Think it's a trap?" Van asked.

      "I actually don't. If it were a trap he'd be more subtle about it—he is a con man. This is something else. Curious to hear what he has to say?" Alexa asked.

      "We could just track this note back to him. Given Guild security, whoever delivered it had to be caught on camera. Follow that lead back to him."

      "Could. It bother you to go against a contract?"

      Van thought about that. Honor was a big thing amongst the nobles back home, and so far as he could tell it seemed a big thing in the Dynasty too. While Van placed a high value on personal loyalty, these Guild contracts had largely been to capture or kill people he didn't know on behalf of other people he didn't know.

      "Long as it doesn't mess with our business reputation, I can't see the harm unless it really is an ambush," Van said.

      "Guess it's going to be a long day then. It's already late, let's head back out."

      The streets of New Diablos were a different sort of world at night. Instead of vendors hawking fruits and mining supplies, there were those in various states of undress offering far more personal services, and those shouting out directions to one tavern or another.

      That had largely been left behind by the time they got to the west side of town.

      There was a carriage waiting outside the livery, a prominent sigil of a lion on a shield on the side. From within a pale hand motioned.

      They boarded and found a young woman waiting for them, blonde and curvy, and dressed in an overly pink gown.

      "I'm supposed to ask for your weapons. They'll be fine, just need to lock them up. I'm Silibah," she said with an awkward smile.

      "You'll pry my guns from my cold dead hands, and she doesn't need weapons to kill you a dozen different terrible ways," Van said, settling into a seat.

      Alexa flashed a feral grin, the air growing notably more chill within the carriage.

      Silibah looked wide-eyed between them, "Please, he said it was really important. You should trust him. Morty is just the kindest and most decent man I've ever met."

      "He's really not," Alexa said. "He wanted to meet with us. He can do it with us armed right now, but willing to listen, or the next time we meet we'll be coming to haul him in."

      Silibah let out an exaggerated sigh. "He said you might not agree. He's really smart too, always knows what you're thinking. Fine." She rapped twice on the paneling facing the driver and the carriage lurched into motion.

      "You know what he's wanted for?" Van asked Silibah.

      "I know the terrible things people say. People aren't very nice. But Morty is starting a new life and we're very happy," Silibah said.

      Van wasn't impressed. He didn't know if any of the charges against Mortimer were true. However, Mortimer had sent this girl out to meet a pair of hired killers trying to find him. If he cared about her at all, it obviously wasn't enough.

      Silibah wasn't a great conversationalist and the journey mostly passed in quiet. They were headed further out of town. When they came to a halt it was outside of a mining operation. It was quite the large one, from the looks of things, with tracks installed and carts loaded down with stone in a line near the entrance and a processing equipment.

      It was a weird place for an ambush. It was a weird place for a meeting.

      Van got out of the carriage first, reaching out a hand to help Alexa down. Waiting for them was a man with a polished handlebar mustache and an immaculate suit.

      "There they are! Steel and Stone, quite the fledgling reputation you have in the Bounty Hunters Guild and all for me. I'm honored, truly, Mortimer Snidley," Mortimer said, giving Van's hand a vigorous shake before doing the same to Alexa.

      Alexa said, "I'm the Stone of our deadly duo. There is an easy thousand to be made for hauling you in, so if you've got an offer to be made you'd best get to the making of it."

      "Straight to business. You're a lucky man, sir, to have a partner this sharp. A lucky man indeed," Mortimer said to Van. "But yes, dear lady. That is exactly what I intend to do. A thousand? A pittance, laughable, insulting even. Insulting to us both."

      "I don't feel that insulted," Van said.

      Mortimer put on a winning smile. "That is why I wanted to meet you here. You met my Silibah? Lovely girl, charming, beautiful, well-endowed in every sense of the word, if you catch my meaning."

      "Oh, I do, and it isn't making your case," Alexa said.

      "You have every reason not to believe me. I know. But Silibah is the heiress to some of the richest mining claims on New Diablos. The Yuko, Simin, and Ungar mines," Mortimer said.

      The names meant nothing to Van. Judging from Alexa's expression she felt the same.

      "What has this got to with us?" Van asked.

      "Opportunity, my good sir. My Silibah doesn't have her inheritance yet, and her mother is against the marriage until I can prove myself a ... go-getter. I've got things that need doing by muscle, and other muscle that needs to be stopped from throwing me in a cell. So I thought, why not take care of both matters at once?" Mortimer said, gesturing broadly.

      "You can't expect us to take this seriously. You're renowned for conning the innocent and the foolish," Van said.

      "Just think what a great businessman I'll make. New Diablos was made by men like me. It's going to be inherited by men like me and you can be a part of that."

      Part of Van wanted to just throw him over the back of a horse and take the guaranteed payment. A part was curious to hear what more he had to say.

      "We can't trust him, but that doesn't mean we can't profit from him," Alexa said.

      "Join me somewhere more comfortable and I'll make my full pitch?" Mortimer asked.

      "Fine," Van said, questioning the word as soon as he said it.
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      When killing just isn't enough consider grinder rounds. Guaranteed to perforate internal organs without immediate death. Revenge demands suffering. At all major ammunition retailers.

      

      Mortimer led them over to a small shack. It looked like it must have been for a foreman. Various paperwork on the walls seemed to be mining permits and charts.

      "You won't regret this. Not at all, not at all," Mortimer said, taking a seat behind the desk and opening a drawer to pull out a bottle of whiskey and three glasses. Portions were poured and he settled back.

      "You'll find you can't poison me," Alexa said.

      "I do hope that doesn't mean you can't get drunk, my dear. What a tragedy it would be to miss one of the greatest pleasures this life has to offer." Mortimer downed one of the glasses.

      Alexa shrugged and took another, chugging it down. "Just whiskey as far as I can tell. Surprisingly decent whiskey."

      "How many times must I tell you I am a man of wealth now? Power and taste. Or at least a man of taste aspiring to the other two," Mortimer said.

      Van took the third glass. It seemed the thing to do. The liquid burned going down and he couldn't tell if it was any good or not, just that it had a kick.

      "You're doing a lot of selling and not a lot of giving any details," Van said.

      Mortimer reached into a pocket and pulled out a bundle of coins, tossing it onto the table. "A deposit, as it were. A sign of good faith. Maybe a tiny bit an apology. Five hundred, half of what's on my head. Yours, if you can talk the Guild into lifting the bounty."

      "Half for not bringing you in? We'll be paid in full for fulfilling the contract. You're a good talker, but so far bad at math," Alexa said.

      "Not to mention I don't think we can even do that," Van said.

      Alexa told him, "We might. The Guild doesn't have to take a contract, it can refuse one. It might be unusual and we'd probably have to cover what they're losing, but we might get them to do it."

      "See? Problem solvers! That is what the two of you are. Problem solvers. Now let me tell you about the problems I have—besides the two of you, of course. You ever heard of the CMC, the Crom Mining Consortium?" Mortimer asked, glancing between them.

      "We're new here," Van said.

      Mortimer topped off the glasses. "They're the biggest stakeholder on New Diablos and they are right bastards. Their miners come from other worlds, indentured, brought here thinking they're going to buy out contracts they never quite escape from."

      Alexa frowned at that. "There was something similar back on Cherapol. Not as big. Company towns, worker pays for their lodging and their food, and they never quite get out from under the boot."

      "Exactly, dear lady, exactly. Now, I may have a shady past, but I have never undertaken theft on such a scale as they manage. And it isn't just their workers. They raid other mines, shoot up the place, shoot up the workers, break the machinery. Force a mine to go quiet long enough and the owner loses so much they wind up selling."

      "And they're threatening to steal the mines you hoped to steal—right out from under you," Alexa said flatly.

      Mortimer's smile turned strained. "Dear lady. I assure you I have only the best intentions at heart. Yes, yes, I know that my past is spotty, but when you are holding four of a kind you finish the hand."

      Alexa looked at Van. "I know what I think. What about you?"

      "I think he is a slimy, untrustworthy toad and yet I think he might just be the lesser evil here. Am I crazy?" Van asked.

      "Completely, although in this case I agree. That doesn't mean I'm on board until we talk about compensation. These mines, any of them essence-based?" Alexa asked Mortimer.

      "One is enhanced copper, sometimes a bit of silver. Beautiful stuff, the sheen on it you would not believe."

      "Just for getting the contract voided I'll want three ounces of the copper and one of the silver. That in addition to the coins you've already paid," Alexa said.

      Mortimer blinked. "My dear lady. Perhaps you don't know what that is worth at current valuations? Or are unaware of the fact that I can't simply walk into the mine myself and pluck it out."

      "You're a liar and a thief. So lie and steal," Alexa said.

      "Madam, you are as hard a negotiator as you are beautiful," Mortimer said, not sounding entirely happy about the fact and he chugged down another drink. "I'll try. Try."

      From outside there came the sound of hoof-beats and the conversation of men.

      "Was this an ambush after all?" Van asked.

      "Not at all, dear sir. Not at all. I suspect this is the first chance for you to help me. This is the CMC coming to burn, loot, shoot up and generally destroy everything which gets in their path—which you both now are," Mortimer said.

      "I could still shoot you, you know," Van said.

      Alexa said, "Remember, we don't get any money for him dead. If you shoot him, shoot him in the knees."

      "Three jobs, stopping this attack is the first. I'll pay your metals and twenty thousand," Mortimer said hastily.

      "Think he can actually afford that or do I shoot him?" Van asked Alexa.

      "I think he can, if things work out for this. Understand this though, thief. Screw with us, betray us, short us, or try to run without even trying to make it right, and I won't be hunting you for the Guild but rather for myself," Alexa said, the threat clear.

      Mortimer gave an exaggerated shrug. "I would expect nothing less, dear lady, nothing less. That sheer ruthless charisma means that I picked exactly the right team for the job. Now off, off, show these ruffians that I am not a man to be trifled with."
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      Personal Profile: Taura Lea, also known as the Lady of Wrath. Believed to currently be in her eighth evolution she is drawing close to ascension by following the Path of the Red Claw. The Golden Horror are believed to be her patrons and the Divine Thirteen Sisters are actively working to limit her advancement.

      

      Van followed Alexa out the door.

      "This really is a terrible idea, you know," Van said.

      "Possibly. But meeting us was a bold move. I like bold moves," Alexa said, casting her gaze around. "I sense a dozen."

      They crept close to the sounds of men talking.

      There were a dozen horses. One man had a bundle on the ground and was carefully unfolding it to reveal sticks of explosives. All the men looked to be well armed, rifles along with a pistol on their hip. A few even wore armored breastplates.

      "Simms, Dukon, outside the lodgings. When we blow the equipment they'll come running. You don't need to kill them all, but let's make sure none of them ever come back. Vanya, rig the supports. Bring their entrance down," said a man who was clearly the leader.

      Alexa pointed to the explosives on the ground. Van nodded.

      Drawing a pistol Van took aim. It was a difficult shot from this distance. All the breathing exercises that he'd been doing helped. There was a sense of focus that he hadn't had before, the ability to center himself in the moment, taking the shot becoming the focus of his whole mind.

      With his eyes on the target he pulled the trigger.

      The explosives were volatile and when the bullet struck the sticks went up. The man kneeling over them wasn't so much thrown back as pulped and splattered, a spray of blood and bone scattering through the air. In the shadows beyond him the tethered horses panicked.

      Alexa charged forward towards the leader who already has his rifle out. Alexa ducked low under a shot with her fluid grace. It wasn't enough—the bullet circled back around and took her from behind. A small explosion knocked her forward, her aggressive charge turning into sprawling to the dirt.

      The leader had seeker rounds. Not just seeker rounds, it looked like some sort of combination of explosive rounds and seekers. The weapon shop hadn't even told Van that was a possibility. He imagined they were well out of his price range anyway.

      Van had to trust that Alexa had him handled. A number of the raiders were still dazed from the explosion and he focused his fire on them. Given that some had chest armor he tried to target heads or the legs.

      Two went down with head-shots. Then Van was thrown backward, an explosive round catching him in the shoulder. Even through the armor it hurt, and even worse than the pain it was disorienting. The middle of a battle was no place to be disoriented, lost and confused. That was the sort of thing that would get you killed faster than anything.

      Van pushed himself back to his feet, his body aching, and three bullets struck him in the helmet. Once again he was thrown back with his head ringing. Not before he snapped off a shot catching a raider in the leg.

      The fight might not have felt like it was being won, but he was pretty sure it was. Van was certain Alexa was still alive and so was he, which was better than their opponents were doing. His helmet was in bad shape though.

      The tactical display was flickering madly and was more obscuring his vision then helping with it. Still, after just taking multiple hits to the head he wasn't about to remove it.

      Through the static he could see Alexa dragging the leader from his horse. Alexa was looking rough, her shirt shredded and one arm a bloody mess. A frosted-over bloody mess.

      Van went to get up again and a shotgun blast caught him in the face. His vision was suddenly on fire—it must be an incendiary shell. A man was standing over him, gun pointed downward and he fired off another blast.

      Van couldn't see if he was armored or not and put two shots into him with no effect. Right, armored then. Van focused on his right pistol and, aiming at his attacker's body, emptied the pistol. The last round in the chamber was the piercer. The man stumbled back, clutching at his chest and toppling over.

      Van wobbled as he got to his feet once more. His vision now was almost all static, soot, and flames. Several blows to his helmet from his fist lessened the static a little.

      Of the twelve who had arrived six were on the ground, and four of the others looked to be making a retreat. They were in the process of getting back on their horses.

      Van's pistols were out of ammunition and he didn't trust his shaking hands to reload. Holstering them, he pried the pistol from the waist of the man he'd just killed. The shotgun had been effective, but after shooting Van twice in the face he wasn't sure it had any more life left in it. It was best not take chances.

      A shot caught Van in the back, punching him forward. Turning, he didn't immediately see the source. For once his helmet did its job, the targeting reticule shifting to highlight someone high up on one of the pieces of mining equipment.

      They'd gone for a height advantage. Smart, but running would have been smarter.

      Van wasn't familiar with the pistol he was holding and it wasn't nearly as well-balanced as his own. Even after steadying himself with breathing his first shot went wide, as did his second. The third caught the sniper and he vanished backward.

      Alexa had handled the leader. Van was glad he hadn't seen the man die. From the looks of things all the blood from his body had gushed in a torrent from his eyes.

      The remaining raiders were riding away and Van was in no mood to follow.

      "Mortimer made his escape in the middle of the fight," Alexa said, exhausted.

      "Figures. These guys were well-equipped," Van said.

      "With CMC backing them, they've got the money for it. Strip them down. I'll find us a cart for the bodies just in case any of them had bounties on their heads," Alexa said.
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      "Just as the best lies are truth, the best truths are lies." Path of the Storyteller

      

      They rode back to town with the cart full of bodies and gear.

      "So, you're pretty much there. I can tell. When we get back to town I'm going to talk with the Peasants. They'll have the resources we need. I think it's time we talk about what that's going to be," Alexa said.

      "I get a choice?"

      Alexa gave him a wry look. "I didn't, but then I had to walk the path that Yui walked. You need to be strong. You don't have to follow in your Prime's footsteps."

      "So what are my options?"

      "We're going to start with body. It is usually the first. The most common by far is a purification. It's hard to go wrong for most people with that route. If they were sickly, they no longer are. Physical imperfections and flaws are polished away. It's almost certainly what your Prime did," Alexa said.

      "But you've said before you don't think that's right for me."

      "You're like me, a clone, and not a cheap one. Polished bright, shiny, and new. We're made pretty much so we don't have to be purified. We can skip a stage, get a little more power," Alexa said.

      "Then we want to do that," Van said. While he wasn't quite sure he was perfect—and he wasn't that arrogant anyway—ever since he'd woken up in that room he had been stronger, more capable.

      "The second stage rituals really start to define you. Who you are, what you are. Usually it comes from exposing the body to extreme and normally fatal danger. Mine was ice, the mixture of cold and water, but there are a lot of possibilities," Alexa said.

      "And you've said before fire, metal, and wind, all seem like good possibilities," Van said.

      "All in some way components of a gun. Parts of what you want to incorporate in yourself. It's also possible to do more than one.  I am cold and water both, and while at the early evolutions that makes me weaker than a specialist in a single element, in the long term it makes me more powerful."

      That was interesting.

      "Is there any drawback for taking more than one?" Van asked.

      "It ups the odds of dying dramatically. Clans that focus on a single element only lose perhaps one in ten in the early stages. With two it is more like one in ten survive. I and my sisters, if you want to call them that, are particularly well-suited for our elements and we still lose one in eight."

      That was sobering.

      It was one thing to crave power, and looking at what people like Alexa could do made Van crave that for himself. But the risk of him dying in the next few days was very real, and if he were ambitious enough—very likely.

      "What are my other options?"

      "If we aren't dealing with something that can kill you from the outside, it's something that can kill you from the inside. Poison, disease, parasites. There are paths that involve taking all of these and making them a part of yourself," Alexa said.

      "Like the Widows?"

      "Probably. While I don't know anything about their path, I imagine they're given lethal doses of venom from one particular spider. Perhaps excessively lethal, if they're ambitious. They channel as much of it as they can through their body, changing their very essence around it."

      "And that is the point, right? That's how you described what happened to you. The foolish fought the cold, but you embraced it."

      Alexa was silent for a moment and shrugged. "That is what I did. I know it's possible to do it other ways. Some paths are all about strengthening what the body already is, honing it to an edge that can fight off anything else. But most paths? We merge in part with something else, take it inside of us and start to reflect it."

      "So elemental death. Toxic death. Those are the options," Van said.

      "And they aren't the only ones, although I think there are the best. There are other paths. There are complex alchemies that can transform your body. There's a whole path around sexual intercourse and the exchange of energies. Some fast their way to new enlightenment," Alexa said.

      "Well, at least one of those sounds fun," Van said wryly.

      "You don't want fun. None of those are right for you. You want to be a weapon sage and that means violence. That means we make things as violent, as dangerous, and as terrible as possible. You can pick the direction you want to go, but you won't know the challenge until you face it. You won't know how bad I'm going to make you suffer until you're in the middle of it."

      Well, that all sounded terrible. Necessary, but terrible.

      "There's one other option, although I don't think you'll choose it. The path of the fire giants. Their house may be gone now, but they were a power. The fire giantess is likely able to help you along that road," Alexa said.

      Strong was good, but their kind of strength hadn't been enough to save them.

      "Elemental. Wind, fire, and metal. I want to try to master all three," Van said.

      Alexa looked at him for a long moment. It was hard to tell, her features were often so cold, but for a moment she seemed pensive.

      She nodded.

      She said, "Triple paths are incredibly rare, but not impossible. I said it was your choice, and it is. I'll find a way to arrange it. Find a place to sell this gear and see what you can get for the bodies."

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            29

          

        

      

    

    
      "Moving currency between worlds is always a problem. While galactic scrip is your best option, on some further out worlds even that is unknown. Always devote some cargo space to a range of luxuries just in case you need to refuel far from home." Journal of the Traders Guild. Issue 19714212

      

      Iris didn't even look surprised when Van came inside and told her he had a cart full of bodies to scan to see if any had an open contract. She went out with a hand scanner to identify them. Two had outstanding bounties on their name, although the pair together only brought in two hundred. Then Iris charged him fifty off that to haul all the bodies away for incineration.

      Doxy at the weapon shop also didn't seem fazed by picking through an assortment of corpse-scavenged arms. Van wound up keeping the shotgun for himself, and for the rest he managed to barter six hundred in addition to repairs to his armor and a new helmet. This helmet still wasn't essence-infused, but it had a working tactical display and matched the color of his armor.

      Alexa hadn't returned by bedtime and Van wound up going to sleep without speaking to her.

      When he woke he wasn't where he should have been.

      This was his ritual, it must be. Van's armor was still at the shop, and now he didn't even have the bedclothes he'd changed into. He looked to be in the desert somewhere, stretched out on the baked dirt. On the ground was food and water, about a week's worth if he was careful. That wasn't the most interesting part. He was in the eye of a twister, a tornado that was on fire. Surrounding him were stones that glowed with a faint luminescence. They were all that seemed to be saving Van from being torn apart.

      This had to be it, his ritual, what else could it be? But how had Alexa arranged this? He'd seen her display power before, and this was well beyond anything she'd put out.

      No, this had to be some natural feature of the planet. Some sort of endless storm. Enough food for a week, which meant if he had to guess those stones probably also had about a week's worth of power in them.

      Van suddenly realized just how unprepared he felt. What were a few breathing exercises against something like this? Sure, he'd begun to sense the flow of essence. There was a big difference between eating a few peaches and moving that power around in his body to conquering something like this.

      Whining wouldn't help matters. This required a solution.

      Van took a seat as he often had when practicing his breathing exercises and focused. Just because he had been told one thing didn't mean it was the only solution to the problem. Van had been moved here somehow, and he suspected it had to do with those stones. If they could bring him into this mess alive, they could get him out alive. That wasn't the ideal solution, it was only one to keep in mind. He may have options.

      It wasn't his only consideration. While he was here to do the ritual of his body, his mind and spirit were also ready. Figuring out a solution with the stones, mastering their ability and using it to his advantage might count as a mind solution.

      More than that, what they did was almost certainly an expression of essence. Taking that sort of thing into his body and binding it to his will might allow him to directly create such a protective field.

      Those possibilities were tempting, and if Van was being honest with himself it was mostly because he was terrified of the storm. Terror was sane. Terror was healthy.

      Terror wasn't what he wanted guiding his decisions.

      The supplies weren't here for nothing. If Van was supposed to just charge out into the storm then Alexa wouldn't have left them. There was no reason for her to want him to fail. He was allowed to take his time.

      Given that Van basically had one trick available to him, that was what he did. He breathed.

      The howl of the wind was so intense it was difficult to concentrate.

      The rest of the day passed without any real feeling of progress. Van ate as lightly as he could and came to regret that there wasn't anything resembling a proper toilet.

      There also wasn't anything like a bed when night fell. Just the hard dirt and the constant howling of the wind.

      Day two was a lot like day one, except with sleep exhaustion tossed in. A delirious sort of haze and a constant irritation with the noise that became almost maddening.

      If Alexa was out there, if she was aware of his progress at all—or lack of it—there was no sign. Nothing changed. Van's mind started to conjure the craziest of theories. Perhaps he was dreaming, perhaps he had been captured and was in prison.

      The next night was haunted by nightmares.

      Day three was better. Not great, but by now Van had something of a routine. Go to the bathroom on the edge of the storm, return and eat a few bites and drink some water, before sitting down for meditation. The howling didn't seem nearly so terrible, it was almost comforting, and he found himself easing into a trance much more quickly.

      That was the first time he sensed, truly sensed, the essence of the storm. Howling winds, explosive gasses, and the dust blown being particulate metal—if he stepped out into it, it would turn him into bloody paste. Somehow he was sure it would, and he was sure a great many had.

      It wasn't until the fourth day that he really figured out how to start drawing that essence of the storm and channeling it into himself. Before, he'd viewed that core of his own essence as a small pond. As he channeled the storm into it that pond became an oasis in the midst of chaos. The storm surrounding him on all sides was starting to grow within Van as well.
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      "While essence effects are sustainable and duplicable in the laboratory, they appear largely incompatible with most advanced technology. Some further research is warranted, and I'd recommend mechanized-armor and a plasma cannon over bullet-resistant skin and the ability to punch through walls in almost all conditions." Sincorp Lab Report

      

      It was day seven. The last of the food and water was gone. Van didn't think that he was ready. He wasn't sure seven days had been enough. Perhaps that was because he was simply not as good as Alexa thought he should be, or it was the sheer difficulty of trying to bind the three elements. Van felt the storm inside of him at all times now, inside, outside, mirrors of each other.

      Van was well aware that stepping into the storm might kill him. It was one thing to take a part of it into himself, he was faster and stronger now, but the storm was a killer. It would cut him to pieces. Even if he survived somehow, it would be at grave cost.

      That line of thought was interrupted as he felt movement in the storm. Someone was coming, several people, three of them making their way towards him.

      Van rose to his feet. At least the storm largely kept the sun away. Otherwise days of exposure would have left him a burned mess.

      A figure stepped through the storm into the calm, holding a glowing stone in one hand. They weren't a Peasant. Van recognized the distinctive black robes at once. This was one of those who had seized Alexa.

      A second, then a third came in.

      "He doesn't look very dead," one said.

      "We can fix that," said another.

      Van said, "Without even telling me who you are? That isn't very polite."

      This situation wasn't good. All three had swords, and if they were like the black-robed opponents of before all would be at least in their first evolution. Van was naked, unarmed, and that meant pretty much screwed.

      The one advantage he had—and right now it didn't feel like much of an advantage—was the storm. Van had spent a week binding himself to it, connecting to it. Alexa had once said a bath was about the last place you would want to attack her. Water was one of her elements.

      "We're those making sure you don't try and play rescuer this time around," said a serious-looking young woman with dark hair. She drew her sword. The two men also pulled out theirs.

      Van was just meat for the slaughter. The one chance that he had to live through this was to do exactly what he'd come here to do. The fact that he still didn't feel ready, it didn't matter.

      Instead of charging at the intruders, Van ran at one of the stones powering the barrier and with a kick sent it sailing off into the storm.

      The results were immediate. The sanctuary was breached and the winds blew in. Van was buffeted backwards and a shard of metal dug deeply into his right shoulder. Another sank into his chest. He couldn't see, and fiery heat surrounding him on all sides.

      Without thinking Van found his breathing altering. Until now his rhythm had been the one that Alexa had taught him, one commonly used by archers. This was something different. It was coming from the storm itself, matching its patterns and rhythms.

      Van couldn't see, still blinded by the storm, but he didn't need to—the storm was his eyes. The three were still where they had been, sword in one hand and stones in another protecting them from the storm.

      They wouldn't be able to see any better than he did. Van closed with one of the men and slammed a fist into his wrist, trying to break his hold on the stone. It didn't work, his grip was too strong, and the sword was swinging towards him. Van moved—not as he had ever moved before. This was more like a gust, a short flicker, and he was on the other side of the man and again he hammered a fist.

      The man wasn't expecting it and this time the stone dropped from his fingers. That was all it took. The man's scream was masked by the howling of the wind as he was battered and beaten. Having undergone his first evolution his body was strong, but the storm was brutal, relentless.

      Van might have doubted his own protection from the storm. Now it was evident. He was a torn bleeding mess, but at least he was still standing.

      Another gusting move and he was before the second of the men. This time Van used the storm to fuel his punch. Hitting not with his strength but its, driving with the fury of the wind and the sharpness of the metal-laden dust. His blow caught the man in the throat and he stumbled back, gasping, and the stone dropped.

      A sword almost caught Van from behind—the woman was good, fast. Van didn't recognize her path. It wasn't Alexa's, but it must be something related. Those who served her Prime's house. Van gusted again, moving in a flicker to behind her and he lashed out with a kick to the back of one of her knees.

      The woman staggered but held onto her stone. With a pirouette she turned on one foot and drove her sword into Van's arm. It only made the briefest of contact before he flickered away, yet another injury to add to his collection.

      His consciousness was starting to waver and fade. The storm was too much for him to handle, too much for him to process. He was burning himself apart from the inside, holding onto too much power.

      Another storm-fueled punch, this time to the woman's jaw, and she stepped backward dropping her sword. She still held onto the stone and was trying to retreat. Van wasn't sure she'd make it—he wasn't sure he would.

      She vanished, heading deeper into the storm—he knew that much.

      Van went in the other direction. His body had taken two dozen more cuts by the time he finally reached the end of the storm, his skin slick with blood as he fell out of the wind funnel.

      A woman was mediating, and she stood up at his arrival. Her features were familiar—they were Alexa's, but this wasn't her. The armor was also something he'd seen before.

      Another of Yui's clones—the woman in green armor. The fuel-driven inferno at the starport hadn't killed her after all.
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      There are few things more dangerous than to be the first to tread a path. The fear is not that you might plummet to your death, that is almost guaranteed, but rather that you might succeed and reach a destination none would seek.

      

      "Congratulations are in order. You may be the apprentice of a traitor, but the fact that you have come through in one piece says something," said the woman with Alexa's face. The voice was even hers too, although the accent was subtly different. Alexa's time living amongst the Empire must have had some effect.

      "I fear you caught me at a bad time. If I'd expected company I'd have dressed for it," Van said.

      "With your wits intact too, no less. Did you kill my people?"

      "Two of them. The third is lost in the storm but has her protection. She may not live," Van said. While he was trying to project as much strength into his voice as he could, he was wobbling.

      "You are in no condition to fight me. You have done well in service of your mistress, but her time is done. There is no honor in serving one such as she. Stand down and I shall take you with me and you can survive this day."

      Van might have fought if he had any fight left in him. Now that he was out of the storm the toll on his body was simply too great. He had nothing left to give.

      Van nodded. It was the last thing he did before he collapsed unconscious.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      When Van awoke it was to find himself on a mat. The wooden walls were familiar, like living trees. He must have been moved aboard the ship. At least he was dressed, in a robe similar to those he'd seen his adversaries wear although this one was white.

      Beneath the robes he could feel poultices. It felt like they'd been applied pretty much everywhere, which fit given the degree of damage that he'd taken.

      "You're up."

      Van looked towards the sound of the voice. The green-armored woman, Alexa's twin, rose from a seat in a shadowy corner where she must have been watching over him.

      "Thank you, I suppose, for not killing me while I was unconscious," Van said.

      "Do not mistake me for that dishonorable monster that you've served. We may share a face and a path. That is all we have in common."

      That seemed like quite a lot to Van.

      "I'm Van," Van said.

      "You may call me Kana. Do not confuse what has happened with mercy. I may yet kill you, and in many ways you deserve it. Yet, what am I here for, if not to put right the things the traitor has done wrong?"

      "She has a name," Van said.

      "No, she doesn't. Not anymore. It was stripped from her with good reason. Everything that she had was a gift, one she squandered and betrayed. Some good will come out of it in the end—but we aren't talking about her. We are talking about you," Kana said.

      Van had to be careful here. Kana was more powerful than he was, probably quite a bit more powerful. Everything that Alexa said about politeness held true here. If he was going to stand a chance at helping Alexa, he was going to have to stay alive. That meant holding back his words, however much he wanted to speak them.

      Van dipped his head. "I apologize."

      Kana studied him and the faintest flicker of a smile tugged at the corner of one lip. "Good. You survived that storm, which is impressive. Killing three of ours was even more impressive when you are yet weak. I see why she spent the time on you. I am willing to spend similar time. You serve a new mistress now."

      Like hell he did.

      Van dipped his head again. "With respect, can you take on that responsibility? Won't you eventually need to give up your life?"

      Kana nodded a fraction. "Yes, and when I do I shall give you away to another talented sister. If, one day, you surpass any of the sisters then you will be given to the princess herself. That is commonly the way with our students, lovers, or toys."

      Van wondered for a moment which way she was thinking of him, and decided that was territory he really didn't need to explore. Alexa had never spoken this way, brushing aside any sort of that talk. Perhaps this was part of the reason why.

      "That's why you are willing to do me the kindness of accepting me," Van said.

      Was he pouring it on too thick? It didn't seem like it. Kana's expression hadn't soured yet.

      "I did not think she'd have anything worth taking. I was wrong," Kana said. "What were you two doing on this world? We know you were in contact with the Peasants. Was she hoping to use them against us?"

      Van had been wondering how they'd found her, how they'd found him. They must have an agent in the Peasants. But not the fire-giantess Song. If so they'd have known exactly the reason.

      "We were hiding, taking bounties. The Peasants knew who she was and wanted to hold that over her," Van said.

      If Kana didn't know who he was already, he thought it best to keep it that way.

      "I know you are probably thinking about her still, or of betraying me. Don't. You will never achieve your full potential without my help. Whatever she offered, I offer more, and all I require is your complete and unwavering loyalty," Kana said.

      Van didn't answer. It might have sold his story a bit more to swear it right there, but he didn't want to.

      Kana didn't seem to expect it. With one hand she motioned for him to rise and she moved towards the door. "I've had a room assigned to you. It connects with mine. I expect to see you at first bell so we can assess what you've learned and determine your next steps."

      Van knew time was against him. Now that he was aboard, the ship had no reason to linger on this planet. If they hadn't already taken off, they would soon. They'd be watching him closely. If Van was going to make a move it would have to be tonight.
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      Bernwood growers. Eat a peach today that has been growing for over one thousand years. Exclusive foodstuffs for exclusive clients.

      

      Van's quarters were actually rather nice. Simple, but nice. A comfortable mat on the floor and lots of paintings of water scenes on the walls.

      Van settled down as soon as he was in and began to meditate. His senses were sharper now and while this ship had a vastly different sort of energy than the storm, Van was hoping he'd be able to find out something.

      Letting his mind spread outward he was aware of some things. He was pretty sure they hadn't launched. There were life signs out beyond the confines of the ship—they weren't in space.

      Kana was an easily sensed presence next door. Without a doubt she was the strongest person on the ship. Van wondered if she had taken over for the old commander after what had happened before, or was this even the same ship at all?

      Van had spent so much time in Alexa's company that he knew the feel of her essence. Even in this land of people who all had very similar auras of water and ice, hers was distinctive.

      She was still alive, Van didn't question that. Yui couldn't suck the power of out of a corpse.

      The real question was, what could Van do?

      Not trying to do anything wasn't an option. Kana had been civil to him, more than he'd expected, but it was also already clear that she viewed him as something of a possession. He was now her apprentice, because in her mind she'd somehow inherited him from Alexa. Even if he had been tempted by her offer, that was a poor start to things.

      Alexa didn't view him fully as a partner, not truly, and it was fair. In a fight he couldn't pull his share. Still, the fact was that they were partners, and he wasn't going to leave her behind while he could still draw breath.

      All those who underwent a ritual and survived gained abilities of some kind, and Van believed he'd found two of his. He'd call them storm flash and storm fist just for ease of use. He could move incredibly rapidly over a short distance by channeling the powers of wind and flame, so quickly that he would appear to be teleporting. In addition Van had learned to channel the power of metal into his fist and lash out with the speed of the wind behind him.

      Those were two of his three elements. Did he have a third ability combining metal and fire? It seemed likely to Van, but he didn't know what it might be.

      Kana would be watching him. Once Van made a move he'd have to make it fast. On the plus side, he might be faster than Kana. Their affinity with water would make her fluid, graceful, but not exactly speedy. Ice also wasn't known for being quick. If he could effectively use storm gust then he was likely the fastest person on this ship.

      That advantage would go away once he got to Alexa. At best, she was being held captive like the last time. Submerged in a bath of power-dampening goo. Getting her out of it would take time, and he didn't have a suit of proper armor to protect him.

      Even if he could get to her, pull Alexa out of the tub and restore her powers, that meant the pair of them escaping together—at normal, human speed.

      Subterfuge and misdirection. That is what it would have to be. Van's senses weren't strong enough to map the ship's corridors in his mind, for all that he could get a general read on Alexa's location.

      If he could pull off what he was now pondering, the first part of this would drain him dry. There wasn't any other plan.

      Van stopped meditating and began to pull apart his robe. It was the only clothing he had, tearing away the sleeves and wrapping them around one of his arms.

      Then he storm flashed. The first took him out of his room and into Kana's quarters—her eyes were closed as she meditated. A flash again and he was in the hall. It was six more until he was, like before, standing outside a room sealed with a green gem.

      Van punched the gem with a storm fist. Green light flashed as it shattered and the door collapsed inward.

      Alexa was fully submerged in a vat, a tube from her mouth extending out of the gel, unconscious. Van wasn't ready for the rescue yet anyways. Dipping the hand protected by the wrapped material into the goo he coated it as best he could.

      Then flash by flash, a mad return. By the time he got back to Kana's quarters she was on her feet, buckling a sword about her waist. Every remaining scrap of Van's essence went into a combined flash and storm fist as he slammed the goo-covered hand at her face.

      Fluid and graceful was almost enough. Kana started to turn away. The fist still caught her across the cheek coating her flesh in goo.

      Kana's skin started to frost over and Van stepped in close, covering her mouth and nose with goo. Kana's eyes were cold, furious, and fading. With a few weak blows she tried to fight him off and then she was out of it.

      Van carefully disentangled his hand and wrapped the strips around Kana's face. Hopefully that would keep her out. Surface area obviously mattered, or they wouldn't have Alexa so covered up. Van tucked an arm around Kana's shoulders, and half-dragging her, headed for the door.

      The halls of the ship hadn't been busy during his flashes. Hopefully they still weren't.
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      Clonecorps, when you don't need the best army, just a disposable and cheap one.

      

      It was a long trip back to Alexa. The halls were vacant, and if they were seen Van wasn't sure what story he'd tell. A drunken binge gone wrong? Did Kana even drink?

      At any hint of voices he pulled Kana into the darkest corner possible and waited for them to move on.

      When they finally got back to Alexa it was time for the next part of his plan. Using another segment of torn robe he grabbed hold of one of Alexa's wrists, careful for that to be his only point of contact, and he dragged her out of the goop to sprawl on the floor.

      After wiping clean her face, hopefully enough for her to wake up, he went to stripping Kana. They weren't quite identical. Kana had a few more scars although these were only visible once the clothing was off. Van sincerely hoped that nobody was that intimately familiar with Kana. Naked, he slipped her into the vat of goo, replacing the breathing tube.

      "Huh," Alexa said, dazed and confused. At least her eyes were open, staring at the tank.

      "I really recommend you do your little vibration thing. We could get discovered at any moment and we need to get you dressed," Van said.

      "You killed Kana?"

      "Slugged in the face with the goo. I'm hoping the tank will keep her down and that nobody checks the contents until Yui gets hungry," Van said.

      Alexa blinked, still confused, and groaned. "No power. Essence crystal, she may have had some."

      Van checked through Kana's clothes and armor. In a pouch he found a frost-covered crystal and he carefully upended the pouch so it dropped onto Alexa's stomach. Her flesh frosted over for a moment at the contact.

      Alexa drew in a deep breath and the goo began to ooze, sliding away from her and crawling across the floor to return to the tank.

      "You didn't do that last time," Van said.

      "We weren't trying to be sneaky last time. You have some sort of plan in mind?" Alexa asked.

      "You get into her armor. We walk off this ship, I as your new apprentice. Then Song tragically murders us both for a disappearing act?" Van asked.

      "While my family sometime passes around people, I doubt you're her type," Alexa said, getting dressed.

      "Three elements bound and I killed three first evolutions. I impressed her," Van said.

      Alexa arched a brow at that. "I imagine so. Did she take you to her bed?"

      "It didn't come up, but I got some weird vibes."

      "Good, that would have made things awkward, considering. In time she would have. It is in her nature." The armor fit her perfectly, of course. Once it was on Alexa studied the door and the broken crystal. Collecting the pieces in one hand she focused, a green flash of light coming from them.

      "Then isn't it in your nature too? I know this is no time for this and I'm not pushing, just curious," Van said.

      Alexa gave him a weak smile. "I don't have Yui's full set of memories, but I have enough of them. I want you to understand this and understand it well. At my core I am a terrible, predatory monster. I'd use you until there was nothing left and throw away the husk. I'm trying to be better than that."

      Van said, "I've been thinking. We don't take any more bounties not knowing the target—at least, not knowing what they did. If we kill people, we know they have it coming."

      Alexa tilted her head to consider and nodded. "Fine. You did a number on this door. I've got the gem back working on a basic level, but if anyone looks too close they'll see the repairs."

      "They'll figure it out eventually anyways, unless Yui was planning on eating you without having a conversation."

      "She'd gloat, rub it in, and make a spectacle of things. The powerful are terrible, even when they're versions of you."

      "But we're going to do better," Van said firmly.

      Alexa put a hand on his arm. "All joking aside, this is twice now that you've come for me. Both times it would have been easier to walk away."

      "You're not the only one trying to figure out who they are. Deciding who they want to be. I don't know who that other me was, but this me knows that you're my partner, and I don't run out on my partner."

      "To the end, then," Alexa said, tugging her armor straight. "Your robe is a mess. It will have to do. Let's make our exit."

      They made their way through the corridors, not taking any care to avoid being seen. Kana wouldn't be skulking through the shadows.

      Alexa wasn't stopped until at the exit hatch where a man in a robe was standing guard.

      "Commander. I thought you wanted the ship sealed until launch."

      Alexa frowned. "I did, until my prize here told me what the Peasants were really up to. Now I have a few bugs to go squash. Keep the ship sealed until our return."

      "Do you require any backup?"

      "We are not going to risk taking any damage to our vessel. Keep our forces here while I'm away in case they're needed."

      The man bowed low and Alexa flicked her hand to wave him out of the way.

      Nobody stopped them from leaving the ship. Still, Alexa didn't seem to breathe easy until they were away from the starport and in the city proper.

      "We'll get to the Peasants and see if we can get Song to create a proper crime scene. We'll leave the armor there," Alexa said.

      "You sure you want to give it up?" Van asked.

      "Armor unique to Yui's personal guard? You have no idea how much I want to be rid of this."

      They had no money, but they had their freedom. Things were looking up.
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      The Path of Twelve Fires branched off into the Flaming Triple Fist Path and the Path of the Hellfire. In the centuries to come, the original was to prove stronger than either.

      

      Song proved surprisingly willing to help them stage a murder. Sticking one to the nobles of the Dynasty was something that she was more than happy to help with. Ultimately the armor would be found in the bottom of a smashed volcanic crater, along with a few scraps of Van's white robe and two appropriately sized skeletons that the Peasants disturbingly had available. Song was disturbed and angry to be told someone in the Peasants had passed information to Kana, and she vowed to find and kill whoever had leaked Van and Alexa's locations, allowing them to be captured.

      The Peasants were even willing to provide them some accommodation, although it was a half-collapsed hovel in the poor part of town.

      Alexa had stashed Van's guns in a safe deposit box at the bank and she was able to retrieve them. Meanwhile, his armor had been fully repaired and was ready for pickup from Doxy.

      Alexa didn't keep Kana's armor. However, she'd kept the sword.

      It was time to sit down and figure their next steps.

      "We need to get you through your next two rituals and along an evolution path. Then we need to get off-world with as much money as we can manage," Alexa said.

      "That means we need to follow up with Mortimer. Anything the Guild had didn't pay that well. And we want to avoid the Guild for the moment anyways," Van said.

      "If the Guild sold information to my family about us, they might have sold it to the people hunting you as well. We want to stay underground as much as possible," Alexa said.

      "Should I ditch my armor then?"

      "Armored men aren't that uncommon. You could be one of many. On its own it isn't a cause for concern. We need to change my look though. I need to become someone else for a time. I've done it before."

      "We'll need money for that. We should be able to find Mortimer through the mine," Van said.

      "So, I missed what happened with your ritual. You are obviously alive. Tell me about it. You said you killed people as well?" Alexa asked.

      Van detailed exactly what had happened and when he was done Alexa looked pensive.

      "I didn't think you'd do it, you know. I thought you were asking to die. I was going to let you, it is your choice, and less than one in a thousand survive a ritual like you attempted. The odds are so terrible these days few even try, if given a choice," Alexa said.

      "Is it not worth it?"

      Alexa shrugged. "More power is something you can never strive for again. And having some means you constantly struggle against others who had it. You've built yourself a strong foundation. For most, the chance at future strength isn't worth the risk of immediate death."

      "Well I got two abilities out of it, at least," Van said.

      "The one isn't much good to you as a gunfighter, but the other should see a lot use," Alexa said.

      "I'm not sure I won't see use out of storm fist. When someone expects you to fire a gun at them, sometimes the best thing to do is punch them."

      "There is a lot to be said for never hitting your enemy quite how they expect. So, next up for you is mind and spirit. These tend to be different than the body rituals. Usually we're working more to enhance some specific aspect of your combat form. I honed my mind to intimately grasp movement, how I could flow," Alexa said.

      "What about your spirit?"

      "I can create ice out of thin air. You've seen me do it. My essence alone might allow me to freeze it, but to create something like that is a pure manifestation of my own spirit."

      "So I should think of how I want to define my abilities," Van said.

      "Actually, here is an area where both are very common for bow-users that I think you should duplicate. We'll want to give you a particularly extreme version of these powers. We'll again want to push you into nearly dying. Still, I think they are the directions you should take," Alexa said.

      "I'm listening," Van said.

      "For mind, that is going to be aiming. Especially since you will be firing bullets, I'd say even ricocheting. We need to hone your mind to make you an inhumanely good marksman."

      "Isn't that the sort of thing I could master without a ritual?"

      "To some degree, but never with the accuracy or precision you could with it. I suppose it is a question of just how good a shot do you want to be?"

      The best, obviously.

      "What about spirit?" Van asked.

      "This is, I am certain, what your Prime intended, based on the pistols he gave you. Forming your essence into ammunition. At low levels of power it might let you shoot a few shots even when empty. Eventually it could grant you almost infinite ammunition as well as your bullets growing in power as you do," Alexa said.

      "We'll do it," Van said.

      "I'll figure out how to set those up, even with our limited funds. Going along a well-established path will help us out quite a bit here, even if I do up the difficult level."

      Van had barely healed from his last near-death experience. He hoped whatever she planned would leave him in better shape this time.
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      "We don't want your life, just everything else." Unknown Pirate, Western Rim

      

      It hasn't been hard to track down Silibah through the mine. It turned out she was the oldest daughter of the LaPlace family that owned it. Getting directions led to a cafe where she and Mortimer were having lunch.

      Mortimer caught sight of Van and Alexa and immediately waved them over. "My good friends— loyal employees? Faithful and true companions."

      "You ran off on us and left us facing a large armed force," Alexa said, grabbing a chair and pulling it up to the table.

      "Hi," Silibah said brightly.

      Van got his own chair.

      "Dear lady, I am not a fighter. I am a lover, a man of business, a man of ideas. I left you, the specialists, to do what you are best at and you excelled. You saved the mine and made quite the impression."

      "It was very kind of you," Silibah said.

      "We can't linger on this world. You made us an offer. If we're going to keep to that deal, we need to do it soon," Alexa said.

      "Order something and we can talk. On me, of course. Well, on her, but it is really the same thing," Mortimer said.

      Silibah said, "The lizard is quite good."

      "Lizard, then," Alexa said.

      "Two," Van said.

      Mortimer gestured the waiter over and returned his attention to them once the man was gone. "If you want to get matters out of the way quickly, I've no objection. If you want to be paid that quickly we may have a small problem."

      "We need money. Fast. I can still get a thousand for hauling you in," Alexa said.

      "Dear lady, this is no intent to cheat you or to steer you wrong. It will take time even after these problems are resolved for me to get the funds I've promised," Mortimer said.

      Silibah said, "Morty, you are one of the smartest men I've ever met. Don't rush so hard to say no to them. Find a way to work together."

      Mortimer beamed her a smile. "Just so, love. Just so. Give me a few moments to think."

      "I also need anything you can give us in advance. I need a change of outfit. We need a place to stay," Alexa said.

      "I have an account at the tailors. We can go shopping," Silibah said happily.

      "A fine idea," Mortimer said. "And perhaps there is something we can do to get you more operating capital. It isn't quite the plan I had in mind, but it may work. Really what we want to do is to strike the CMC a lethal blow."

      "Morty says if we are the heroes who take them down, the other families will rally behind us. We'll be able to found an all-new consortium," Silibah said.

      The waiter brought them their plates. The lizard was charred and thinly sliced with green beans on the side.

      Silibah hadn't been wrong. It was delicious.

      "I'd appreciate that. If you're sure it is no trouble," Alexa said to Silibah.

      "I love going shopping. I love going shopping with friends. And we'll be the best friends. Do you know I've never met a single mercenary?" Silibah said.

      Alexa managed a smile.

      Mortimer said, "What I had in mind, you see, was something of the brute force approach. I was going to have you take out another of their teams that attacks mines. This time someone else's. And then go after the head of the whole outfit."

      "Might have worked," Van said.

      "Oh, it would have, it would have. They operate on fear, intimidation, on everybody believing that they are untouchable. But they are businessmen above all and if they start turning a loss with nothing to show for it, then they'll pull out leaving a void in their wake."

      "We turned a decent profit off hitting their band of raiders, but not enough for our purposes," Alexa said.

      "Dear lady, I am already moving on. You have said that above all you need money, and while I hadn't planned on it—since it's a little difficult—that is just what we can do. You owe me two jobs. We combine our objectives and you rob them blind."

      "That could work. Losing money one way versus losing money another," Van said.

      "You okay with that? Don't forget, you're on this whole, let's not kill anyone but the guilty kick," Alexa said.

      "We don't go out of our way to do it, but anyone taking the CMC's coin knows they're working for the bad guys. Our goal is just to rob them blind, but if it comes down to us or them, we pick us," Van said.

      "Works for me. Know anything about where they keep their money?" Alexa asked.

      "A bit. I thought about robbing them before and decided it was too dangerous," Mortimer said.

      "Well, that's a great start," Van said.

      "Most of their resources on-planet are in the form of metals. You don't get any value out of that and have no way to haul it away, if you did," Mortimer said.

      "But you would," Alexa said.

      "Well, of course, dear lady, of course—let us leave that door open. They bring in most of their actual money—coins, banknotes and promisory notes to pay workers, and so on—from off-world and transport it to their headquarters aboard a train. Hit that train while it's in transit and you can steal their payroll for a whole month."

      "Promising, although hitting a moving train has problems. At least it will keep them from bringing in reinforcements," Alexa said.

      "Do you have a second target in mind?" Van asked.

      "Most resources are shipped off-world, but some are sold to buyers here. That money is held in the vault at the bank," Mortimer said.

      "High security. The sheriff might step in. That is bad all around," Alexa said.

      "We're bound to have problems with the Guild too if we start doing things like this," Van said.

      "Not as much as you think. We pay them a share and keep hunting bounties, they won't take an assignment on us. Doesn't mean bounty hunters won't come for us. They'll just be private contractors," Alexa said.

      What were yet more people hunting them, really?
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      Caliber Energy Guns - When you are tired of reloading, go Caliber. Over two hours of sustained beam-fire guaranteed at low intensity off a single HyperchargeXL energy cartridge.

      

      Everything that they had left to do on this world had to be factored with the consequences. Robbing the bank would make them highly wanted on this planet, and while that bounty might pursue them, anywhere off-world would bring far less attention. Sheriffs rarely bothered to enforce any crime that hadn't happened in their jurisdiction.

      Robbing the bank was the absolute last thing they wanted to do. Robbing a train, they could hopefully get away with that—even anybody ever knowing who had done it.

      Scouting a proper location for an ambush, Van and Alexa wound up riding along the rail line.

      Alexa had gotten a new outfit as a result of her shopping, a blue and black ensemble with an absurd number of layers that made her look quite elegant. At times you could see the noble within her, however much she tried to hide it.

      That wasn't evident today, exchanged for leather pants and a denim shirt.

      "I'm surprised the tailor even carried something like that," Van said.

      "Not everyone with money wants to exclusively hang around their parlor. When you're going out kicking tail you need an outfit to do it in."

      Van couldn't argue with that.

      "This could work," Alexa said.

      It was where the tracks passed a large hill.

      "Bit far to jump," Van said.

      "Everything is going to be a bit far. I know I could make the jump though. Could you?" Alexa asked.

      Getting on a moving train was going to be difficult. Trains always had problems with robbers and they had some defenses against them. Approaching the sides of the carriages put you in range of regularly spaced gun emplacements.  Even if they had access to an aircraft, approaching it from above would mean countering an anti-air system.

      Most train robberies were accomplished just like they were hoping to do it—boarding by dropping one by one from an overhang or bridge. Trains had security aboard too, not just mounted guns, enough to discourage even that, but they couldn't prevent it entirely.

      "Let's find out," Van said.

      They rode to the top of the hill and Van dismounted, taking a moment to study the tracks. Apart from a wandering storm, he hadn't really put his new body to the test. He didn't have near the capabilities he'd supposedly have after his first evolution. Still, the body ritual had given him something.

      Van took a running leap.

      He didn't even make it to the tracks, much less where the roof of a train would be.

      Van hiked back.

      "We can keep looking," Alexa said.

      "We aren't going to find a bridge. Not out in the middle of nowhere. Let me try again," Van said.

      Van took another running leap. This time at the peak of the movement he triggered storm flash. There was a moment of disorientation as the world became a blur. When he landed it was on the other side of the tracks.

      "Better, but too much. You have more control over that?" Alexa called.

      "Not yet. I sort of trigger and move, and when I stop, I stop."

      Alexa eyed the hillside and the tracks. "I'll go first and catch you, if you look like you're soaring past."

      "Works," Van said.

      "We need to make sure you have lots of ammunition as well. I'm thinking you should mostly handle this one alone. I'll step in, if we're facing any heavy hitters. Tight environment, lots of cover, it's the perfect opportunity for you to master your aim," Alexa said.

      "I get to stay dressed for this one I hope?"

      Alexa shot him a speculative look. "Maybe. What we are trying to do here is force your essence into new channels. To dig out a new part of you, as it were. Your life being sincerely in danger can help with that a lot. Still, they are likely to be well-armed. If you're without armor, I think seeker-rounds might finish you off in a hurry."

      "I could storm flash away, although if they kept following I'd have a hard time," Van said.

      Alexa nodded. "Let's ride on. We need more than this."

      Van mounted his horse once again and they continued following the tracks.

      "That just because I'm going for a combat mastery? Are there that many essence-users not focused on combat?" Van asked.

      "Everybody in the Dynasty pursues essence, to some degree. Not all are warriors, although almost any mastery has use in combat. There are bakers—massively muscled and of immense endurance who also tend to have a knack for alchemy. And there are smiths, many wielding their own weapons that perform far better for them. Better than anything someone else could ever make for them," Alexa said.

      "Maybe I should have been a farmer," Van said wryly.

      "They exist as well and the legendary ones are ... well, legendary. You've seen what spirit fruit go for at the market. Imagine being able to grow ones able to offer a boost even to the strongest of us?"

      "Is seeking to master a weapon even necessary then? Even smart?"

      Alexa shrugged. "It is what it is. The Gun Sage is the master of guns. If that is what you want to be, what you were meant to be, that is the path you follow. I would say it is a more difficult path than most, but if you truly succeed then you become a figure to give even gods pause."

      "Gods?" Van asked.

      "There are those so powerful they can burn worlds, transcend time—transcend any definition of reality we know. Some started as human. I don't know if some have ever been anything close."

      It was something to think about.

      Another hour of riding and they came upon an abandoned mine set well off from the tracks. A number of old buildings were half-collapsed.

      "This will work. A place to stash a wagon and horses," Alexa said.

      Robbery was only part of the plan. They had to get away afterwards.
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      "The path is not up the mountain but through it." Path of the Gopher

      

      It was nearing noon the next day, the planet's red sun high overhead, and the heat was withering.

      The train was due to arrive any moment. Van and Alexa were waiting atop the hill for it.

      "The payroll we're looking for is supposed to be in the fourth carriage back from the engine. Wherever we board, get down into the train and neutralize the defenders. I'll make my way along the top. Take out anyone out of your league and stop the engine. If there's someone out of both our leagues, I'll head back and we bail early," Alexa said.

      "Understood," Van said.

      Van had made sure he was well equipped for this. Laden down with ammunition, and wearing armor and a helmet. Like this he'd be difficult to kill, although with enough piercer or explosive rounds he could still be taken down.

      The train was visible in the distance, quickly drawing closer. A plume of thick smoke emerged from the engine.

      Alexa waited longer than Van expected before running and making the leap, landing nimbly in a crouch on the top of the train. Van was right on her heels, leaping a moment later and storm flashing at the peak of his jump.

      Van materialized in the air just on the other side of the train, already starting to fall when Alexa grabbed his arm and tugged him forcefully backwards.

      "You held your jump for awhile," Van said.

      "I could feel something. They aren't evolved, but there is some kind of advanced technology here. I think it may be power armor. I need to get to them fast. You do your thing, I'll head back to handle it and then I'll hit the engine, not you," Alexa said.

      The original plan hadn't survived for long.

      Van dropped down into the back of one of the cars, opened the door and went through.

      It was a passenger car, a number of shabbily dressed people sitting tightly packed.

      There was no reason to pick a fight before he had to. Van passed down the central aisle. The next car was another passenger carriage. A suited man blocked the way when Van tried to enter.

      "Premium Class. I'll need to see your ticket, sir."

      Van drew one of his pistols. "Just passing through. Don't make this any harder than it has to be."

      The man didn't listen, taking a step back and fumbling in his coat for a pistol. Van put a bullet through his shoulder for the trouble. "Stay down."

      That shot changed things. It was audible even over the engine. Van shifted his breathing into the pattern of the storm. Trying his best to channel the power into his mind, Van drew his second pistol.

      One of the passengers took a shot at him, a woman pulling a small pistol from a purse. Van didn't bother to shoot her, not with a caliber that small. Instead he snatched the pistol from her hand and tossed it out the window.

      The next car looked to be some sort of baggage car. As soon as Van entered he came under fire.

      Explosive rounds drove him back from the doorway.

      Van barely caught a glimpse of the shooters. They'd taken cover behind the scattered crates of luggage throughout the car.

      Van took a deep breath. This was what he was trying to do. Right now he had an impossible problem—getting through that doorway exposed him to fire. This was also exactly the sort of problem this whole thing was about.

      Van focused—really focused. There was nothing orderly about what was in his head. If he'd expected calculating trajectories to perfection, it wasn't happening. The storm was alive inside his mind too, and the storm held millions of particles all swirling around each other. Interacting, ricocheting, never random, he didn't have to understand the physics of motion—they were a part of something he simply knew. And now they were a part of Van too.

      It was instinctive.

      Van aimed his pistol at the floor and fired. Van could see the trajectory happening in his mind, the bounce off the frame of one of the windows, the ricochet off the baggage rack, and then from the back wall to hit one of the shooters at the far end—in his gun hand.

      Van heard the shouts of dismay, using the moment of distraction to lean in and fire off two more shots. Each caught people temporarily out of cover and he heard the cries of pain.

      Another two shots at the floor, this time simultaneously, and seconds later the sounds of two more bodies dropping. The car was clear.

      Van reloaded before making his way back in.

      The whole train was well secured. A lot of people had valuable cargo and had hired guards to defend it. None were enough. Some were well-armed, and seeker rounds forced Van back from time to time. Every shot he fired might as well be seekers too.

      This was costing him. His remaining reserves of essence, filled after his ritual of the body by the storm, were rapidly dwindling. For the moment, not for long, Van was still a formidable force.

      The CMC car was the heaviest defended of all. The guards had piercing rounds and Van couldn't get any cover at all. By the time he'd downed the last of them he'd taken a number of shots through weak spots in his armor. He was still mobile but feeling it.

      Alexa had a rough time of it too. When she finally limped in from the direction of the engine he saw that half her outfit was burned away.

      "They shovel you in with the coal?" Van asked.

      "Try a wide-arc plasma cannon. I'm good. Let's get what we came for and get gone," Alexa said.
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      The Hall of the First Kings deep in the heart of the Empire is said to house a great secret, but only to essence-users. Those few members of the Dynasty to visit have walked away whispering of the start of paths where none should exist.

      

      Van fetched the wagon while Alexa threw what they were stealing off the train. Payroll meant local currency and a lot of it, bag after bag of heavy coins. There were other things that the CMC considered valuable as well—paperwork, such as stock certificates being transported to share buyers. They stole all of it, loading it up before riding off.

      The people remaining on the train didn't give chase. Van had tried to minimize the killing, but a lot of people wouldn't be shooting anyone until they got to see a doctor who knew what they were doing.

      They weren't going directly back into town—that was asking for trouble. Rather they were heading for a nearby mine controlled by another family that the CMC had terrorized. Mortimer arranged to meet them there with someone who would be able to convert the currency into galactic scrip.

      "So that was something," Van said.

      "Not quite what you expected?" Alexa asked.

      "I thought everything would be logical, that it would make my thinking clearer. It wasn't like that, not really."

      "When you absorb multiple aspects, one is going to be your primary. I'm guessing for you that is either wind or fire?"

      "Wind. The winds of the storm. I can sort of always hear them now, always feel them swirling around inside me."

      "Wind is chaotic, fast, and unpredictable. When you become very strong it all makes a sort of sense. Until then you're always going to feel swept along by something you can't control," Alexa said.

      "Is water or ice your primary?" Van asked.

      "Water. Patient, mostly predictable, but it can surprise you. Most on my path sort of become more ice-like the longer we live and the more powerful we become. Our ways slowly set and everything becomes precise."

      Van thought about that the rest of the journey to the mine—when he wasn't glancing backwards to make sure they weren't being pursued.

      So far, nothing. He was sure there would be some consequences for robbing this train. Hopefully they were off-world before they caught up to them.

      Mortimer was waiting along with a man in a suit nearly as nice, if considerably more plain, and several rough-looking sorts with a wagon.

      "My dear friends ... loyal employees—we still haven't figured out exactly what to call you, have we? This is my associate, Mr. Winters of the Dalton Syndicate," Mortimer said, waving them close.

      "I like his name," Alexa said.

      "I'm an accountant. I'll be tabulating your take and offering you a fair price," Winters said in a cool, clipped tone.

      Men began to swarm over their cart, opening bags and counting out the contents while they watched.

      "We can trust them?" Van asked.

      Winters said, "The Dalton Syndicate thrives only because of our reputation. We commit no crimes ourselves except for that of being an intermediary for the ambitious and the violent such as yourselves. We won't even pretend you're getting the street value of what you've stolen, but that isn't the purpose." He was counting through a bag of coins.

      "The Daltons are good people to know. They've got a representative on any world where criminals are to be found and they truly are hassle-free so long as you play fair with them," Mortimer said.

      "And you actually do?" Alexa asked.

      "Dear lady, I am a model of decency and decorum. You know my reputation is impeccable."

      "Even those of questionable morality deal fairly with us. Should they fail to do so, they don't get a second chance," Winters said.

      "Do you operate on Dynasty worlds as well?" Alexa asked.

      "Not as the Dalton Syndicate, although we have a close partnership with the Black Turtle Clan."

      "Assassins and thieves. Their patron is supposed to be quite powerful."

      "Good friends and terrifying enemies. You've a decent haul here, although you'd have gotten more if you looted the whole train."

      "We were being selective," Alexa said.

      "We appreciate people who know just how far they intended to go and go no further. You got quite a lot of company scrip here. Probably for paying the miners. We can find a use for it, but it is low value. Better is the executive pay. New Diablos coinage. There is even some galactic scrip. I'd still recommend you take ours, as it's clean, but if you want to hold onto any we can set it aside," Winters said.

      "We'll take the clean version."

      "And my good impression continues to grow," Winters said dryly. "Commodity slips. Stock certificates, some signed and some not. None of it is worth a fortune, but all is worth something."

      "We're not completely done on this world. Do you have clean local currency as well?" Alexa asked.

      "Ten thousand on me, if that will do. If you take that full amount I can provide that and twenty-five hundred galactic."

      "Do you barter?"

      "Not generally, no."

      "Doesn't that amount seem low?" Van asked.

      Alexa told him, "Galactic scrip is generally valued far higher than local currency. It also has the added virtue of holding value across worlds. I'm not up on the current exchange rates, but if I'm right we're getting around thirty-five percent of the value of what we stole."

      "I'd estimate it at closer to twenty-seven percent and I am up on the current exchange rates," Winters said, with no trace of an apology.

      Well, Van could appreciate Winters at least being open about just how much they were being ripped off.

      It also made their money problems go away for the moment.

      "Done," Alexa said.

      Winters offered a thin smile as he began to count out currency.

      "They'll also be able to help us with that second job we have planned," Mortimer told Winters.

      The bank robbery. The one that was likely to get messy.
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      The Spiraling Coil belongs to neither Empire nor Dynasty. Three dozen worlds spin and dance in the grip of madness, lit by the light of suns that only sometimes exist. None who have ventured there from the Empire have returned, none from the Dynasty have returned sane.

      

      It was another trip to the markets. Alexa exchanged a sizable pile of their cash for an orange and a strawberry. The orange she kept for herself.

      She had changed into her new blue and black dress, although she still looked a little tossed through an incinerator.

      "Are you sure you're going to be okay?" Van asked.

      "Healing is one of the things water does really well. Whatever you do to it, it can reform shape after a time. I've got some of that ability in my flesh. It takes power though," Alexa said, biting into the orange.

      Van for his part ate the strawberry. It wasn't the most compatible power with him, but he could still get a lot from it.

      With a fresh charge circulating through their systems, Alexa headed off again. Van followed her until he saw her destination, the starport.

      "What are we doing?" Van asked.

      "Looking for a bar. We need to figure out a way off this rock and if the Guild isn't providing transport, we need our own way."

      They found a bar that seemed to suit whatever Alexa was looking for inside. It was different than most of the establishments, more advanced and somehow grungier. Holographic topless dancers writhed on tabletops. On a stage live music was provided by two bearded men, and a singer that Van thought might be a seal floated in a tank of water.

      "Well, don't you have interesting drinking habits?" Van said.

      "I already told you. We're here for the company, not the booze. Captains spend so much time off-worlds they kind of invented their own culture. This is it. Don't ask me why," Alexa said, checking a board near the door, her finger running down a list of what looked like names, capacity, and prices.

      Tapping one she went to the bar, dropping a banknote and calling out, "Gutjuice. I'll take the bottle."

      A clear bottle filled with a truly unpleasant-looking, greenish concoction was passed across and she headed towards the back.

      Perhaps this was a place of business after all. A row of booths were filled with a variety of men and women, a few in sharp naval uniforms, and most dressed a good bit more rough. It was towards one of the latter that Alexa moved. The man was incredibly well-muscled and his one hand on the table clutching a glass was gleaming metal.

      Alexa slipped into a vacant seat at the booth and slid the bottle of Gutjuice over. Van moved in beside her.

      The man looked them over for a moment before snagging at the bottle. "Woman bearing gifts. Guessing this means I'm screwed. What do you want?"

      "One of the fastest ships on the board and a medium cargo capacity. I don't know if you're a smuggler or a blockade runner, but you're something. We're leaving New Diablos in under a week and we need transit," Alexa said.

      "I can take passengers, but don't like it. Where to and what are you offering?"

      Van was still getting used to his senses. The aura from the man was strange. The more he sat there, the more he was getting convinced of something. He told Alexa, "He's Awakened."

      "Most independent ship captains are. Dangerous place, space. Pirates, the law, they'll take any edge they can get. Our associate here is trying to mask it, and doing a good job, but I think he is on his second evolution," Alexa said.

      "Gideon Cloud," the man said, offering over a hand. "You're good. Don't know what you are, I'm mostly about punching. The runt here is just a runt?"

      "Hey," Van said.

      "My apprentice, and my partner. I'm Alexa Stone, this is Van Steel. Bounty hunters," Alexa said, accepting his hand and Gideon gave a vigorous shake.

      "And just so we're clear, you're not here for me?" Gideon said.

      "We are planning on breaking a few local laws ourselves in a most spectacular fashion soon and want to make sure we have an exit off-world. If we get along, we might talk about extending it into a more regular contract," Alexa said.

      Gideon downed his drink, pouring himself a shot of the Gutjuice. "Just a ride?"

      "Us and cargo."

      Van glanced at her. "We're not going with Mortimer's plan on that?"

      "I kind of like Mortimer, but he's going to betray us. Once we do this, we'll be hot and won't be able to stick around. He knows that, he won't be able to help himself. We'll hurt the CMC for him because I don't like them either, but we aren't trusting to his good will to get ourselves paid," Alexa said.

      Gideon looked back and forth between them, taking a slug of the gutjuice. "The Tiger's Leap is a fast ship, one of the fastest. You need out and away from pursuers in a hurry I'm your man, but I'm going to want a cut for the trouble."

      "Twenty percent after we clean out the cargo through the Black Turtle Clan—that's where we're headed. Five hundred up front and it will wind up coming out of your share," Alexa said.

      Gideon thought about it for a moment. "Don't have anything better going, and a few more strong arms are always welcome. Pirate activity has been acting up something fierce lately."

      "And you're sure this is a good idea?" Van asked Alexa.

      "You're wondering if you can trust him? Cybernetic hands in an evolved body. Gideon here is a Metal. Tremendously loyal, and when he makes a deal it stays made."

      "Is there a cheat sheet somewhere for all of this? Because seriously, it seems a lot to remember," Van said.

      "You learn or you die. You like living, you'll figure it out," Alexa said, reaching out to again shake Gideon's hand

      The deal was sealed. They had a ship and a pilot.
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      The Andromeda's Blessing was a cruise liner believed to have been lost to pirates over six centuries ago. Inexplicably, every few decades it is said to put into a port somewhere on the rim. Guests visit antiquated fashions shop and dine for several hours before returning and departing once more. Where they have been, and where they are going, is a subject of considerable discussion in some circles.

      

      They booked themselves a suite at one of the hotels in town. The close proximity to a brothel made Van think the good price was partly them hoping for other business. They were going to be disappointed.

      Alexa promptly closed herself up in the bath and proceeded to soak for hours. Van decided he might as well take the opportunity to catch some shut-eye.

      It was sometime in the middle of the night when he felt Alexa shaking him awake. She was in a nightgown. When had she gotten a nightgown? Just how much clothes shopping had she done?

      "Problem?" Van asked.

      "Think so. Not sure it is ours. Spirit beasts, they shouldn't be here in town."

      "What is a spirit beast?"

      "Humans aren't the only things capable of evolving. Spirit beasts can be extremely dangerous. Let's find out what we're dealing with," Alexa said, buckling a sword around her waist.

      Van was suddenly rather glad that he slept in his armor. That meant just grabbing his pistols from under his pillow.

      From somewhere downstairs came a scream that ended in a gurgle. That wasn't a good sign. They crept out of their room.

      In the hall were three giant scorpions. Each was far larger than they should be, stingers glistening with venom. A woman lay dead off to the side, a guest who must have been coming in late and met her end.

      "Earth-infused. Bigger, stronger, and tougher. Your standard rounds won't work unless you find a chink in their armor," Alexa said before she ran forward, fluidly ducking under a stinger. Her blade came in for a sweep, skidding along the scorpion's side with a spray of sparks.

      It didn't penetrate. Alexa looked surprised for a moment before she sprang backwards away from the stinger of a second scorpion.

      Van set about unloading his rounds so he could put in piercers, four in each gun. It was all he had.

      "They're here for us?" Van asked.

      "They'll be hungry for our essence. We're the strongest sources here. Someone with access to a lot of essence-charged stone made them," Alexa said.

      Well, they did have an enemy that owned a lot of mines. This must be retaliation for robbing the train. Instead of sending men they'd sent these things.

      Van aimed a pistol at one of the scorpions and squeezed the trigger. The piercer round struck and, like the sword, with a spray of sparks skidded off.

      "Really? Isn't the whole point of these things to get through armor?" Van asked, staring at his gun.

      "They were already armored even before they got infused with an incredibly resistant essence. They're now just killing machines," Alexa said, parrying a stinger with her blade. At least she seemed stronger than they were, her strength forcing the scorpion back as she lashed out with a food at a pincer trying to grab her leg.

      "So what do we do?"

      "Just stay back. I don't know if you're going to be able to hurt them." Frost began to coat her skin, the air around her growing misty as she leapt atop the back of a scorpion and pressed her hands to it. Frost began to spread at the touch.

      Another scorpion aimed for Alexa's back while the third came to Van. Staying back wasn't an option. As a pincer grabbed for him he had to storm flash backwards.

      Alexa couldn't hurt them. Her primary element was water and while water might win out over stone in the long term, in the short she just didn't pack enough damage. It was why she was trying to freeze them out. So far that was going slow. The stinger caught her in the back and sent her tumbling with a grunt to the floor.

      Van didn't have the same limitations. Metal was a part of him, and metal could shatter stone apart. Fire could melt it into slag. The only thing holding Van back was himself.

      Alexa's sword lashed out once again, this time finding a chink in the scorpion's armor. It stuck for just a moment and she had to pull it clear as two stingers plunged down where she was just standing. With one hand she grabbed a pincer reaching for her. Frost spread out from the contact and she brought the sword around with all the strength she possessed. The pincer shattered.

      Okay, maybe Alexa did have a way to fight back, but she'd been poisoned. Frosted over or not, she was getting weaker by the moment.

      Van focused on his breathing, on the rhythms of the storm as he channeled it. Channeled into his very sense of self, into his determination.

      Fire, metal, and wind hurtled through his mind and body and now they were penetrating into the deepest parts of himself. What he needed was an act of creation, of sheer will.

      Van felt his pistols start to burn in his hands, a tumult of power coursing, rising and surging.

      Alexa looked at him, startled. "Whatever you're doing. You need to stop it."

      "I don't think I can," Van said.

      That much was true. A storm was rising inside of him and he didn't feel in control.

      Shots rang out from his pistols, tracing fiery arcs as they slammed into the walls, explosions shaking the hall as they rebounded to the ceiling and then into the scorpions. There were more shots following them. Van felt his fingers pulling the triggers, unable to prevent the rounds that just wouldn't stop coming. The corridor was being blown apart, the scorpions battered this way and that, their armor splitting and tearing as they were shredded.

      The entire building was falling apart. Ripped asunder by the storm of bullets. All Van could hear was the sound of gunfire, the echoes of the storm.

      The world went red.
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      "You don't have to be the best gladiator in the arena. You just have to be the last one standing." Path of the Bronze Gladiator

      

      Van must have passed out, or suffered some kind of fever. A time when all seemed to be a red blur filled with the howling of winds. When he woke up it was to vomit, violently. His entire body felt as if a herd of buffalo had decided to tap dance atop it. Muscles he wasn't aware he even had ached.

      The bedroom he was in was nice, as was the bucket that he'd just vomited in. A nearby table held a glass of water and another of orange juice.

      "Take your time. You're going to feel rough," Alexa said. Good, Alexa was there, and alive. After what had just happened Van was a bit worried on that score. She was wearing a pink dress that didn't fit her quite right.

      "What happened and where are we?" Van asked.

      "We're short on friends. I thought about getting us off-world but wasn't going to chance you on a spaceship while you might still be throwing off sparks. We're at Silibah's house."

      Van tried to give an answer to that and was sick again instead. The room was so cold. Everything was so cold.

      "As for what happened, you went straight past will and into your first evolution, and a dramatic one. Which no, isn't normal. I'm thinking it has to be some combination of the triple elements and your genetic enhancements," Alexa said, resting a cold hand on his forehead. "Your body right now is busy trying to get rid of all the bits that no longer fit right. Which is pretty much all of it."

      "That sounds horrible," Van said.

      "Oh, it will be. Normally we'd ease you into the first evolution and even then it wouldn't be quite so, well, dramatic. There's orange juice there. Essence-enhanced oranges. Even if you feel you're going to throw it right back up, hold it in as long as you can and cycle as much of it into your body. The sooner you have the energy to rebuild yourself, the sooner this is going to be over."

      Well, if there was one thing Van wanted right now, it was for it to be over. Several gulps of the orange juice were taken and he began to breathe. It was the rhythm of the storm. He could change it, and that now seemed to be his default.

      Van's thoughts must have shown on his face. Alexa said, "I noticed. The first one we practiced, that's the most direct for channeling into your body. Let's just get some power in there."

      Van shifted his pattern and began to force power into his body. It was like sprinkling water onto a damp field. The essence vanished at contact.

      "I didn't hurt you?" Van asked.

      "Jumped out a window. Good thing most of the guests at our hotel were at the brothel. A few were injured badly. I healed them enough there were no casualties."

      That was a relief. Van was trying to be a better person. It wouldn't have felt like such a great start to his new life to have murdered a building full of innocents.

      "The scorpions?" Van asked.

      "Pulped, mostly. I tucked the corpses aside. Their chitin is going to be an upgrade over the plates currently in your armor."

      "You've been busy," Van said, and held up a hand to inspect it. Did he look any different? He couldn't tell.

      "The only physiological change I've seen is a sort of shimmering pattern under your skin. Like sand blowing in the wind. Even that is subtle, and you've not grown a tail," Alexa said with wry amusement.

      "That happen?" Van asked.

      "On essence-rich worlds it can be common. Doing this like you are? Almost alone? It's rare. Clans usually focus on one path and many of those are related to some animal. The monkey clan do often grow tails, the tiger clan gain stripes. They rarely interact with the Empire."

      Van rubbed at his eyes. Even they hurt. "What made you decide on the storm?"

      "You wanted to tackle all three elements and this planet has a legendary storm that fits our criteria. There must be an essence vein somewhere in it, amplifying it, because it never dies. The locals give it a wide berth."

      Van could only imagine. For all that it had given him power, he wondered if it might have been smarter to do the same.

      "It wasn't the storm that caused what happened. Yes, it is a part of you. That was the whole point, to give you something to carry inside you. But a large part of what you can now do is you as well," Alexa said.

      "But it can't be that way. Most follow the same path. That means the same abilities," Van said.

      "Some, but some not. There are always going to be things unique to the individual. It's part of the reason that Yui does what she does, and being her clones, sharing so many of her memories, we advance on the same path identically when giving the same stimulus."

      Van took a moment to reply as his body was wracked by a seizure. He was sweating copiously. He wiped the back of his hand across his forehead and it came away bloody. Fantastic, he was sweating blood.

      "I wonder what my Prime could do? We have the same genetics, but I doubt he ever bonded with the storm on this world."

      "I doubt it too. Still, you might be more similar than you know. What you did? I could see it being called the Red Death. Filling an area with fire and thunder, and blood," Alexa said.

      "The thing that surprised you."

      "It was beyond what your first evolution should have been capable of. I don't know if it was just accessing a new ability early, or if some way was found to magnify your existing abilities."

      Van didn't know either. Perhaps the answer to that was written on his guns, if he ever figured out how to read it.
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      Of the three aspects, spirit is the hardest to develop, and in the end the most powerful. One does not reach ascension without truly becoming its master.

      

      It was three of the most miserable days of Van's life until he was able to move and function normally again. After his evolution had passed he felt a sense of exhilaration mirroring every pain he had felt. It was like when he'd first woken up as a clone, but even more intense.

      Van also found his armor didn't fit quite as well. Perhaps because of the metal, but he'd gained around an inch in height and a bit more muscle mass. For the time being he left his armor behind and was wearing a suit Mortimer procured for him.

      As soon as he was feeling better he and Alexa headed for the Bounty Hunters Guild. With all that was going on, it was better to make sure they were on the right side of things.

      It was busier than the last time they'd been, and with a lot more heavy armor evident in the people milling around.

      It took them over an hour of waiting before they had a seat before Iris' desk. She was looking tired.

      "Steel and Stone. Came here taking a lot of jobs and did one of them. Well, at least you weren't total slackers. If you're looking for more work, do some of what I already gave you," Iris said.

      "We want one of those jobs taken off the board. We also need an indulgence or two," Alexa said.

      Iris arched a brow. "I'm busy, not just for my sake. I can deal with it as long as you remember we're here. Which post do you want removed, and what did you do—or plan to do?"

      "Can we really say?" Van asked.

      "You get all squeamish about the law because the Bounty Hunters aren't just after the guilty, and then you're worried because you are? It's fine," Alexa said.

      "It really is. We hire those who make a living from violence and pain. Those that do are always being hunted by somebody. It doesn't have to be us," Iris said.

      Van didn't approve of the ethics, but in this case approved of the convenience.

      "We want the contract lifted off Mortimer. He's trying to go straight, least as straight as you can in this town ,and make himself a man of means. To that end we're going after the CMC," Alexa said.

      "The CMC have their own people. Was it you that robbed one of its transport trains? Few minor bounties on that. We can clear them and lift the one on the con man. Anything else before I figure out a price?" Iris asked.

      "We're planning on a bank robbery," Alexa said.

      "Sheriff won't like that, which means you probably aren't going to survive. I'll give you a bargain. For everything, call it six hundred galactic if you pay now, or fifteen hundred after the robbery."

      Alexa grimaced but pulled out several galactic credit chips and slid them over the table. Iris scanned them in and grinned cheerfully.

      "Good luck with it. Smart move paying now. With all the heavy-hitters here you wouldn't want to wind up with a bounty on you."

      "What is going on anyways?" Van asked.

      "One of our bigger bounties in the system. One million galactic for the Red Death," Iris said.

      Van felt his stomach drop.

      "Gun Sage. I've heard of him," Alexa said casually.

      "Been in the system for awhile. Recent event looked like him. Probably not, but for a bounty that large it brings out the optimists," Iris said.

      "I'd ask if we could get in on that, but it seems a bit out of league," Alexa said.

      "Just a bit. Congratulations by the way. Sensors picked up the shift," Iris said, pulling a badge out a drawer and tossing it to Van. "I'll take your old one back."

      The new badge bore a marker for his first evolution. Van accepted it and swapped out his old one.

      Business done, they made their way outside and Van waited until they were on a quiet stretch of street before speaking.

      "One million credits," Van said.

      "Strange bounty. To anyone capable of collecting it, money isn't hard to get. It's only a large sum to those too weak to claim it," Alexa said.

      "So what do you think this is?"

      Alexa narrowed her eyes and peered towards the rising sun. "Best guess, you. Well, you or any other clones he had. The bounty isn't there for someone to collect on your Prime. It's there for someone to collect on you."

      Well, that was a chilling thought.

      "You think they have my genetic scan on file," Van said.

      "It makes sense. Give you armor and weapons plausible enough to be him, and a genetic scan to match. If you evolve, you send out a big flashing beacon and confirmation of being the legitimate bounty target, not your Prime," Alexa said.

      "And maybe whoever is hunting him stops for awhile thinking he's dead," Van said.

      "He is said to be a master of misdirection. Fooling his enemies, taking them from behind, being where they aren't expecting him," Alexa said.

      "Doesn't explain everything. Why all the upgrades? What about the engravings on my guns?"

      "Maybe you're meant to be decoy or replacement, depending on how things turn out. Maybe your Prime is just the sort of man that believes in giving their clones at least some chance to survive."

      "Is Yui like that?" Van asked.

      "No, no she isn't. Yui does everything she can to make sure we never turn, and make sure that if we do, we get brought home in a tank of goo. You've seen that much for yourself."

      True enough, nobody had it easy.

      "We should make it a priority to get off-world," Van said.

      "We'll do the bank tomorrow. I'll let Gideon know to expect us. Then we're clear and off to a new world where nobody expects to find us."

      The great thing about space was how far you could run away.
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      "You can keep your fancy magic tricks and your battle armor. There is no fight a cataclysm class missile and the will to use it can't win" Admiral Ezekius, three days before he was found dead on the bridge of his flagship with his throat slit.

      

      Van and Alexa spent most of the day watching the bank and getting to know the surroundings. Every detail was important for a robbery. It helped to know that the jail was two blocks away—it gave an idea just how quick the Sheriff might respond.

      The bank had security, of course. There were two guards, one who stood outside the door and one inside. Both wore standard body armor and were armed with some sort of energy rifles—which was unusual here.

      That night, when were almost ready to launch their plan, Mortimer came to them, finding them in the room they occupied at Silibah's house.

      One of the beds was covered in weapons, sketches of the bank, and the surrounding area. Everything they had been putting together about their plan.

      "Don't worry, we know the meeting point after," Alexa said.

      "It isn't that, dear lady. I wish it were. It is Silibah, she hadn't returned home yet and I thought nothing of it, but a letter was just delivered," Mortimer said, and the strain in his voice was clear.

      "The CMC?" Alexa asked.

      "I don't know how they figured it out, but they did. I'm supposed to turn the two of you over or they kill her. They are savages, brutes."

      "So why didn't you take the deal? Betraying an ally isn't beyond you."

      "Dear lady, if I were convinced it would assure the release of my beloved, I may well have done so. But these people are the sorts that once they put a boot on one's throat, they never take it off."

      "Can we help?" Van asked Alexa.

      Alexa closed her eyes. "I like Silibah, but I don't know. Do you know where she is being held?"

      "There is only one place they would have taken her—where they could be sure of holding onto her. The headquarters of their operations," Mortimer said.

      "How many people? What kind of defenses?" Van asked.

      "Lots? They have a whole compound. Most of the workers live at the mines, but the executives and the troubleshooters live at their headquarters. By troubleshooters I mean those with lots of guns," Mortimer said.

      "And some sort of breeding ground as well for essence-infused creatures. Perhaps they are even doing research," Alexa said, starting to pace. She told Van, "You're capable, I'm better, but we are only two people."

      "Stealth?" Van asked.

      "Neither of us are masters of stealth arts. We're fast, not subtle. Don't let the fact you snuck into two ships of a vastly overconfident opponent confuse you."

      "I have assets, dear lady. Things put aside for a rainy day and it is pouring. I can withdraw what I have. Hire people," Mortimer said.

      "Any muscle that you can hire isn't going to be up to facing what they have in that compound. You'll need heavy hitters and they don't come cheap."

      "But ... they come out for a million credits," Van said.

      Mortimer offered a weak smile. "My rainy day assets are not quite that extreme, though I wish that they were. I fear that would require thievery on a level I have not quite mastered."

      "Unless you're wealthy, you aren't getting anyone extremely skilled. And someone skilled and with any sense isn't going to tackle a target this big. You'll have to make do with the unskilled and foolish," Alexa said.

      "That could mean a lot of hired help getting killed. And we don't want them dying for no good purpose," Van said.

      Alexa shot him a wry look. "I suppose not. We have them hit as a diversion then, and instruct them to peel off before too many get hurt, while we infiltrate the compound from different angles."

      "Not go in together?" Van asked.

      "If you bump into trouble, you're fast enough to get away. You're also the second diversion, as it were. I want you to go after the biggest target you can get. The head of their local operations."

      "I don't know if I actually wanted to start a war," Mortimer said.

      "You didn't. They did. You wanted to be the head of a local resistance effort, now you've got your chance," Alexa said.

      "Dear lady, if this succeeds I am going to see I get my Silibah off this world and her family as well. There is being an inconvenience, and there is truly becoming a thorn—and thorns get plucked out."

      "That solves a problem, if you're willing. I didn't know how we were going to get her off-world anyways. If we use Gideon for our extraction we don't have to," Alexa said.

      "This is a lot of trouble and a lot of danger we're not getting paid for. You sure you want to do this?" Van asked.

      Alexa rubbed her eyes. "Essence. We know they have supplies for what they did to those creatures. Where else would they keep them? Valuable to us, valuable for resale. We rob them blind too, and if we can set a few murderous beasts loose in the compound while we do so, all the better."

      "I wouldn't know what is valuable," Van said.

      "But I would. I'll pick out what we're keeping and have Gideon land while their forces are distracted by our hired help. I'll then extract Silibah. You will make enough noise to draw some serious attention to you."

      "When they show up, the CMC is going to shoot at them, because that is what they do," Van said.

      "And we let our threats tear each other apart while we escape to somewhere more scenic. Silibah will be with us." She told Mortimer, "If you want to join her, you'll need to be on our ship when it lifts."

      "Nothing would give me greater pleasure, dear lady. I cannot thank you enough for this, for helping. I know it would be easiest for you to pretend that none of this had happened," Mortimer said.

      "We'll get her out, we'll make them pay, and we'll turn a profit doing it," Alexa said.

      That was optimistic.
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      Full-on war between the Empire and the Dynasty has never occurred. Both are wracked by internal power struggles and while these occasionally escalate, the royal families on both sides find it in their best interest to keep them contained.

      

      They were in orbit. Fortunately, Gideon didn't object to a risky plan as long as he was getting paid, and if there was anything this plan had a lot of, it was risk.

      The compound was in the middle of the desert, which was good,—it made things nice and isolated. Up until now they hadn't had a good idea of exactly what to expect.

      A central building was large with multiple entrances and exits. Probably some sort of main administration. There were a number of small residential structures ranging from the relatively shabby to the ornate. One villa in particular stood apart in its own small fenced area, likely the home of the chief executive. Another building had a target range outside, perhaps the center of their military operators.

      On the outer edges of the complex and at the far end was the stables surrounded by animal pens.

      "Where they have the firing range is most likely where they are holding Silibah," Alexa said.

      Gideon joined them near the display. They were on the bridge, standing around a table with a holographic map.

      "They've an anti-air turret on the roof of the main building. We come in close, they could tear us apart," Gideon said.

      "You're the hot-shot pilot. Don't you have a way to deal with that?" Alexa asked.

      "Sure, I go down in an armored drop pod, take it out, and land the ship remotely."

      "Then do that."

      "You going to cover my costs?"

      "Mortimer will. Got more than one drop pod? Can you send all three of us in?"

      Gideon nodded. "If Mortimer is paying, I can get us all down there."

      Van said, "Then you'll insert on top of that central building. I'll go in near that manor."

      Alexa said, "I'll drop near the building with the animal pens. That's near the northern edge of the encampment anyways. I'll steal what we need and then go grab Silibah. Have the forces Mortimer hired attack from the south. It will draw most of the defenses that way and give us the best chance to keep the ship clear."

      "Sounds like a plan," Van said.

      There was a lot that could go wrong. This entire thing was a hastily put-together plan against a superior position. Yet, if all went well, they'd save a friend and be away before the consequences could find them.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Two hours later and Van was scrunching himself into a drop pod in the ship's hold. He had prepared as much as possible, wearing his new and upgraded armor with enhanced scorpion chitin plates. Van's pistols were loaded with mostly standard ammunition, but he had a lot of it. There was also a shotgun on his back with a good number of explosive rounds that should be able to deliver excessive power up close even without essence.

      All three of them had eaten spirit fruit, loading up their essences with as much power as they could hold. Enough that it made Van's aura tingle uncomfortably, burning from holding so much more than was natural.

      Gideon barely fit in his pod and didn't seem to be going into the fight armed with anything more than his fists. In contrast, the pod was massive around Alexa, who had a sword on her hip and was dressed completely in black.

      They all nodded to each other.

      Van's pod door slid shut and beeped, his ears popping as the interior filled with pressurized gasses that obscured his vision in a wash of blue. Van didn't understand the science of how these pods worked, but he didn't need to.

      There was only the gentlest of nudges as the pod launched.

      Without any tactical displays or announcements he had no idea how his flight was going. This really was a crude way to make a planetary landing. The air grew heated as the pod entered the atmosphere.

      It felt like an eternity before he finally felt the violent jolt of the pod making impact with the ground. Metal groaned and shook all around him, and there was the hiss of escaping gas.

      Van got hit four times just getting out of the pod, all head shots that rattled his helmet. The helmet was earning its keep, not just keeping his head from taking the bullets but highlighting the snipers in the tactical display.

      He'd landed on target in the garden of the manor, all in all almost exactly where he was supposed to be. Both snipers were on the roof. It was out of range of his pistols unless he threw some essence into the shots and Van wasn't willing to do that, not yet. There was a long fight ahead of him. If those snipers wanted a further piece of him they could have it up close.

      Van ran for the nearest window of the manor. The doors were likely locked anyways, and he didn't know what defenses might be in place.

      No need to waste a bullet on the glass—Van dove through shoulder-first. The glass shards were sharp, but through his armor he didn't even feel them. The interior was dark and his tactical display was already lighting it up. Two targets, one behind a countertop, another in a corner and behind the door waiting to open fire on someone entering.

      Van put one in the leg of the figure near the door, but not before the one behind the counter put two in Van's chest. They bullets drove him back. Even through the armor he could feel the sting. Piercer rounds. Van knew from experience the scorpion plates could take a direct hit from those, but there were gaps in his armor. While his evolved flesh might resist a normal bullet, piercers would hurt him.

      Van storm flashed to the other side of the counter where the man had already taken cover. Armored chest, nothing on his hands. Van put a bullet through his gun hand.

      That would keep him out of the rest of the fight.
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      "The deadliest blow you will ever strike is the one that takes an enemy from behind." Reflections on Power.

      

      Van cautiously made his way upstairs. With his senses going he could feel others in the house, one with some essence.

      At the top of the stairs he was ambushed again. Shooters from two different doorways. Seeker rounds mixed with piercers, they must be, and targeted at seams in his armor. One took him in the leg and the other grazed his gun arm.

      These must be the snipers from the roof come down. Well-armed, good, they'd already made their very best effort to kill him once. Van focused his mind and fired two rounds through the doorways.

      There was the faintest ring as they ricocheted and simultaneous grunts of pain a moment later. He followed up those first two shots with two more that dropped both figures.

      The first doorway was a bathroom, empty, the second was a bedroom. The sheets were unmade and the bed was empty. Nobody under the bed, in the wardrobe, or in the closet.

      Van could feel life nearby and he made his way back out into the hall and kept looking. The last door was an office with a large and carefully carved desk, and a library of well-bound books filling the walls.

      It was the last room of the hall and there was still nobody. Yet, still Van could sense the life energies nearby.

      "I know you're there," Van called out. "I can sense you."

      A voice came from a set of speakers on the desk. "But you can't get to me. I'm secure behind three feet of infused steel and whatever you're packing it isn't big enough."

      Van paced the room, trying to get a better feel for what was going on. The one life sign he was detecting was somewhere behind the bookcase. The shelves didn't have any hinges that he could see. It must be some sort of safe room, built to protect the executive in the case of someone doing just what he was doing.

      The voice called, "You're the one that hit the train. Killed our bugs. You've managed to be quite the minor inconvenience. We'll kill the girl for this."

      Van and the others all had comms on them, just in case. They were there for emergencies and this qualified as one.

      Vann hit his and called, "Executive has locked himself away in some kind of safe room. I don't think I can get to him. He probably still has an outside line and has threatened to kill Silibah."

      Alexa said breathlessly, "I've been busy. Someone let the monkeys lose. They pack a punch, but I can divert if needed. Can either of you reach her?"

      "Ship is landed. I can go get her, but I don't know her," Gideon said.

      "I'll head there as well. I haven't made any real noise yet," Van said.

      "Don't do it too close to the jail. We want her alive," Alexa said.

      It would help to draw every bit of force that he could now. Especially if he was going to go all Red Death on the way.

      Van called to the voice, "Did you hear that? I'm going to get her and there is nothing you can do to stop me."

      "We'll see about that. You're good, but we have an army."

      Van was actually counting on it.

      Things were still quiet as Van made his way back downstairs. One of the figures he'd disabled earlier took another shot at him. This time Van aimed for the head.

      While he was trying to avoid killing people, if they kept coming for him he wasn't going to feel any guilt about it. Getting shot once was your invitation to sit the rest of the battle out and collect hazard pay from your employer.

      From the distance in the compound Van could hear the sounds of gunfire. The others weren't having an easy time of it. A fire was burning atop the roof of the central structure. That must be the remains of the anti-aircraft turret.

      Van brought up the image of where he needed to go and headed in that direction. He could sense them before he saw them—a line of men lying low behind a nearby wall.

      Van's tactical sensor flashed a warning and highlighted two hidden gun emplacements there too. Those were military weapons meant to chew apart an army on a battlefield. It was flattering in a way, and proof he really must have pissed the executive off to have this much of the compound's forces diverted just at Van.

      Van's moment of hesitation while he studied the wall must have been enough to let those behind it know he'd figured out the ambush. Both turrets opened up. Van was fast—and in a flash he might be faster than a bullet—but his reaction was a fraction slow and he took a dozen bullets as the turrets opened up. The armor plating stopped most of them. They weren't carefully aimed, and they weren't piercing rounds. Even so, enough sustained fire like this would take him down. Van storm flashed to the wall and with a leap threw himself over it.

      Van was already channeling power to the storm inside of him, and now he started to unleash it.

      A fiery blast from his gun hit one of the cannons and knocked it aside. Another caught a surprised-looking mercenary at close range in the face as they moved in to knife him.

      The world exploded in red.

      Van storm flashed, never staying in the same place for more than a few seconds. Even so he got shot, but even where they penetrated his armor they still hit with only enough force to leave his evolved body bruised and not broken.

      Fires lit up the night sky.

      It was over before he fully realized what was happened. There had been twenty men behind the wall. Now there was nothing but smoldering corpses, and most of those barely held together.

      Van heard slow clapping from behind him. Turning he saw a sight that didn't belong on the battlefield. The girl looked to be around eighteen, immaculately dressed in white robes, and with a carved archer's bow of white wood on her back.
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      "The fighting does not end once you ascend. The fights simply begin to matter." Kang Su, Divine Warden of the Twelfth Wall

      

      Van turned to face the bow-wielding woman. There was power coming off her, power that felt equivalent to his.

      "And who are you? You don't look like a mercenary," Van said.

      The woman bowed. "I am not. Maya Aldesta, Order of the Divine Bow. By the laws of the nine paths I challenge you to lawful combat. Defeat me and the Order shall offer you sanctuary and instruction for three months. Fail, and I shall take your life."

      That was a heck of an offer to be coming out of nowhere.

      "Are you hunting the bounty? You got here fast," Van said.

      "Too fast to be hunting any bounty. I know who you are and knew where you could be found. You may refuse my challenge, but it is still my duty to fight you. I realize you just expended yourself. You may have some short time to prepare."

      Her words were careful, formal, and her accent strongly of the Dynasty.

      This was a strange situation and Van wondered if there were implications here he didn't understand.

      Van keyed his comm. "I'll be slow getting to Silibah. I've got a woman here challenging me to lawful combat by the laws of the nine paths."

      Alexa's voice came almost at once. She sounded even more winded than the last time. "What path, what is she offering, and how strong is she?"

      Maya was standing patiently, looking as if she had all the time in the world. Around them in the distance gunshots could still be heard, and the scent of smoldering bodies was filling the air.

      "Order of the Divine Bow. Sanctuary and instruction for a few months if I win. Death, if I lose. And I don't know ... similar to me, but I burned almost all the juice I had and the clock is ticking."

      Gideon said, "I've got Silibah and we're headed back to the ship, if that affects anything. Nice lady."

      "Run or fight. Your call. If it is a fair fight I can't interfere. If you do fight, speed is everything. The arts of divine bow are powerful but slow," Alexa said.

      That was that then.

      "Can you tell me how you found me? Why you are doing this?" Van asked.

      "I am doing this because my mistress bid me to. I have been watching you for days. I thought I had lost my chance when you went on the ship, but you came back," Maya said.

      Van could only think of one real reason for her to be here. Maya had been sent, and while it might have been her mistress that had given the order, he rather suspected the chain of events had started with him waking up as a clone.

      It was even a challenge of a sort. Be strong enough, be good enough, and live on with the opportunity to grow yet stronger. Or run—and given his reputation, running was what the other version of himself might have done. Van wasn't inclined to.

      Yet, there were some lessons from his Prime that Van could take into account. Maya was a ranged weapon user, and was likely expecting him to engage her in that way. Unlike him, she also had extensive training with it—but against other bow-users.

      His guns might offer him some advantages, and they were fast. Until he had to reload.

      Speaking of which. Van loaded his pistols with all the piercer rounds he had. He didn't want to kill Maya unless he had to, and he didn't think normal bullets would even hurt her.

      "If we are going to do this, we should. There are powers approaching," Maya said.

      Drawn by his flare. The bounty hunters looking for the Red Death.

      "We are doing this. I accept your challenge," Van said.

      Maya dipped her head. "We go then. You are allowed to accept a yield, but it is not required. I can not. Should you kill me, my mistress Zayara Misal will welcome you at the monastery on the Moon of Daxos. Take her my bow as proof, and to return it home."

      Van bowed his head.

      Maya pulled the bow from her back.

      "Then we go. On the count of three," Maya said.

      "One ... two ... three."

      Van fired off several shots as he dove to the left.

      Maya hadn't fired her bow yet, the weapon drawn and an arrow notched, and she was standing absolutely still. "I am sheltered by the divine. It blesses me. It shelters me. In the light I stand."

      Alexa had once told Van that bow-users usually bound with wind for the speed. Maya wasn't moving at all. When his bullets struck her they rebounded off a shield of glowing white that had sprung up.

      Maya was still holding her bow back, an intense look of concentration on her face as the tip of the arrow began to radiate a white glow. The air around her was filled with light, as if a private sun was basking her in it.

      Not good.

      Maya released her arrow straight at Van. Van storm flashed, crossing the distance. The arrow didn't appear to deviate. It hadn't swerved course—it still looked as if it was aimed directly at him.

      Another flash and it was still coming, but closer.

      Van pushed essence into both guns and fired off his essence-charged shots. Two at the oncoming arrow, two at Maya.

      The rounds that caught the arrow detonated it, so close the explosion sent him tumbling back to crash against the wall.

      Van's armor was smoking and he felt like several of the plates had broken. One of his ribs might have as well.

      Maya for her part seemed unfazed by the shots he had fired her. Not a hair out of her place, her position almost that of a statue as she turned to face him, bow drawn again.

      "It did you proud to survive even a single arrow from the divine bow. You may rest knowing that you fought with honor," Maya said.

      The tip of her arrow had begun to glow again, this time building up even brighter than the first. Enough that Van could feel the power radiating from it.

      Van wouldn't survive another hit.

      Maya released the shot and Van flashed.

      Wherever Van went the arrow was coming straight at him. There was only one place in the world he needed to be more than anywhere else—right behind Maya.

      It burned through his essence as he executed several flashes towards getting behind her, the arrow growing closer every instant. The timing had to be just right. When he flashed to close behind her in the last instant, it brought the arrow against her shields.

      The explosion blasted Maya into Van and they went down together in a sprawl. It had been something he was expecting, and she hadn't. Maya was quickly trying to get away, shaking off the effects of the blast when he slammed a storm fist into the side of her head.

      Maya went limp.

      Van didn't know if being knocked unconsciousness counted as yielding or not. If he wanted to be sure, he could kill Maya, but he wasn't going to do that.

      Van took a moment to regain his breath before he got to his feet, throwing Maya over one shoulder and making sure he had her bow as well. Then he was running for Gideon's ship.
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      "Pity those without honor for they are without friends. The darkness is something none should face alone." General Kaia Seral, two weeks before the extermination of the Purple Moth Clan.

      

      Van awoke to the sound of chirping—several long beeps before Gideon's voice boomed through the Tiger's Leap.

      "We're just pulling into orbit now. If you want the first look at where we're headed, come on out to the dining room."

      Van rubbed at his eyes and got out of bed. The ship's stateroom was small and sparse. Gideon had claimed to have room for passengers, but they weren't exactly entertained in luxury.

      The room opened up into the central dining area, as did all the others. There was already a group around the table.

      Mortimer and Silibah were holding hands as they plucked pastries off a tray. They'd been enjoying the trip at least, treating the whole thing as a sort of vacation.

      Maya and Alexa were there as well, engaged in quiet conversation as they often had been. The viewscreens were open.

      Even from orbit Daxos was a strange-looking world. Not in the least because there was a giant snake coiled about the equator as if trying to choke the life out of the planet.

      "Is that ...?" Van asked.

      "Seaxa, the great serpent. Some say that she ate worlds until she came to Daxos and it was too rich even for her. Others say that it is her egg and she is keeping it warm," Maya said.

      "What does she say when you ask her?" Alexa asked.

      "I don't know. Nobody has ever survived to tell us. People try it, every few years."

      Another ship was in orbit with them. It looked like nothing so much as a wooden castle built on the back of a giant dove. Sensors flashed on the wall feeding in from the bridge. Dragons soared in the sky above the northern hemisphere, long and sinuous as they crossed the sky above the clouds.

      In the largest ocean there was what looked like an entire city built on the shell of a great turtle, slowly in motion.

      "Can we even land down there?" Van asked.

      "Visitors from the Empire are rare and mostly unwelcome. Still there are facilities and you are our guests. I have already given Gideon instructions," Maya said.

      It turns out that being knocked out in a fight did count as yielding. Maya had been subdued all the way back.

      Maya said, "Up until now we've seen only low power worlds. Daxos is the opposite. The nine paths each control parts of the lands below and are some of the most ancient arts in the Dynasty."

      This was why they'd come, accepting Maya's offer.

      It might let exactly the wrong people know where Van was, but Alexa was convinced that an offer of sanctuary was true. Whatever the risks, time on Daxos was too great an opportunity to pass up.

      Whatever it took to grow stronger, that was what they were going to do. There was power enough below to evolve them both several times over. If they could find it. If they could survive taking it.

      Van wouldn't let anything stop him. He was more convinced than ever now that the real Gun Sage was still alive. There could only be one ultimate master of the weapon, and Van knew that someday he'd meet his Prime face to face. On that day, the title was going to change hands.

      

      The End
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      Thank you if you have read this far, there is nothing an author loves more than when someone finishes one of their books. I'd been wanting to do a cultivation novel for awhile, I've done quite a few books with elements of that pursuit of power, but cultivation is something different.

      Whenever I do a book I often look for the angle I haven't seen out there before. In my Laboratory series I gave dungeon core novels their first science fiction twist. In Lair for Rent I gave them a new superhero dynamic.

      I've also always loved gun users in Final Fantasy games, there is something about the focus of that weapon in the fantasy setting that fascinates me. I hope you've enjoyed the results.

      Lately when I do a book that may have sequels I try to make a promise here, both to keep myself on track and to let you know what you’ll be getting if you go forward. Distinct paths and lessons for each type of gun, all with a very different flavor and dedicated training. Lots of very overpowered and intelligent foes that have to be overcome by cleverness and hard work. I really want to play with the cultivation in space theme more and see where that can go.

      Next on the writing plate is an urban fantasy novel I've been wanting to write for a long time, and then Lair for Rent is going to be getting a sequel.

      I write a lot of books, and among writers there is this very good advice that says focus. Always tell the same sorts of stories, always have the same kinds of setting. If you are a fan of mine you know I don't follow that advice. That is why it is so important that if you love something, please, leave a good review. If you really love it, a social media post in one of the groups doesn't just let other potential readers know about it, but me know about it too.

      What I write next is in no small part determined by how much love it gets. What I write completely new in the future is influenced by what people liked in the past.

      I'd love to take this story further, I hope I get to.

      Until then fight hard, grow stronger, evolve.

      Skyler Grant

      September, 2019
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