
        
            
                
            
        

    
  
    
      
        
        Copyrighted Material

      

        

      
        Deadland Drifter Copyright © 2020 by Variant Publications

      

        

      
        Book design and layout copyright © 2020 by JN Chaney

        This novel is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are either products of the author’s imagination or used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events, locales, or persons, living, dead, or undead, is entirely coincidental.

      

        

      
        All rights reserved.

      

        

      
        No part of this publication can be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, without permission in writing from JN Chaney.

      

      

      
        
        www.jnchaney.com

      

      

      
        
        https://www.ellleighclarke.com

      

      

      
        
        1st Edition

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Books in the Renegade Star Universe

          

        

      

    

    
      Renegade Star Series:

      Renegade Star

      Renegade Atlas

      Renegade Moon

      Renegade Lost

      Renegade Fleet

      Renegade Earth

      Renegade Dawn

      Renegade Children

      Renegade Union

      Renegade Empire

      Renegade Descent

      Renegade Rising

      Renegade Alliance

      Renegade Evolution

      Renegade War (Coming soon!)

      

      Standalones:

      Nameless

      The Constable

      The Constable Returns

      The Warrior Queen

      

      The Orion Colony Series with Jonathan Yanez:

      Orion Colony

      Orion Uncharted

      Orion Awakened

      Orion Protected

      

      The Last Reaper Series with Scott Moon:

      The Last Reaper

      Fear the Reaper

      Blade of the Reaper

      Wings of the Reaper

      Flight of the Reaper

      Wrath of the Reaper

      Will of the Reaper

      Descent of the Reaper

      Hunt of the Reaper

      Bastion of the Reaper

      

      The Fifth Column Series with Molly Lerma:

      The Fifth Column

      The Solaras Initiative

      The Forlorn Hope

      Final Battlefield (Coming soon!)

      

      Resonant Son Series with Christopher Hopper:

      Resonant Son

      Resonant Abyss

      

      The Galactic Law Series with James S. Aaron:

      Galactic Law

      Galactic Judge

      Galactic Jury

      Galactic Executioner (Coming soon!)

      

      Deadland Drifter Series with Ell Leigh Clarke:

      Deadland Drifter

      Deadland Wanderer (Coming Soon!)

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Stay Up To Date

          

        

      

    

    
      Join the conversation and get updates on new and upcoming releases in the Facebook group called “JN Chaney’s Renegade Readers.” This is a hotspot where readers come together and share their lives and interests, discuss the series, and speak directly to J.N. Chaney and his co-authors.

      
        
        Join the Facebook Group

      

      

      He also post updates, official art, and other awesome stuff on his website and you can also follow him on Instagram, Facebook, and Twitter.

      For email updates about new releases, as well as exclusive promotions, visit his website and sign up for the VIP mailing list. Head there now to receive a free copy of The Other Side of Nowhere.

      
        
          
            [image: Free book]
          
        

      

      
        
        Click Here

      

      

      Enjoying the series? Help others discover the Deadland Drifter series by leaving a review on Amazon.

    

  



    
      Deadland Drifter

      



    




Book 1 in the Deadland Drifter Series

    

    




      
        J.N. Chaney

        Ell Leigh Clarke

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Book Description

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Deadland Drifter

        Deadland Drifter #1

      

      

      

      When a dental appointment goes sideways, former Union Operative Jack Burner wakes to find himself drugged, and imprisoned.

      

      And he's given a choice: assassinate an Admiral... or allow himself to be killed.

      

      With no other option, Jack reluctantly accepts the mission, only to find himself being trailed by a mysterious blonde woman... and she may or may not want him dead.

      

      As if dealing with a terrorist group wasn't enough.

      

      With the fate of the Admiral and thousands of lives on hanging in the balance, Jack stands in the middle of an event that could ignite a war on the edge of the Deadlands and Union Space.

      

      Despite his exceptional abilities, training, and tenancy, even Jack has little to no chance of preventing this particular powder keg from exploding.

      

      He's going to need a miracle.

    

  


  
    Contents


    
    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

      
        Chapter 21

      

      
        Chapter 22

      

      
        Chapter 23

      

      
        Chapter 24

      

      
        Chapter 25

      

      
        Chapter 26

      

      
        Chapter 27

      

      
        Chapter 28

      

      
        Chapter 29

      

      
        Chapter 30

      

      
        Chapter 31

      

      
        Chapter 32

      

      
        Chapter 33

      

      
        Chapter 34

      

      
        Chapter 35

      

      
        Chapter 36

      

      
        Chapter 37

      

      
        Epilogue

      

    

    
      
        Renegade Star Universe

      

      
        Get a Free Book

      

      
        About The Authors

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            1

          

          Tooth-30 Dental Practice, Firstlanding, Zanpus C145, the Deadlands
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      Jack Burner sat in the waiting room, eyes fixed on a broadcasting holo screen, pretending to be interested in the mindless drivel that passed for entertainment. He was certain it was mostly used to keep patients from noticing just how uncomfortable their surroundings actually were. Uniform seats were arranged in neat rows, upholstered in faux padding to make them appear more comfortable than the cheap metal chairs they were. An overly bright light illuminated sterile tile floors and white walls. A waft of stale coffee and cleaning product assaulted his nostrils.

      He kept his gaze pointed at the screen to avoid tipping anyone off that he was actually taking in every minute detail of his surroundings. It was a habit he had cultivated over the many years when his survival depended on his ability to notice, connect, and synthesize the intel he collected.

      Nothing stood out as unusual for this independent dental practice.

      Not that there were all that many out here in the Deadlands, even on a planet this close to Union territory. The Union liked to make claims on frontier space, but C145 was Deadlands through and through, and most of the people who chose to settle here did it specifically to stay out of the way of the military. Union military, at least. C145 had plenty of its own Security to protect it from Ravagers who dared to get close—important for a planet that had grown into a “center of civilization.” Sarkonians hadn’t bothered with Zanpus, but only because it held no value for them.

      Tooth-30 Dentistry was in Firstlanding, the largest city on C145, built from the planet’s first colony. It had decent reviews on the gal-net and was the only practice Burner had found that had been willing to squeeze him in for an emergency appointment. As a rule, Burner avoided all manner of doctors, including dentists, when he could. They created records, and records went against his policy of being a ghost without a trail. The dull ache in the bottom-right of his mouth warranted an exception though.

      “Mr. Lian?” The receptionist held up a small data pad. “Would you mind providing some information?”

      Burner stood up and approached the reception counter. Frank Lian was one of his aliases, an alternate identity he had spent considerable time constructing a history for. If the dentistry decided to run a check on him, they’d find a good credit record, a solid employment history in construction, and medical records with enough accurate information to prevent any accidents during treatment. Frank even had a presence on the gal-net to give life to the persona.

      The receptionist, whose name tag read “Melinda” in sparkling pink lettering, smiled brightly at him as he took the pad. It was the perfect, all-white smile you only see in holo vids and in dentist’s offices. At first glance she appeared to be in her early 20s, but the faintest lines at the corner of her eyes belied that story. She was attractive, if trying a little too hard with the excessive make-up and jewelry. A tan line on her ring finger pointed to a recent divorce, so it was no surprise she was looking to feel desirable.

      Burner tapped the relevant information into the data pad: Frank’s Union ID Number, current address, and emergency contact information (a contact who would turn out to be another of Burner’s aliases) and handed it back to her. It almost slipped from Melinda’s fingers, and she fumbled with it for a moment before catching it.

      She chuckled, a light laugh that was meant to come across as flirty. “Sorry. I’m clumsy today.”

      Burner watched with mild interest. He noticed that something about him was flustering her. Her eyes were fixed on him, her breathing wasn’t steady, and her smile seemed more plastered on than real. He reminded himself that she was a recent divorcee, and he considered himself a reasonably good-looking man, with a body brought into peak physical condition by the military. It wouldn’t be the first time a woman acted strangely because she was attracted to him.

      Melinda quickly regained her composure as she typed a few things into the console in front of her. “And how will you be paying for everything today? Do you have insurance?”

      Burner shook his head then tapped his pocket. “I’ll pay up front. Just tell me what the cost of the procedure is going to be.”

      There was a crashing noise from the back office that caused her to jump. “I should go check on the doctor. Excuse me.”

      Burner returned to his seat and did his best to mind his own business, but the part of his brain that was always reading people could not be turned off. In the seat in the far corner of the room, a woman who was here with her son had a small twitch in her right eye and some discoloration on her bottom lip. Those were signs of heavy use of Terrinprol, a drug that was popular among the locals for the high levels of energy it provided, though at the cost of being highly addictive. Near the front doors, a dental assistant in a pink smock and an anesthesiologist were discussing work schedules. Their body language, the way their eyes kept catching each other’s and their lips tugged up at the corners, pointed to a romantic involvement. The distance they carefully kept between them and the way they kept their arms in front of them told Burner that the relationship was a secret from the rest of the office.

      He sometimes felt nosy, like he was invading facets of people’s private lives without ever intending to. Every gesture, every glance, every small change in tone gave him leagues of information into that person. In his micro-expression training years ago, he was warned this skill would be like rifling through a person’s purse or browser history. The instructors warned of the ethical consideration of such a skill. But then came his operational days and thoughts of ethics gave way to the habits necessary for results. And survival.

      No doubt he would have seen even further into their lives if it wasn’t for the distracting ache in his mouth. It throbbed constantly like a steady drum, pulsing in tune to his heartbeat and demanding his attention. Burner was no stranger to pain, and of the various torments he had been subjected to over the course of his life, this particular instance would have hardly been worth mentioning if it wasn’t for the consistency of it. Plus it made drinking coffee unbearable, something which could not stand.

      On the screen, the sitcom ended and a news program started. In this case, “news” was code for propaganda pieces that exalted life free of the Union and how great free commerce was for the daily life of the planet’s citizens. Of course, it failed to mention megacorporations crowding out small business, the poverty rate among the old and infirm, or the dangers of living so close to Ravager territory.

      Burner detested Ravagers. Calling them pirates didn’t quite capture the savagery that made them feared the galaxy over. It wasn’t often that they left survivors, but on the rare occasions they did, the people told terrifying stories. Some of it didn’t bear repeating, but Burner had witnessed the aftermath firsthand. It wasn’t an experience he wanted to repeat either.

      In any case, the media painted the Union as the great evil, and while Burner didn’t disagree with all their positions, he thought they were being a tad dramatic.

      To prove a point about the Union brainwashing its own youth through oversaturated advertising, they played a common Union recruitment ad. The newscasters talked over scenes of strange planets with multicolored beaches, brand new starships with cutting edge technology, and attractive men and women in crisp uniforms standing in line saluting. All the typical things the Union military sold as being par for the course for those that sign up.

      Of course, it was all bullshit. Most of the planets you’d end up visiting were either populated enough to be worth supervising or too barren to care about. And while the inflated Union Military budget certainly allowed them to build new starships, only certain units got the best ships.

      If you were lucky, they sent you on covert missions. The clandestine kind that involved elite teams sent someplace to do the government’s bidding. A small smile played at the corner of Burner’s mouth but he tamped it down.

      As for the good-looking models they had stuffed into uniforms for the ad… well, that part was sometimes true, as Burner himself was proof of. But looks tended to fade fast for those the Union put into the thick of things, as scars from battle, hair loss from stress, and gauntness from addictions to painkillers and performance enhancers were all too common. Burner had been lucky in that regard. While he had his scars, none were on his face or hands where they would be noticeable. He still had a thick head of dark brown hair, which he had allowed to grow out a little now that he no longer had to conform to code, and he had managed to stave off any of the addictions that had claimed many of his peers.

      Except caffeine. Burner could hardly operate without a pot of coffee in the morning, and a couple of top-off cups during the day. The first thing he was going to do once his tooth had been dealt with was head over to the local coffee shop and partake in that life-giving elixir.

      It was another ten minutes before the receptionist came back out and called for him. “Mr. Lian, the doctor will see you now. Right this way.”

      Burner followed her down a narrow hall lined with posters showing the interior layout of the human mouth, various conditions that could affect the teeth, jaw, and tongue, and informationals from expensive tooth care manufacturers that detailed why their overpriced product was better than the competition. They passed a few treatment rooms where dental assistants were performing routine tasks, setting out tools, and giving instructions to floss that would surely go unheeded.

      Melinda kept stealing glances at Burner as they walked. It was as if she was trying not to stare at him but had a hard time not looking. He chose to ignore it; she wasn’t giving off any signs of hostility, so she was probably just trying to check him out without being too obvious.

      He was led into an office at the very end of the hall. There was a simple reclining patient chair in the center of the room complete with an attached overhead light and power station. A tray with a variety of sterile tools lay out, glinting in the harsh light. A row of cabinets and drawers covered the far wall with an inlaid sink, and a comfortable looking stool was tucked up beside the patient chair. Like with the hall, the walls were covered in posters, though these were more focused on simple dental hygiene practices and seemingly targeted at children and idiots.

      Melinda waited at the door while Burner took a seat in the treatment chair. “The doctor will be with you in just a moment.” She turned and walked away with short, quick steps.

      Burner passed the time while he waited running through this identity’s responses to common small talk. One of the more challenging aspects of maintaining a false identity was keeping all the details straight. Big things, such as employers, family, and religious beliefs were easy enough to remember, but the kinds of things that come up in small talk, such as hobbies, favorite sports teams, entertainment preferences could get muddled, particularly if you had as many aliases as Burner.

      Of course, he wasn’t expecting a full-scale interrogation from the dentist. However, it was important that he kept the little things consistent with his aliases, just in case anyone ever came by asking about him.

      The trick, Burner had discovered, was to keep things close to the truth. By sticking with similar variations of the truth he was unlikely to blank when pressed during casual conversation.

      The dentist came in with his face buried in a data pad. He was wearing a white lab coat and thick, silver spectacles that made him seem more like a lab technician than a doctor. “Hello, Mr. Lian. I’m Dr. Alan Suffolk. It says here you have tooth pain that you think is from a cavity?”

      Burner rubbed at the bottom of his jaw near the sensitive area. “That’s right, doc. Back tooth on the bottom right. Been bugging the crap out of me. Your office said you could squeeze me in for a filling.”

      “We’ll see what we can do.” He lowered the data pad and pulled the stool around to the side of the patient’s chair. He had gray hair that almost matched the silvered rim of his glasses and that was kept at a shaggy mess. It gave him a mad-scientist vibe. “Let’s see what we’re working with. Say ‘Ah.’”

      No small talk, no pleasantries, right to business. Burner could appreciate that. For a private practitioner, Dr. Suffolk had a large number of clients, as evidenced by the size and busyness of his waiting room. It probably served him to be as efficient as possible. If that meant Burner could get a filling without having to talk about the latest in celebrity gossip, all the better.

      Dr. Suffolk pushed a button on a small, mirror-like device that linked it to his data pad and used it to get a look inside Burner’s mouth. He scanned the back of the mouth for a while, running the mirror close to Burner’s affected tooth and alternating between glancing at the readouts on the pad and manually looking at what the mirror was reflecting. “There is some serious decay here, Frank. How long has it been since you last visited a dentist?”

      Burner answered honestly. “It has been a while. A long while.”

      The doctor gave a disappointed tsk. “Not good. You should be getting check-ups at least once a year. Especially for a big coffee drinker like yourself. Yes, I can tell by the stains on your teeth.”

      Burner didn’t want to tell the dentist that in many parts of the universe, forcing someone to open their mouth so you could jam pointy metal instruments into it was a popular and effective form of torture. Having been on both sides of that table, he wasn’t eager to volunteer himself for that treatment more than was necessary.

      Dr. Suffolk pulled away and scooted the stool back a few paces. “I’ve got some bad news, Mr. Lian. I’m afraid what I’m seeing is much worse than can be fixed with a simple filling. The cavity has gone down deep. You’re going to need a root canal.”

      Burner cursed himself for ignoring the discomfort for so long in hopes that it would go away. He,  of all people, should know that if you ignore a problem too long, it only festers. He rubbed at the bottom of his jaw. “When can I get that done?”

      The doctor tapped on his data pad a few times. “We could do it right now, if you want. I’ve got enough time in my schedule. It will require us putting you under a pretty strong local anesthesia. If you have other plans today, we can reschedule, but I highly recommend getting it done now. It’s only going to get worse. In fact, it could develop into an abscess, and believe me, those are no fun.”

      Considering all Burner had planned for the rest of the day was to grab a coffee and catch up on current events, it was as good a time as any. He nodded. “Let’s do it.”

      The doctor stepped out for a moment then returned with one of the dental assistants who helped him hook up the overhead lighting and a metal charging station for the dental tools to the chair’s power supply. He whispered something to her. She nodded and left, then she returned a few moments later with a syringe filled with a clear liquid. He took the syringe and scooted his stool back closer to the Burner’s chair.

      He hesitated. His gaze was fixed on the syringe, as if studying it.

      “You alright there, doc?”

      Dr. Suffolk shook his head as if waking himself from a daze. “Oh, yes. Long day. But don’t worry, I’ve done enough of these that I could perform a root canal in my sleep.”

      Burner forced a smile. “I believe you, but try not to fall asleep during the procedure, alright?”

      “I’ll do my best. Open wide.”

      Burner complied, then the doctor leaned in and stuck the needle into Burner’s lower gum. A cold sensation washed over him as the liquid from the syringe was forced into his tissue.

      Suffolk shifted back in his stool and let out a sigh. It was only then that Burner noticed the thin sheen of sweat on his forehead. Burner began to suspect that there was more to the doctor’s vacant stare than just tiredness, but he was having an oddly tough time placing it.

      Drugs? But he wasn’t showing any other symptoms, and his hands were steady when he was holding the needle.

      Anxiety? But about what? Like he had said, this was a pretty standard procedure, one that an experienced dentist should have no issues with.

      Dr. Suffolk rose from the stool. “It’ll take just a minute for the anesthesia to kick in and then we can get started.”

      Burner was beginning to have second thoughts. If the dentist was having issues, perhaps he should reschedule. He began to push himself up on his elbows to say so, but he was suddenly overcome with dizziness. Suffolk had said there would be some wooziness, but this seemed extreme. He felt as though if he got off the chair he would fall flat on his face.

      “Hey, doc, I think…” Whatever he was going to say was lost to him as his trail of thought evaporated.

      Something was wrong. Almost reflexively, his adrenaline kicked in to compensate, a response from years where a momentary lapse in alertness could be fatal. His mind cleared enough for him to recognize the sound of someone else entering the room. Everything was too blurred for him to make out faces, but the doctor and the newcomer were talking, rapidly. The doctor was upset about something, agitated. Panicked.

      Burner was in danger. Through the haze, that thought crystallized. He had become careless and missed the signs. The receptionist’s behavior. The dentist’s rushed examination. The lingering stare at the syringe.

      He needed to act. But his body was no longer responding. Consciousness was falling away from him fast as his adrenaline wore out. One of the figures came toward him as the world began to dim.

      And people wondered why he avoided the dentist.
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      Burner wasn’t sure how much time had passed before he awoke in an unfamiliar, darkened room. The human instinct here would be to panic, but one of the first things he had been trained to do was defeat that emotion, because panicking led to reacting, and reacting meant you were on the defensive.

      He still remembered his instructors drilling that lesson into him over and over again until he could repeat the lecture word for word. At the time, his experience had been with the Military Police, investigating crimes committed by and against members of the Union Military. For many of his peers that had meant tracking down deserters and looking into the occasional claim of sexual abuse. For Burner, though, it meant uncovering the corruption that had been running rampant among Union Officers. He had become so good at it that recruiters from Intelligence had reached out to him, offering to give him the chance to keep doing what he was doing, but on a larger scale. Special Ops.

      Those early days, in an unmarked Intelligence facility on an unnamed asteroid in a system that did not show up on many charts, came back to Burner now. He could remember the smell of scrubbed air, the room with the single table that he had been forced to sit and read the entire operations manual repeatedly, and the simulations in which he had experienced the many ways his mistakes could lead to gruesome ends. All to instill one lesson into him, the core of Special Ops philosophy:

      Assess. Plan. Act.

      Three seemingly simple steps with a whole lot of meaning to them—all to avoid the pitfalls purely reacting to a situation would likely fall into. The methodology had saved Burner’s hide on many occasions, just as he was confident it could now.

      Assess.

      What was the last thing he remembered? He had been at the dentist’s office, Tooth-30 in Firstlanding on the planet Zanpus C145. Dr. Alan Suffolk had told him that he needed a root canal and had injected a local anesthetic into his mouth to numb it for the process. But it had been more than that. Suffolk had been waiting for him and had injected him with something to knock him out.

      Burner ran through the known qualities of the drug to attempt to identify it. It had been a clear liquid while in the syringe. The area around the injection had been washed over with a cold sensation. Immediate symptoms were dizziness, followed by muddled thoughts, followed by loss of consciousness. It was fast acting, taking less than a minute to put even someone with Burner’s trained resistance down.

      The only drug Burner could think of that fit that bill was Omnium, a powerful sedative used mostly in the transporting of dangerous wildlife from planet to planet. At one point, it had also been used by the Union when transferring prisoners convicted of High Crimes, but it had a nasty habit of causing some prisoners to never wake up, which raised ethical concerns that even they couldn’t ignore. These days it was a highly restricted substance and carried a hefty fee on the black market. It also earned one a minimum six month stay in Union prison accommodations and wasn’t worth the risk of carrying it. This gave Burner another piece of information. His captors had money.

      What was the condition of his body? He tried to get up, but his legs buckled, still numb from whatever the Omnium had done to him. Sitting with his numb legs splayed out in front of him, Burner focused his attention inward to listen to his body’s aches and pains to learn if he was injured. It felt as though there was some bruising—not as if he had been worked over, but more likely that he had been handled roughly while being carried. Perhaps knocked into a wall or two. Nothing felt broken or out of place, though he couldn’t help but notice that the ache in his mouth was still present. If anything, it was worse than before. The least the dentist could have done if he was going to knock him out was fix his tooth.

      How far had he been moved? That was a tougher one, what with the unpredictability of the drug cruising around his system. He sifted carefully through his memories, trying to see if he had any flashes of waking up and being re-dosed, but there was nothing. It had been a single dose, and not a particularly large one. He couldn’t have been out for more than a few hours, less than a day for certain. And since it didn’t feel like he was currently on a starship, it would reason that he was still somewhere on C145.

      So, where was he? He hadn’t been on C145 for long, but he had a habit of studying up on a planet before spending time there. He was modestly familiar with the major civilization centers and landmarks. They had enough time to get him out of Firstlanding, but the next major city was a hundred kilometers away. From what little he could see through the darkness, he was in a well-constructed steel building, so it was unlikely he was out in the boonies where things would be made out of wood or concrete. Most likely he was still somewhere in Firstlanding, probably one of the lower levels where there were no windows that reached the sun and all lighting was artificial.

      The only bit of illumination was provided by a faint blue light coming from the wall opposite Burner. It didn’t reach far enough for him to see the walls on the other side of the room. The part it did reveal had no entrances, just solid steel. There was no furniture or anything he could use as a weapon. The room was quiet except for the faint whirl of recycled air being pushed into it. He couldn’t see them, but he knew from the sound that it came from a number of small, circular vents roughly the circumference of a thumb, too small for him to do anything with.

      Who had taken him, and why? Those were the big questions, and unfortunately the ones he had no answers for. He hadn’t been picked randomly, that much was clear from the behavior of the receptionist when he checked in with the name Frank Lian. And since Frank had never done anything to warrant any dangerous enemies, that meant his alias had been burned and his captors knew exactly who they had in custody.

      That ruled out human trafficking as a cause as well. There were much easier targets than a former Union Intelligence officer with Special Ops training. Plus, if Dr. Suffolk made a habit of kidnapping his patients to sell to traffickers, he doubted the practice would have been nearly as busy or well-reviewed. The nervousness Suffolk and the receptionist had shown told him that this was the first time they had done anything like this. Something they had been coerced into doing, threatened instead of bribed. Someone who does something awful because they are paid to doesn’t show the flicker of remorse Suffolk did when he gazed at that syringe. That’s what it was when he hesitated. Remorse.

      Money was a pretty common motivation for kidnappers, but neither Burner nor the Frank alias had anything notable there. Nothing worthwhile in the account, no wealthy employers, no friends or family with the kind of resources to make it worth the trouble. There was always the possibility that his captors thought that he had access to special expenditure accounts from his days in Intelligence—ones that he could draw on at his discretion. But that, like many rumors that made a career in the Union sound more appealing than the low-paying grind it actually was, was a complete myth. If he could assume his captors were intelligent, they would know that.

      It was possible that one of his former enemies from when he worked in Intelligence had finally caught up with him. He had crossed paths with many dangerous figures over the years. Warlords, corrupt politicians, double agents in the highest ranks of the Union Military. While many of them had wound up dead or behind bars, just as many had managed to use their money and influence to skirt through the Union’s legal system and come out the other side. The ever-present danger of one of them catching up with him was why Burner still operated under aliases today, years after his departure from the Union. Even for trivial things like going to the dentist.

      So unknown captors had taken him for unknown reasons, locked him up somewhere in the bowels of Firstlanding, and left him in a room with no furniture, no windows, and barely any light.

      Overall, not a lot to work with.

      Yet surprisingly, not the worst situation he had ever been in.

      This reminded him of one of his first missions in the Deadlands. He had been working undercover to infiltrate a prolific gang of Ravagers and find out who in the Union was leaking the routes of transport ships. It had gone well for a while, with Burner working his way into the good graces of the man in charge, a Ravager who went by the name One Eye, on account of having one eye. For all their cruelty, Ravagers weren’t a particularly creative bunch.

      It all went to hell in one of those ways that was completely beyond his control. One of the new boys was a Union deserter who recognized Burner from his time in the Military Police. Burner had been called into One Eye’s office one day, expecting to finally receive his invitation into the inner circle and learning at long last who his Union contact was, only to find the deserter standing there, looking smug, as a dozen weapons were pointed at him.

      The Ravagers had locked him in a room much like this one, though that one had been on some no-name planet in the middle of the Deadlands. They had bound his hands together and shackled his legs to a chain attached to the floor that didn’t let him move more than a frustrating amount of centimeters from the center of the room. His time there had been... unpleasant, to put it mildly. The Ravagers might be amateurs in the field of torture compared to the Union, but a consistent schedule of beatings will wear a man down nonetheless. Burner didn’t resist, he needed to act as though he was defeated and had given in if he were going to make them relax enough to make a mistake.

      His chance came when one of the boys decided they wanted to try using him like a pinata, so they unchained him from the floor with the intention of hanging him from the ceiling. Burner had learned a lot of things that day, such as how long it takes to strangle someone into unconsciousness with a short length of chain, and how to pilot a shuttle with your hands bound together.

      At least here he was unbound, which either meant his captors were horribly underestimating him, or they had planned to keep a good distance from him. Instinct told him it was the latter.

      Plan.

      There wasn’t much he could do while his body was still partially paralyzed, but the Omnium would have to work its way through his system eventually. He’d take a lap of the room, figure out where the exits were. Feel around the walls in the dark if he had to. Get a sense for how big the room was and figure out possible camera locations.

      And then he’d investigate the panel that was giving off that mild blue light.

      As if commanded by his thoughts, the panel suddenly lit up, its mild blue glow turning to a bright white. Burner had to shield his eyes. There was a bad habit among captives who had been locked in the dark for a long time to look straight up at the sky when they were freed, which caused many of them to have permanent damage to their sight. As much as Burner’s curiosity demanded he look at what was happening to the panel, he resisted, looking instead to the ceiling where the light was dimmer and waited for his eyes to properly adjust. Once he was sure he could look at the panel without losing his sight, he slowly lowered his gaze.

      The panel turned out to be a screen, built into the wall so seamlessly it was tough to pinpoint the exact spot the screen ended and the wall began. The screen was currently white and empty, with the exception of a single blinking black line. A text cursor.

      As Burner watched, words began to appear, letter-by-letter in place of the cursor.

      
        
        
        We have a mission for you.

      

        

      

      Burner glanced around, hoping to get a look at a camera now that the room was lit a little better, but he still came up empty. “Mission? Do you know who I am?” He already knew the answer, but the way his captors responded, if they responded at all, could tell him a lot.

      The cursor began to move again as more words appeared.

      
        
        
        Jack Burner. Formerly of Union Intelligence. Two medals for acts of heroism beyond the scope of duty and more than a dozen commendations. Now a drifter, doing whatever he pleases.

      

        

      

      The response gave Burner two vital pieces of information. First, his captors were definitely watching and listening to him. And second, they had access to classified Union intel. While Burner’s employment with Union Intelligence was a matter of record, the details of his time there were highly confidential, including his awards.

      “You know, there are easier ways to get my attention than drugging me and locking me in a dark room.”

      
        
        
        You will get on a ship and travel to Dobbulla UX8.

      

        

      

      Deep Union space. Burner would rather travel in an unarmed transport ship through the Deadlands.

      While Burner wasn’t technically a wanted man, and his departure from Union Intelligence was, on record, an honorable discharge, in actuality it had been, behind the scenes, a messy, destructive affair. He had embarrassed many in the leadership and earned himself the disdain of the entire agency. Apparently highlighting the corruption of the upper echelons of the institution wasn’t what was intended when he was given the “root out corruption” assignment. Since then, he and the Union had an unspoken agreement: he kept his head low on the outskirts of the Deadlands, and he didn’t have to worry about being hauled out of his bed in the middle of the night and dropped into some black site to never be seen again.

      “And what’s on UX8?”

      
        
        
        A weapon store called Hell’s Reach. You will find the owner and use the code phrase: “Rick sent me for a good time.” You will then be provided with a rifle.

      

        

      

      An assassination mission, then. “Look, I don’t know what you think you’ve heard about the work I do these days, but I’m not a gun for a hire.”

      The cursor continued to blink.

      Feeling was starting to come back to his legs, but he didn’t want his captors to know that. Not yet. “Not that I have any interest in doing it, but who’s the target?”

      A moment passed.

      
        
        
        You will receive further instructions nearer the time. If you do not comply, action will be taken.

      

        

      

      The cursor blinked away and was gone. The screen switched off again, plunging him back into darkness.

      That was all he was getting for now.

      The short conversation ended with a vague threat; not enough for Burner to deduce the identity of his captors, but his mind was already rushing to produce a profile.

      The operation was a complex one. Many moving pieces. Digging into his classified Union files, breaking aliases, setting up this whole facility for the purpose of communicating with him without revealing their faces, they all pointed to a mid-size or large cell, highly organized and intelligent with a degree of individual specializations.

      Military backgrounds. At least, whoever is calling the shots is military. The protocol of receiving the target later, preventing Burner from going rogue and sending a warning to the potential victim, was a dead giveaway.

      The setup here was highly sophisticated, but they wouldn’t have wanted to risk exposure by hiring an outside contractor, which meant they must have set it all up themselves.

      The target was probably a prominent individual—a politician or highly ranked military figure were the most likely candidates, but if his captors were motivated by money instead of cause, then influential business leaders were not off the table. It was someone with the kind of resources that made getting to them a problem if they were aware of a threat on their lives; hence, the level of secrecy.

      As to why they picked Burner, that much was clear. Part of it was certainly his skill set, particularly if they had access to his records and saw the kinds of things he was capable of. But Burner felt a more insidious reason underlying the obvious one: they needed a patsy. And who better and more believable than someone already on the Union’s shit list?

      Just as Burner was finishing drawing those conclusions and preparing his next move, his honed senses noticed ambient sounds around him. It took his conscious brain a few more seconds to figure out the cause: the recycled air was no longer being pumped into the room.

      Everything was very still, and for a moment Burner was worried that they might have decided he was too much trouble and to just suffocate him in here. Then the vents turned back on, no longer a faint whirl but a determined whistle. Instinctually, Burner knew that was not air they were pumping in this time.

      He scrambled to his feet. Despite still being unsteady, he managed to shift into an upright position and hobble toward the wall opposite the screen. It was still darkest there and the most likely place for the door. He held his breath as he stumbled toward it, trying not to inhale whatever toxin was flooding into the room.

      It couldn’t have been more than fifteen meters across the room, but in Burner’s debilitated state it felt like a kilometer. His lungs were burning by the time he reached the wall, demanding he take a breath. He pushed the impulse down as he felt for a door or a panel or any grooves that indicated the wall slid open.

      There was nothing. He had gambled on a direction and lost.

      His lungs wouldn’t be ignored any longer and he involuntarily sucked in a breath. A sickly sweet odor filled his nose and lungs. His body relaxed despite his mind fighting it, and he felt himself go limp. His body collided with the floor. Then Burner’s consciousness followed and submitted to blissful slumber.
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      Cypher let out a relieved sigh as the monitor showed Burner finally submit to the gas and collapse. His own body had tightened as he watched the former spy make a beeline for the door. If their captive had hit that wall just a bit to his left, he might have found it. He might have even been able to disable the lock and escape before the gas took him.

      Not that he would have posed an immediate danger. Cypher was smart enough to ensure his base of operations was far removed from where they had taken their new hitman. However, there was still the risk Burner might have returned after the gas cleared and done a more thorough sweep of the room, looking behind the panel the screen was connected to and using the receivers to figure out where they had been communicating from. Cypher would have had to abandon this base and their entire operation would have been stalled.

      That was the kind of risk you took working with a man like Jack Burner. All those skills that made him such a perfect candidate for a job like assassination also made him incredibly dangerous to the handler. That’s why Cypher had ordered that everyone keep their distance. At no point was anyone to be in the same geographical area, much less the same room, as Burner. Ever. He had read through Burner’s records—stories so outlandish that he would have believed he was reading cheap pulp fiction if it wasn’t for the official Union encoding on every page. While plenty of members of Cypher’s organization had military experience and could be counted on in a fight, he cringed when he tried to imagine what Burner would do if he ever got his hands on them.

      Without Cypher even having to give a command, the base flew into a flurry of activity as they proceeded on to the next phase of their plan. The level of structure here would make even the Union jealous. Calls were made. Cameras were brought online. An extraction team, fully geared, made their way from the ready room to the garage.

      As Cypher watched with pride as his men performed their tasks with speed and efficiency, he felt his second-in-command sidle up to him. “Is everything ready on your end, Killington?” he asked, without even looking up.

      Killington was the paragon of a modern Union soldier: tall, muscular, with short cut hair and a clean shave, and a jaw that seemed sturdy enough to smash rocks on. It seemed even ten years out of the service were not enough to take that from him, which was odd considering he had only served about six years before taking an early retirement. Only now were the first hints of age beginning to show on his chiseled features, cracks around his eyes and mouth and the first wisps of gray in his hair.

      It sometimes made Cypher feel older. He had once looked not too dissimilar from Killington, but his hair had gone gray long ago. Now it had begun to thin to the point where he had decided to shave the top of his head bald. He thought it lent him an air of gravitas, particularly when combined with a neatly trimmed salt and pepper beard and his tortoise shell glasses. He had learned long ago that appearances were everything, which is why he always kept his clothes pressed and clean even when he had to work in the dirt. Cypher would never show an ounce of weakness or give his men the slightest reason to question his authority.

      Killington’s face was carefully expressionless. “Everything will be as it needs to be. Assuming the information we have received is correct.”

      At a nearby console, a weasel faced man nearly jumped out of his seat. “What? Of course it’s correct! What are you implying?”

      Killington did not respond, he just turned to the smaller man and stared. The target of his stare shrunk down into the seat again, visibly shriveling.

      Cypher glared at Killington. “If you had a problem with the information Stack was giving, Killington, you could have voiced it earlier. We will not question it now.”

      His second in command gave a small shrug. “As you say, Cypher.”

      Stack muttered under his breath and sat up straighter in his seat. Like Killington, Stack had military experience, but you never would guess it from looking at him. Stack wasn’t particularly fit, or tall, or anything notable, really. Instead, he looked like the typical salaryman, the kind of faceless drone you could find working at one of a hundred small cubicles pushing numbers for an uncaring corporate entity until the day they died. He, like the rest of those gathered here, had chosen a different fate for himself.

      An alert on the console let them know that the extraction team had reached the garage and activated the elevator. Cypher noted that he would have to give a bonus to their tech guy for his fantastic work with this set up. Nothing happened anywhere on the base without one of the systems being alerted to it. With the hijacking software, the feed of any monitor could be changed to any camera, all with just a few taps. A sifting program dug through the news feeds of hundreds of planets in Union space for certain keywords and furnished them with notifications based on an algorithm that determined how critical the information was.

      Killington turned his attention back to the monitor that was currently showing Burner’s unconscious form sprawled across the hard floor. Readouts at the bottom of the screen showed the gas concentration in the room and Burner’s vital information. A program running in the background automatically adjusted the gas to keep Burner out without endangering his life. “He’s going to be a problem.”

      Cypher looked at the monitor, trying to see what Killington saw. “What do you mean?” he asked.

      The former soldier crossed his arms. “I could see his mind working while we were talking. Drawing conclusions, trying to figure us out. It’s what he was trained to do. I worry he’ll expose us before we can get him to do what we need him to do.”

      Stack twisted around in his chair. “He looked more like a deer caught in the headlights to me. I’d be more concerned that he’s going to just try and disappear once we cut him loose. I mean, that’s what I’d do if a group of scary guys kidnapped me and tried to send me on an assassination mission.”

      Killington frowned. “Well, you’re a coward.”

      The weasel-faced man shrugged. “I prefer to think of it as pragmatic. I know, I, for one, would hate to be caught in a room with this Burner guy. You read his files, too, didn’t you? He’d probably tear me apart before I could even draw a weapon.”

      The stony-faced Killington shifted uncomfortably. “Being forced to engage him directly would be… unfortunate. All the more reason it is concerning that he might deduce our identities.”

      Cypher couldn’t let doubt take hold in his organization. They had spent months narrowing down their candidates, cross-checking public records with Union files and psych evaluations to find someone who had both the right set of skills and the right personality type to do this job. The final decision hadn’t been close. Burner was a kilometer ahead of all the other possibilities.

      “He’s our man,” Cypher declared. His voice was commanding, steady, shutting down any further dissent. “He’ll go where we want. Once he’s there, our contingencies will kick in to make sure he goes through with the mission. We just need to stick with the plan. As long as we stick to the play book, it won’t matter what he can deduce. He’ll do what we need him to do.”

      His words were met with silent nods. There was a reason they were all here, working for him. A common mission, certainly, but their loyalty went beyond a just sharing a cause. They followed him, because he had the plans, the force of personality, and the willpower to see it all through. If he told them, with that level of certainty, that the plan would work, they would not question him. Even Stack, who was somewhat new to the organization, seemed to understand that.

      He had never let them down before.

      A low tone signaled an alert in Cypher’s ear com. One of his men in the field was sending a signal to him.

      “Go ahead,” he gruffed.

      The voice in his earpiece sounded as if the speaker had a mouthful of gravel. “We have the dentist. Waiting for your signal to proceed.”

      Cypher didn’t consider himself an evil person. He was simply a man with a mission, a cause he was willing to fight for. To die for, if necessary. In his mind that made him noble, a man that history would remember as a hero who had brought about change, while hopefully glossing over the kinds of things he had to do in order to make that happen.

      Sacrifices were inevitable. It was the cost of war, and this was a war, whether the Union was aware of it or not. “Clear to proceed.”

      There was a click as the connection was cut off.

      Everything was falling into place. Soon, the extraction team would reach Burner’s chamber and the former spy would be seemingly cut loose. Cypher knew Burner’s type, though, and he had no doubt that however much he might try to resist it, by the end of the day he would be on a ship to Dobbulla UX8. And after that, it would be too late for him to stop the chain of events they were setting into motion.

      Jack Burner would prove to be the ultimate weapon.
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          A city park, Firstlanding, Zanpus C145, the Deadlands
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      The beating of sunlight on his face, the boisterous sounds of a living city, the heavy foot traffic, the electronic beeping, the shouting intermingled with bits of music that grew louder as it got close and then faded into the background… the smell of grass and fresh air. Burner was outside.

      He opened his eyes, squinting against the light, and found he was lying on a park bench. With a groan he pulled himself to a seated position, shaking his head to try and clear his mind. He came face-to-face with an advertisement for a local legal firm promising fair compensation for accidental injuries.

      People walked past on the nearby sidewalk, occasionally casting a brief glance at him as they passed. He knew how he must look, waking up on that bench. Like a vagrant, a broke drifter, maybe even a down on his luck renegade. Certainly not the kind of person you would expect to find in the upper levels of a big city, where the sun shines down on the businesses and homes of the most affluent. They must be wondering where Security was right now and why they hadn’t dragged him away to the lower levels yet.

      There was something eerie about the sudden return to normalcy. He had been drugged, dragged into a dark hole somewhere, given orders by a faceless entity, knocked out again, and then left on a park bench in the middle of broad daylight. And yet despite all that, people just continued about their daily lives. The sun continued to shine, and lawyers continued to milk the suffering of others for extortionate amounts of credits.

      Assess.

      It was still daylight, which confirmed his suspicion that he could not have been moved particularly far. A glance at the closest street told him that he was just a block removed from the dentist’s office where he had been abducted this morning. Wherever he had been held could only be a few hours away.

      Additionally, his captors had managed to move him in broad daylight without being stopped by any civilians or Security. That meant they either looked official enough that no one gave them a second glance or intimidating enough that people would actively pretend to not see them. Either way, he’d be unlikely to find a witness able and willing to recall who dropped him off there.

      There was a possibility that one of the cameras on the street had picked up something, but he had the impression that whomever he was dealing with was too intelligent to make that kind of rookie mistake. He would wager that they either knew how to avoid the cameras or could mess with the feeds to ensure they didn’t show up.

      Burner had one lead he could follow, a place he knew his captors had been at least once where he could look for clues to their identity: Tooth-30 Dentistry. If Dr. Suffolk was still around, he had some explaining to do. And if he wasn’t, there was a possibility that his kidnappers had left something behind Burner could use.

      He got up from the bench and made his way to the nearest public restroom to clean himself up. It wouldn’t do him any good to get arrested for loitering before he found answers. He finger-combed his hair to make it look like he hadn’t just slept on a park bench for most of the afternoon and made an effort to straighten the creases in his shirt and pants. As he was rinsing his face with cold water, he noticed a dull throb at the back of his head. It was the start of what promised to be a truly terrible headache, perhaps a side effect from the drugs. One more inconvenience to deal with.

      When he felt he was somewhat presentable, he headed back out to the street and took the short stroll back to the dentist’s office. It was a mild day on the surface of the planet, so there was a lot of activity. Joggers running by at a brisk pace, couples strolling hand-in-hand in front of the park, and window shoppers taking a peek into every store that ran down the other side of the street. Nobody stood out as behaving unusually to Burner, and that, in itself, was strange.

      He would assume that whoever had kidnapped him would want to keep a set of eyes on him after he woke up to see how he reacted. Yet Burner couldn’t detect anyone following him, or really paying much attention to him at all. To be sure he performed some textbook counter-surveillance maneuvers, circling the street the Dentist’s office was on several times, making sudden turns down less busy streets, stopping in front of several shop windows, pretending to be interested in the store, to get a look behind him. He concluded that he wasn’t currently being followed.

      With that strange thought in his head, he finally took the straight path back to the dentist’s office. By the time he opened its front doors, his mild headache had developed into a splitting one, and the bright artificial lights inside did not help matters any. It felt like he had spent a night at a cheap dive bar getting plastered before passing out next to the toilet.

      He needed caffeine. That was the ticket to recovery. He made his way to the courtesy pot and poured himself a cup. It was old, stale, and lukewarm, but Burner still downed it like it was the secret to youth. Almost immediately, he began to feel better. The pain was still there, both in his head and in his tooth, but now he had the energy to block those out and focus.

      The office was nearly empty, as you might expect near closing hours. A janitor lazily pushed a broom through the waiting room, barely looking up at Burner as he passed, while the receptionist busied herself with several open screens on her desk. She was so engrossed in tapping away at whatever was on them that she didn’t seem to notice Burner’s presence. Otherwise, the front of the office was empty.

      It didn’t look like the kind of place that would have been the front for a kidnapping. There was a kind of age to all the furniture—wear in the seats, stains on the tables—that told him this office had been around for a while and hadn’t just been put together overnight for the sake of capturing Burner. The screen in the waiting room still played, right now in the middle of a reality show where a camera crew followed a so-called renegade on his barely legal missions. Burner had seen a few episodes when he was particularly bored, and he had come to the conclusion that half of it was staged and the other half was the kind of stuff an actual renegade wouldn’t waste their time with. At least not the ones Burner had encountered during his career.

      He took a look past the receptionist’s desk toward the hall lined with examination and dental operating rooms. The lights in the hall were out and all the doors were sealed shut without a hint of light peeking out from underneath them. The practice had already seen its last patients for the day, and it seemed unlikely that Dr. Suffolk was still around.

      Burner approached the receptionist’s desk and tapped on it to get Melinda’s attention.

      “Sorry the office is closed for the day, but if you’d like to make an appointment you can call—” She froze when she saw him. “Mr. Lian, hello again. The doctor isn’t here right now, is there something I can help with?”

      He rested his elbows on the desk and leaned in close, a gesture that could be intimate or intimidating depending on where you stood. “Does he usually leave you alone to close up?”

      She made a point to avoid looking him in the eye. “No, usually he’s the last one out. He must have had something pressing today, because he took off without saying a word. I didn’t even see him leave.”

      Burner backtracked through his mind to when he was being led down that hall to the room where he would be drugged. He had seen only one exit there, an emergency door, not the way you’d normally leave your office, even if you were in a rush. Perhaps he didn’t want to be seen leaving. Perhaps he took the emergency exit.

      Or more likely, whoever had taken him had not wanted to be seen leaving. Burner remembered the doctor arguing with someone in those moments before he had lost consciousness. It must have been one of the kidnappers, and that meant the doctor had seen at least one of their faces.

      And that made him a liability—ergo, he was in great danger, if he wasn’t already dead.

      Yet the receptionist had been left. Her nerves this morning suggested that she was at least vaguely aware that something was going on, though that might have just been a response to her boss’s behavior. Burner had seen it before, assistants and secretaries of people committing crimes who are suspicious of their employer’s behavior but choose not to ask any questions. They pretend to be blindsided when allegations come out, but their faces give away that it was simply the confirmation of their suspicions.

      If Dr. Suffolk had been acting nervous all day about an appointment with Frank Lian, seeming flustered while asking for constant reminders of the time, she might have been mirroring her employer’s nerves. Who knew what she thought was happening. A drug deal, perhaps? Or maybe a malpractice extortion?

      Either way, the kidnappers must have decided that she knew little enough that she wasn’t worth taking. Or little enough to take the risk and have her keep the practice running, which would avoid generating unnecessary suspicion. But perhaps she could tell Burner something about the dentist. The kidnappers had to have something on him to get him to cooperate. If they had relied solely on threats, he might have gone to Security and spoiled the whole thing. If Burner could figure out what leverage they had held over the doctor, he could be pointed in the right direction to find his captors.

      Burner pulled back to a more comfortable distance and leaned casually on the desk, acting like he was taking in the office for the first time. “This is a nice setup, for what’s practically in the middle of the Deadlands, anyway. How long has Dr. Suffolk practiced here?”

      Melinda relaxed, the conversation now going down a more familiar route. “Fourteen years. It’s his practice. Not a lot of qualified practitioners out here, even on the surface where people are more well-off. Too expensive to ship in supplies. The doctor figured the lack of competition would serve him, and he was right. We’re pretty much always booked solid.”

      Booked solid but they had managed to squeeze Burner in at a moment’s notice, he noted. “And how long have you worked here?”

      She thought for a moment. “Almost four years now.”

      “So you’d notice if there was something unusual going on, like if the doctor was acting strangely?”

      Her lips pressed together. “Why?”

      Burner raised his arms defensively. “His behavior this morning just struck me as odd, that’s all. I was actually a bit concerned about it. Didn’t know if he was even going to be able to hold that drill steady. I was curious if he’s always like that, or if he was just having an off day.”

      Melinda’s eyes narrowed distrustfully. “Dr. Suffolk is one of the best. He trained in one of the top schools in the Union, you know? Whatever you thought you saw this morning, I assure you, would not affect his ability to do his job.”

      The ache in Burner’s tooth pulsed as if to argue that point. “Maybe someone should check on him anyway, just to make sure he’s okay. Where does he live?”

      She folded her arms in front of her. “Sorry, we don’t give out the doctor’s home address to patients. I’m sure he’ll be back for office hours tomorrow morning. If you’re really so concerned, you can check on him then.”

      Burner knew that if he pushed his luck, there was a risk she would call Security. “You’re probably right. I may do that. Oh, one last thing before I go. I nearly forgot, the whole reason I came back in here in the first place. I think I left something in the operating room. A little digital drive. Must have fallen out of my pocket. It’s got some important information I need for work tonight, so I was really hoping it might have turned up.”

      Without taking her eyes off him, the receptionist reached under her desk and pulled out a small box. Lost and Found. She poked around the few items inside it. “Nothing that resembles a drive has been brought to me.”

      He did his best to look distressed at the news. “It’s really important. Think I can get a look real quick back in the treatment room?”

      Her frown showed what she thought about trusting this suspicious stranger to wander around one of their back rooms. “I’ll go take a look. You wait here.”

      She hit a button on one of her screens and they all locked up with whatever she had been working on turning to a security message. She got up and walked briskly down the hall.

      It was the reaction Burner had been hoping for. He glanced around quickly to make sure the janitor wasn’t around, before darting over to the other side of the desk.

      The receptionist’s screens were locked with a simple biometric sensor. In theory, the only way to unlock it would be with her fingerprint, but these things were never as secure as they were advertised to be. Her fingerprints were all over every surface on the desk. He took a piece of tape and carefully lifted a print from her coffee cup, then he pressed the tape against the scanner, pushing his own finger against the back so his body heat would activate it. The security message flashed twice before the screens returned to their previous state.

      Melinda had been in the process of sorting through mail, organizing all the office’s correspondence into separate folders for patients, suppliers, employees, and personal mail. Burner quickly scanned a list of the most recent messages, looking for anything that stood out as unusual, but none of the headings caught his attention. With the receptionist’s timing uncertain, he didn’t have time to read every one.

      Instead he quickly opened the first bill he could find, from a supplier named J. Goer’s Dental Surplus. At the top of the bill were three addresses: a shipping address for the supplies, which was this office, an address for the supplier where payments were due, and a billing address under the name Dr. Alan Suffolk. His home address.

      Burner memorized the street name and number and switched the screen back to locked mode. He had just returned to the other side of the desk when the receptionist came back. “Sorry, I didn’t find anything. It’s not here.”

      He pretended to be distraught by the news. “Oh, man, I’m going to be in so much trouble with my boss. I wonder where it could have gone. Well, thanks for looking.”

      With the receptionist casting a suspicious look at his back, Burner made his way out of the office and back into the late day sun. It was just beginning to set, giving the world an orangish cast. An entire day gone.

      When he had set out this morning, the day ahead of him had seemed so simple. Go to a dentist’s appointment, get a filling, drink some coffee, and catch up on the latest news in the area. Now he was tracking down leads on an assassination conspiracy that he had been chosen to be the triggerman for.

      If he had been a more rational man, maybe he would have left it alone. There were few people who had the skills to disappear the way he did. Within twenty-four hours, he could be off planet with a new identity, a new look, and a new destination far from Union space. He wasn’t Union Intelligence anymore; it wasn’t his job to put a stop to conspiracies and foil assassination plots. There was no obligation to pursue this matter one moment longer. Even the threat from the faceless abductor didn’t worry him much.

      And yet he knew he had no choice but to do just that. Curiosity, anger, and pride formed a dangerous combination within him that wouldn’t allow him to back down. His kidnappers would learn they had picked the wrong appointment to crash.

      He walked around the side of Tooth-30 Dentistry until he reached the emergency exit. The door was sealed closed and there was no noticeable damage to the doorjamb or hinges. That meant the alarm must have been disabled beforehand, perhaps by the dentist himself. Did he expect to leave with Burner’s captors, or had he been planning an escape?

      Burn marks on the pavement near the door had a pattern that Burner was familiar with. A vehicle had hovered here for a while, before suddenly kicking its engines in and taking off at high speed. It seemed less likely that the dentist had entered the vehicle voluntarily. Burner took a picture with his handset. Sometimes the pattern left by one vehicle’s engine was unique enough to identify it.

      He continued along the path behind the office until he found a parking pad shared by the businesses that populated this street. This late in the day most of the owners and employees of these businesses had already closed up shop and gone home, so only a couple of vehicles were currently in the spaces. One was an old clunker, and while just owning a vehicle as opposed to using public transportation was reserved for those with money, the success of the dental practice gave Burner the impression that Dr. Suffolk could afford something a bit better.

      The other was a newer model, not of any of the luxury brands but a decently regarded consumer model. That was more in the doctor’s price range.

      Hopefully, Dr. Suffolk didn’t mind him borrowing his vehicle for a little while. Considering he had drugged him and handed him over to kidnappers, it was the least he could do.

      The lock, like all the other systems in the vehicle, was fully electronic. Burner hit a few buttons on his handset and pressed it up against the vehicle’s door. The cracking program went to work identifying the vehicle’s unique ID and running that through the security algorithm for that specific model.

      Within fifteen seconds, there was a click that let him know that the door was open. He popped into the driver’s seat and used the handset again to start the engine. The handset had already saved this vehicle’s key, so it started up instantly.

      As the engine kicked into gear and the small civilian craft began to rise from the ground, Burner put the address he had memorized for Dr. Suffolk into the navigation panel. A prompt asked him if he wanted the autopilot to take him there and he accepted. He could use the spare moments to think.

      The vehicle pulled away from the parking pad just as the last vestiges of daylight clipped the horizon and night claimed the surface of the planet. Somewhere in the lower levels, where the sun never reached, there was a room that was always as black as night. A room where Burner had been kept so some unknown group could make demands of him.

      And he would make them pay for that.
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      Burner deactivated the autopilot as he neared Dr. Suffolk’s residence. The last thing he needed right now was for someone who recognized the vehicle to think he had stolen it and to bring Security down on him. He’d have a tough time explaining to Security that, yes, he had stolen it, but he was totally justified because he was tracking mysterious kidnappers and Dr. Suffolk might be dead already anyway.

      He found a parking pad a few blocks away from the house and gently set the vehicle down. Just because it wasn’t his was no reason to be rough with it.

      The trick to blending in depended on the location. For big urban areas it meant walking with purpose, eyes ahead, and a hurried stride like you had an important place to be. For slums and low-level ghettos, you wanted to keep your head down, keep your arms tucked in tight, and avoid eye contact with anyone else. In a suburban setting like the one Burner currently found himself in, the best tactic was to walk at a casual pace, unhurried, like you belonged and were just out for a casual stroll.

      So despite the sense of urgency currently pressing Burner to get to Dr. Suffolk’s and find some answers, he forced himself to keep an easy pace the few blocks toward the address. At this time of night, the locals were likely to be suspicious of any strangers walking down their street, so it was important that he not seem out of place.

      He finally arrived at Dr. Suffolk’s, a modest sized dwelling crammed between two other similarly sized dwellings on a street filled with middle class residences. The whole neighborhood looked like someone had drawn the concept of what the most basic house should look like then used a copy and paste function to duplicate it in straight rows several dozen times. The only way to tell them apart, besides the occasional window décor, was by the numbers printed on the side of each door.

      Burner took the two steps up to the front door and knocked. He didn’t know whether Dr. Suffolk lived alone or with family. If no one answered the door, he knew ways to break in that shouldn’t attract the attention of any nosy neighbors.

      A light came on at the front of the house, and a moment later the door opened. An older woman, perhaps a few years younger than the doctor but with hair just as silver, stood framed in the doorway. She adjusted her thick spectacles to get a better look at her visitor. “Can I help you?”

      Burner put on his most disarming smile. Not too wide or forceful, which gives you the impression of a salesman or, in some cases, a mugger. Not too bright like you’re laughing at a joke they are not privy to, possibly at their expense. It’s a casual smile, a smile that says “I’m happy to see you,” without making any assertions as to why. “Yeah, sorry to bother you so late. Is Alan home?”

      She blinked a few times like she needed a moment to understand the question. “Oh, no, he’s not here right now. Sometimes he works late. I’m his wife, I can take a message for you.”

      He dismissed the notion with a casual wave. “No, it’s not a big deal. I just got in from off-planet and thought I’d look him up. I’d have done it at a more reasonable time, but I’ll only be in the city for a few hours tonight. I’ll be back in a couple weeks, I’ll come check up then. Hey, just curious, Mrs. Suffolk, do you know who I am?”

      Mrs. Suffolk shook her head. “No, should I?”

      Burner gave a light chuckle. “Oh, no, I guess not. I was just wondering if Alan had ever mentioned ol’ Frank Lian to you. We go back a ways.”

      The woman gave him an apologetic smile. “Sorry, he hasn’t mentioned you. But he rarely talks about his old friends, so you shouldn’t be offended.”

      So whatever Dr. Suffolk had gotten tangled up in, he hadn’t mentioned it to his wife. Burner would have to be careful here. He wanted to get more information on the dentist from Mrs. Suffolk, but he had to do it in a way that didn’t put her in danger. Say the wrong thing, give her just a little too much information, and the kidnappers might decide to take her too.

      He took a casual glance over her shoulder to scan the front rooms of the house while he spoke. “How is Alan these days, anyway? I haven’t spoken to him in a while, but in our last messages he sounded worried about something. Is he alright?”

      Establish yourself as an old friend privy to private knowledge. Mention a nonspecific concern, such as the friend sounding worried. One of the easiest paths to learn the kind of trouble someone was in.

      It worked just as well on Mrs. Suffolk. “Oh, he had some trouble a little while back.” She leaned in conspiratorially. “Gambling debts. I told him, those transport pilots are no better than renegades. They’d swindle him for every last credit. But my husband’s always had a big head. He wouldn’t tell me just how much he owed.”

      She stepped back suddenly, as if realizing she may have said too much. “Oh, but that’s all in the past now, though. He’s been much more positive lately. Said that those debts weren’t a problem anymore.”

      Burner gave a polite smile. “Well, that’s good to hear. He had me a bit worried for him. Well, I’ll let you get back to your evening. When you see Alan again, tell him I stopped by.”

      Poor woman would probably never see her husband again, but there was no way to warn her about that without putting her in danger, so Burner kept his smile plastered until he was safely down the front steps and on the sidewalk.

      Dr. Suffolk had gambling debts, substantial ones from the sound of things. That was probably what flagged him to the kidnappers in the first place. The two easiest sources of leverage are money and sex. Burner had seen it a million times: an otherwise law abiding citizen with a problem debt is approached by someone who promises that for a small favor they will make that debt go away, with the implied threat that if they refused, the debt would be called in and they stood to lose everything. Any rational person would take that deal. There was no holding it against Dr. Suffolk.

      But how would they have communicated? Dr. Suffolk had met at least one in person, the man he had been arguing with at the office. But they wouldn’t have wanted to be identifiable by either his receptionist or his wife, so the first approach would not have been made at either his home or the office. Somewhere close to home, though, to make him feel more vulnerable, a reminder of what he stood to lose if he refused.

      There were a number of cameras on the street. Maybe one of them had picked up something? But that would mean getting in touch with Security and putting in a request to review their footage. His kidnappers might be watching the Security stations, waiting to see if he went for help, and have a contingency in place if he did. Also, if he told Security he needed the footage because Dr. Suffolk was missing, they were bound to make him the first suspect. That was just how they operated.

      He stood on the sidewalk contemplating his next move when out of the corner of his eye he noticed movement on the otherwise still street. When he turned his attention to it, he noticed it was the twitching of a curtain. A nosy neighbor keeping an eye on him.

      Normally, those kinds of people frustrated him, getting into other people’s business and generally making it tougher for him to blend in. But sometimes they had their uses. Perhaps this one had seen something happen to Dr. Suffolk.

      He crossed the road and approached the peeper’s house. The lights in the house all went off as he reached the front steps. Undeterred, he climbed the two steps and knocked solidly on the door.

      No answer. He knocked again.

      The curtain twitched. He sighed. “Look, I know you’re in there. I can see you watching me. So why don’t you save us both a little time and come answer the door. I just have a couple of questions.”

      A few moments passed, and Burner was beginning to wonder if he was going to need to try a more aggressive approach, when he heard the sounds of locks being undone. Quite a few locks. The door cracked open just a hair.

      Burner peered inside and saw an old woman, hunched and shrunken with age, with the kind of gnarled snarl that only a properly wrinkled face could have. “What’dya want?”

      He tried on his disarming smile. “Sorry to bother you, but I saw you watching me from the road, and—“

      “What of it?” the old woman barked. “I’m free to look out my own window, ain’t I? What’dya doin’ out on my street that ya don’t want anyone to see, eh? Ya up to no good? Do ya even live about here?”

      His attempt at charm failing, Burner opted to meet her glare with his own. “Look, I don’t care if you were watching me, but I was wondering what else you might have seen. Particularly concerning one of your neighbors, Dr. Suffolk.”

      The old woman growled. “Don’t you be gettin’ me started on Alan Suffolk. He always takes his trash out to the curb at six, when the community rules state, clear’s day, no earlier than eight. And that wife o’ his, always—”

      He cut off her tirade. “Have you seen anything unusual involving him in the past few days?”

      Her face scrunched, her mind racing to find something relevant to complain about. “No, nothin’ too strange. Well, there was one thing. This mornin’, I saw one fella get into that vehicle o’ his, that loud monster that wakes the rest o’ us up from our beauty sleep? Anyway, I see this fella get in, not anyone I’ve ever seen drive around with him. Few minutes later, Suffolk got into the vehicle as well and took off. Thought it was odd, this fella getting in without Suffolk even openin’ the door for ’em. But they took off together, so I figured he musta been givin’ a key or somethin’.”

      “This man, did he get into the front or back seat?”

      She thought for a moment. “Back, I think. Mighty odd.”

      Burner thanked the woman for her time and said goodbye, to which he got a slammed door in reply. He then strode down the road while his mind put everything together.

      So one of the kidnappers was waiting for Dr. Suffolk in his vehicle this morning, he thought to himself. Hiding in his backseat until, when? He could have revealed himself right away, but then Dr. Suffolk might have caused a scene right in the middle of a residential neighborhood. No, it was better to wait until they were at the end of the journey, less time for Dr. Suffolk to freak out and do something stupid. A gun would suddenly have been pointed at his head and he would have been told it was time for him to pay off his debts.

      The doctor wouldn’t have had any choice. Even if he tried to slip away when he reached the office, now that he realized what kind of favor they wanted from him, they still held his gambling debts over him. They could have taken his house. And it’s also hard to argue with a man with a gun. He would have been more worried about his own life than Burner’s.

      It also meant the good doctor was likely already dead in a ditch. Burner hadn’t seen a trace of him during his day’s investigation, and these kidnappers were clearly dangerous, and cautious enough to want to cover up all their tracks. Dr. Suffolk was dead the moment he tried to clear his gambling debts by making deals with a shady organization. It just took him a while to realize it.

      So, where did that leave Burner? His day’s investigation had told him a little about how the organization that kidnapped him operated, but it had yielded nothing to help him identify them. They were careful enough not to leave any witnesses or any clues as to their whereabouts. Burner couldn’t even figure out where the room he had been held was, though he knew it was within a few hours’ drive of the Dentist’s office.

      As far as he could figure, he had only two real options from here: leave it alone, disappear, and start with a new identity somewhere else, or head toward the kidnapper’s first objective for him and see what he could learn along the way. And since the first option wasn’t really an option at all, that only left one course of action. He needed to head to Dobulla UX8.

      First, he needed to book passage. He got back into the late dentist’s vehicle and plotted a course for Halliburn City Center.
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      His mission, as far as the instructions he had been given thus far went, was to go to Dobbulla UX8 and retrieve a weapon. While he knew what that weapon was for, those details were still forthcoming.

      Similarly, while tracking down the assholes who had drugged him and dragged his unconscious body around the city was decent enough motivation, Burner really didn’t want to go there. He’d chosen a life on the frontier for a reason: the threat of the Union kept the lawlessness at levels well below that of the rest of the Deadlands, but at the same time he could keep out of the Union’s way. That was the only guaranteed way to avoid catching the Union’s ire: staying far away from them.

      Even when he had been in Union Intelligence, Burner had doubts about the way the Union did things. They considered themselves to be absolute when it came to authority and justice. They had strict codes for how people in Union careers could behave, could perform tasks, and could educate themselves for advancement. They probably even had codes on how they took a shit, though Burner had never read that one specifically. It was a strict, no compromise code that didn’t allow any flexibility.

      And when things don’t bend, they just break. Corruption was commonplace among those with rank and power, as evidenced by Burner making his career-ending expose back in the day. Burner himself operated under his own personal code for his own missions. Even back then he was often instructed to ignore the rules that others were held to in order to complete his tasks, as otherwise they were impossible to complete. He didn’t know which was worse: the oppressiveness of Union authority on worlds controlled by them or their hypocrisy.

      He would have to keep his head down while in Union space. He had set that life behind, turned his back on that world, and he wanted to keep it that way.

      A tone on the navigation panel told him that he had arrived in Halliburn City Center. He found a free parking pad to set down in and promptly abandoned the late Dr. Suffolk’s vehicle. Sometime tomorrow, when the dentist doesn’t return home, his wife would report him missing and Security would eventually find it in this lot. They would do a scan to see how it had ended up there, but Burner had already carefully removed all traces of his person from the vehicle.

      Burner travelled on foot from there to the heart of the City Center, the most populated and busy part of the planet. Even now, in the early hours of the morning before the sun came up, the streets were crammed with locals, tourists, merchants, pilots, workers, mercenaries, and every kind of oddball you could imagine. The spaceport was here, and people would arrive on  the planet adjusted to all manner of day and night cycles. So the city accommodated them, with a wide selection of stores, restaurants, and hotels that never closed. Even with no sun the city was lit up like it was daytime, with an array of lights positioned on every street and over every storefront to bathe it all in a clear glow.

      The frontier was the closest thing to a Neutral Zone that existed these days, the kind of places where, in the old days, people would surrender their weapons to trade. That made places like C145 popular for business people on both sides of Union law. It was one of the few places merchants could meet with criminals, renegades could trade credits with Union officials, and pilots on opposite sides of a conflict could sit down and grab a drink together. It created a very odd and diverse mix of peoples and product. If there was anything rare and valuable you wanted, you were likely to either find it here, or find someone willing to acquire it for you. For a price. There were several such places like it, planet and space stations, along this stretch of space, but C145 was one of the liveliest.

      As Burner made his way through the crowd, he felt sorry to be leaving such a diverse and energetic planet for one crushed by the rules of Union authority. He never really felt at home anywhere, and had chosen to spend time on C145 mostly because it would be easy for him to find some low-key work for him to top up his Union pension. And so far, in the one full day he’d been on the planet, he had managed to be moderately content here.

      Right up until the kidnapping, that was.

      He had one more stop he had to make before finding passage off the planet. The gal-net had told him that Zell’s Hardware was an always open hardware superstore located a few blocks from the spaceport. Racks of parts, at least three stories high, contained just about anything you needed from home repair to spaceship maintenance. Burner sometimes just liked to come to places like this and browse the shelves. One of the things that saved his life more than once in the past was his powers of improvisation, knowing how to use the tools available to make mechanical systems work, if only temporarily and in a janky way. It had given him an appreciation of a good tool.

      On the third floor, there was a section for computer hardware. Here Burner stocked up on an essential mission kit, picking up a few lightweight tools for scanning, communicating, and disabling, that were more effective at their specific tasks than his handheld device was. He paid for it all using the credit account of a Martin Pyres: an alias who happened to also be an artist that received a particular art grant once a month, despite never having produced a single work. It was a slick system he had running. His pension went into his official account on the Union banking system and was then fed by a clever algorithm via dark accounts to his alias accounts. Judy, one of his team, had insisted on setting it up for him just before he left. He was immediately grateful, because as it turned out, there was nothing more he had wanted to do than get off the grid.

      Now with everything he needed to operate, Burner made his way down to the spaceport. There were passenger transport ships departing from here to all the major planets in this little corner of Union space. This included Dobbulla UX8, though the next ship heading that way did not depart for a few more hours. Burner booked a ticket under the name Thomas Hacken, a professor of archeology. Similar to Pyres, Howards had never taught a single class but still received a modest number of credits into his account every month.

      Neither alias was fit for field work. They existed entirely to have credit accounts in their name so Burner could make purchases without being tracked. They all had a story of where the money was coming from (art grant, professor salary) in order to dissuade Union tax collectors from digging any deeper.

      With his tickets purchased, Burner had some time to kill. He visited one of the tourist-bait shops built into the spaceport and picked up a fresh set of clothes, a hat, and a pair of dark sunglasses. After finding the nearest restroom, Burner changed out of the clothes he had been captured in and that were still somewhat crinkled from sleeping on a park bench, into a fresh set of touristy clothes. He tucked his entire head of hair into the hat and donned the sunglasses. Not much as far as disguises go, but it would keep him from being identified on a broad glance.

      He then decided to grab a bite to eat, realizing he hadn’t eaten at all since his ill-fated dentist appointment. There was a diner right at the entrance to the port, a moderately quiet place given the busyness of the thoroughfare it was on. Burner sat at the counter and ordered a sandwich and a coffee. While he waited, he glanced around at the diner’s other patrons.

      In the corner booth, a couple of greasy pilot types were in a bragging contest over who had taken the most dangerous job in the name of credits lately. Renegades. Basically, glorified mercenaries. As their name implied, they were outlaws, working for the highest bidder, even if it meant breaking the law. As an Intelligence officer, Burner had been responsible for putting down more than his share.

      As a drifter, he mostly just tried to keep a distance.

      At the counter a few seats away from him, a harried man muttered to himself while he ran through numbers on his pad. He was getting grease from his fatty burger all over it. Some form of transporter, from what Burner could overhear, calculating the value of his latest shipment versus the damage done to his ship when Ravagers attacked it. Funny thing about C145, those Ravagers could come into the diner right now and pull up a seat right beside the transporter, and no one would say anything about what happened out in the void, because out there was a different life. In here everyone was just trying to grab a meal.

      Well, if a Ravager did show their face in here, it wouldn’t have been pretty, but the point was it didn’t have to be that way.

      Burner’s eyes found a woman eating alone in a booth just behind his seat. She was a pretty thing, with a face that didn’t need make-up to accentuate her looks. She also had a pleasing figure. Her eyes met his and she smiled at him before looking away shyly. On another day, Burner might have slid into her booth across from her, hit her with the full force of his charm, made her laugh and smile, and, if he played his cards right, taken her back to a hotel for them to spend a day together. But he had more pressing concerns right now, so instead he turned his attention to his plate of food, which had just arrived.

      He polished off the sandwich in under two minutes. Then he ordered a slice of pie and devoured that, too, and drank three cups of coffee in the process. The meal was paid for by yet another of his accounts, including a generous tip, before he made his way to wait for his flight.

      Burner found a seat in the spaceport that had a good view of the rest of the waiting area. His eyes darted about for a sign of anyone following him or watching him. Again, he found no sign of his captor’s pursuit, but they had to know when he was leaving the planet. Their entire plan revolved around his arrival on UX8, so it wouldn’t make sense for them not to be monitoring the spaceport. However they were keeping tabs on him, Burner couldn’t figure out. Yet.

      His deductive mind did catch a lot as he was scanning the crowd. He saw a young man and woman sitting together, looking around themselves nervously as if they were afraid of being spotted. Elopers, fleeing the planet to start a new life together. He noticed the glances they gave each other and the cheap rings they each wore. They were probably on the lookout for their parents or other relatives who would try and talk sense into them and make them stay.

      A shifty looking character stayed at the edges of the crowd, occasionally making glances and whispers to similarly shady looking people passing by. A drug peddler. Or at least, that’s what he wanted everyone to think. He was too alert, his posture too straight, his manner too practiced, to be a real dealer. Part of a sting operation by Security, then. Every one of the little containers he sold must have a transmitter planted on it somewhere, which would eventually allow Security to perform a sweep of buyers in the area. A dirty tactic, but one all too common in a system in which the real dealers themselves are often backed by enough monied interests to make them difficult to prosecute.

      In the seats just across from Burner’s, two men and a woman waited for their own transport. The men were related, brothers most likely based on the similarities in their facial structure, ears, and closeness in age. The older of the two held hands with the woman, and matching rings gave them away as husband and wife. Unbeknownst to the husband, when he turned away, his younger brother and his wife exchanged meaningful glances, their faces filled with mischievousness and barely contained longing. An affair. It made Burner glad not to have any brothers.

      As Burner continued to scan the room, his instincts pointed him to a potential source of danger. A woman, a tourist by the looks of her, had just stepped off one of the arriving shuttles and was making her way absentmindedly through the crowd. She one handedly tapped away on a handheld pad while her other hand dangled in her purse. It was clear that she was unfamiliar with the dangers of a planet crowded with so many different types of people, a danger made evident by the man with the pulled-up hood who was carefully following her through the crowd.

      The man’s focus was fixed on the woman’s dangling purse. One hand was tucked into a coat pocket where Burner would gamble he had grip on a knife. Burner could already see how this would play out. He’d follow her till she found herself in a less crowded area, then he’d pull the knife on her and demand her purse. She would be in shock but would give it over quickly. Adrenaline rushing, the mugger would demand her handheld and anything else of value she had on her. She would do her best to comply, and chances were she would get off with nothing more than just a loss of her valuables, but muggings were unpredictable encounters, and people sometimes got hurt.

      It wasn’t really Burner’s problem. He had his own, much bigger concerns and couldn’t afford to take the risk of making a scene by interfering. People got mugged all the time; it would be a learning experience to that tourist not to dangle her purse so provocatively.

      That’s what Burner thought, anyway. Yet his body seemed to have other ideas. He found himself following the woman and her potential mugger through the crowd, out of the spaceport, and into the open market. The mugger prepared to make his move, reaching one hand toward the tourist’s purse while he began to slowly slide the other out of his pocket.

      Burner’s hands were faster. He grabbed the mugger’s knife arm and, in a single fluid motion, gave it a sharp twist. There was a snap as the wrist broke. The would-be mugger cried out in surprise and agony before darting away, his other hand recoiling from the woman’s purse and knocking it from her grip, before taking off running back the way he came.

      The woman glanced around briefly to glare at whomever had rudely jostled the purse out of her hands, unaware how close she had just come to being mugged.

      Burner picked the purse up and handed it back to her. “You should be more careful with this out in public. Especially here.” Without waiting for a reply, he faded back into the crowd, making his way back to spaceport.

      He got back just in time to hear the boarding announcement for his transport. Darting through the crowds, he managed to arrive at his gate just as the line was being let on to the shuttle that would take them up to the ship.

      As he took his place in line, Burner gave every one of the passengers in view a dedicated stare, trying to get the feeling for whether any one of them was there to watch him. This would be the organization’s last chance to keep tabs on him until he reached the weapon shop. If they had no one watching him now, they were likely to lose him. And yet no passenger who boarded ahead of him registered as suspicious. Tourists returning home, Union officials on their way back to work, a few youths looking to start a new life in the Union after being lied to by advertisements. Nobody seemed to be paying Burner much mind, and that was very odd.

      Just what game were his kidnappers playing? Did they really have so much faith he would go exactly where they wanted that they didn’t feel any need to track him? Or was he missing something somewhere, a pursuer that had somehow managed to escape his honed senses?

      As he reached the front of the line and handed over his ticket to the stewardess, his attention was caught by a gorgeous blonde sitting at the gate. Her face was mischievous and full of life. Her lips were curled up ever so slightly as if she was perpetually amused by something only she knew. The curves of her body were smooth and sculpted to perfection, but what attracted Burner most was her legs, which seemed to go on forever. He was so taken with her that he didn’t notice when the stewardess tried to hand him back his ticket.

      He boarded the shuttle, feeling certain that there was something familiar with that leggy blonde, though he couldn’t place her. Certainly, he wouldn’t forget a woman who looked like that, so why was it he felt sure he had seen her before?

      The answer came to him as he took his seat and saw the blonde come aboard the shuttle. He had seen her earlier that day, outside the dentist’s office. That morning he had been exhausted without his coffee and distracted by his toothache so he’d barely noticed, but even in that state his brain wouldn’t ignore someone like that. She had been leaving the dentist’s office just as he had been entering.

      Some people believe in coincidences. They would say that this woman’s appearance at Tooth-30 Dentistry this morning and on this shuttle right now was nothing more than happenstance and you shouldn’t think anything more of it.

      Burner was not one of those people.
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      “Ladies and gentlemen, we’re about to enter slipspace, so please strap in until the transition is complete. The warning light will go off once it is again safe to move about the ship.”

      The voice of the captain of the passenger transport ship Polyeus was accompanied by the flashing of the warning lights overhead for all passengers to take their seats. Burner had to resist rolling his eyes as he pulled his own seat straps over him. He’d been through this countless times and couldn’t recall any kind of jolt coming or leaving the slip tunnels. He supposed it was a common safety practice, protection against technical difficulties with the artificial gravity or the stabilizers as the ship’s power was drawn into opening a slip tunnel. But if the ship started having those kinds of issues then they had much bigger problems on their hands than could be solved with a strap.

      Burner watched the holo screen feed as the darkness of space was replaced with the bright and colorful passing lights of the slip tunnel. Slipspace was one of man’s big mysteries. These tunnels linked various points in space—known as Slip Gap Points or S.G. Points—and allowed travel between the systems they intersected at a speed that would otherwise be impossible. While what made these tunnels work was still unknown, without the ability to open and travel through slip tunnels, the galactic spread of civilization would not be possible.

      It was one of the great wonders of the universe. One that made Burner slightly uncomfortable. Burner wasn’t really afraid; fear was one of those emotions that the Intelligence training helps you neatly dispose of. It was just the faint feeling of being unsettled during the long hours, or gods forbid, days, of travel in slipspace.

      Burner’s job, the core of what he had been trained to do, was to take observations and make deductions based on them. Taking what he heard and saw to determine the only possible truth behind them. But despite some very bright scientists working very diligently to observe the workings of slipspace, little progress had been made on that front.

      Burner did not like things that defied observational deduction.

      Instead of worrying about it, Burner turned his attention back to the blonde. He’d been discreetly watching her ever since the shuttle docked on the Polyeus, keeping a distance and using the darkness of his sunglasses to conceal his glances at her. He kept expecting her to get up and approach him at some point during the flight, to plop down next to him and make some threats, to try and apply some form of leverage that would ensure his continued cooperation. But she had spent the entirety of the trip in her seat and seemed relatively unconcerned with him. If it was a ploy, she was a hell of an actress.

      He theorized that her job was surveillance only. Since they were both stuck together on the same ship anyway, she had decided she didn’t need to keep that close an eye on him. Plus, it was easier to pretend you weren’t watching someone when you actually weren’t watching them.

      Burner was tempted to rush across the aisle and question the woman right there. It was tough having a potential lead so close to you and not be able to do anything about it, but it was a bad idea to cause a scene on the ship. There were usually one or two plainclothes officers on a transport like this, and if he and the blonde got into a fight, they could both wind up in cuffs.

      All he could do for now was keep an eye on her and bide his time.
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      There was no fanfare upon Burner’s return to Union space. Nor was an army of soldiers ready to take him into custody on made-up charges. Overall, stepping onto Dobbulla UX8 and officially being on Union soil again felt somewhat anticlimactic after all the efforts he had made to avoid it.

      Of course, he knew first impressions could be deceiving. There were rules he would be expected to follow here, rules that might necessarily impede his investigation. He would need to be cautious from here on out.

      As this was a Union planet, it was no surprise that they weren’t allowed to get from the shuttle bay to the rest of the spaceport without going through a checkpoint. An imaging scanner checked all the passengers and their luggage for any contraband, while two uniformed officers ran IDs through a portable database to check for active warrants.

      Burner never traveled anywhere with fewer than three fake IDs, any one of which had the authenticity to beat the Union’s scanners. He was debating which one he should use when a sudden instinct overtook him.

      Assess, Plan, Act—the three-step philosophy that his Intelligence training had drilled right into the fiber of his being. But in the field, sometimes with only fractions of a second to make a decision, you sometimes just had to trust your gut.

      The instinct was like a sixth sense, something that built up over years of missions and rapid-fire decision making. Every success you had, as well as every failure, every near miss, and every eked-out accomplishment, fed your gut, priming it to give you an instinctual hit at a moment in which you didn’t have the proper time to assess and plan. The more you listened to it, the more you trusted it, the stronger that sense became, to the point that some could react to danger before they were even consciously aware of it.

      In this case, Burner’s gut was telling him to give the officers his ID. His real ID, with Jack Burner plastered across the nameplate. He only had a few seconds to make a decision, so without even understanding why his instinct was to hand over his real ID, he was reaching into a pocket. He handed over the identification with Jack Burner’s name and waited while the officer scanned it into the database.

      The guard waved him on.

      Once he was through and had a moment as he was walking into the spaceport, he analyzed his decision to turn over his real ID. The consequence was going to be that he was leaving a trail with his true identity attached to it. It wouldn’t take any Union official tracking him long to figure out which checkpoint he had come through, and thus which ship he had arrived on, and from there what planet he had come from.

      A reckless decision, but Burner had long ago learned to trust his instincts. His gut had saved him on more than one occasion and he wasn’t going to ignore it now.

      It also meant authorities might also be alerted to his presence—him being someone they are instructed to “keep an eye on.” And there was the benefit. If Burner needed assistance in stopping the assassination, he’d have an easier time getting the authorities’ attention when they already knew who he was and what his qualifications were.

      Like every time he trusted his gut, it had been a gamble, but thinking of it from that perspective he knew it had been well worth it. Using his real ID had been the right decision.

      As he walked through the space port and into the city beyond, Burner marveled at how much things had changed since he had last been in Union space.

      Things had certainly been built up since his last visit. Massive skyscrapers pierced the sky and covered the surface. Holographic billboards projected images of sports drinks and the latest in VR technology on every street corner. Digital displays on every storefront scanned the IDs of passersby and displayed advertisements promising the best prices on things relevant to the person’s account history.

      Union cities had always been massive and impersonal places, but it had been cranked up to an 11 out of 10.

      Aside from all the changes to the city itself, the people were the same as they had always been. The streets were packed with foot traffic, enough people to make the population of Halliburn City Center feel like a quaint village. Yet the traffic flowed smoothly in all directions. People instinctively walked on the right and took efficient turns at the intersections. In crowded stores, orderly lines formed without the need for markers and guides. Here and there a squad of uniformed Union soldiers would come down the street and the crowd would collaboratively part to let them pass. The properness and manners of the Union folk apparently resisted the rigors of time.

      There was the strange mix of feelings of being stifled and secure. In the Union you were safe as part of the system—a system that was driven by commerce and controlled by massive, impersonal corporations. In the system personal status is built through accumulation of wealth and influence. But that safety came at the cost of individualism. There was only one proper path by Union philosophy, and those who didn’t conform were considered malcontents.

      By contrast, in the Deadlands, survival of the fittest was both the law and the philosophy. An individual’s success was based entirely on his own merits, street smarts, and what they personally brought to every transaction and encounter. It was a dangerous, chaotic system, one in which one poor decision could, and often did, lead to the end of life. But they were your decisions to make, without judgement.

      Freedom versus security. Individuality versus order. Both philosophies had their merits, but both also had their extremes.

      Perhaps it was just because he had spent so long in living in Union space and feeling stifled by it, but if he had to pick one, he would go for freedom—every time. Of course, he had a very specific set of skills that allowed him to not just survive but also thrive in that dangerous anarchic space. Ironically, these skills he had only acquired by being part of the Union Intelligence agency. He was a product of both ideals and could see the value in both.

      That’s why Burner liked living on the frontier. More freedom than living in Union space, without quite as much danger as living in the Deadlands proper. One day the Union might come and make good on their promises to claim the region for real, but until that time it served as a serviceable in-between.

      Burner was still getting his bearings in the massive city when he got the feeling he was being followed. He walked closer to the shops so that he could get a look at the reflection in their windows and he caught a glimpse of curly blonde hair. It seemed his friend from the bus had come to say hi.

      He rotated through his standard array of counter-surveillance techniques. Pretending like he was lost in this unfamiliar city and frequently stopping to ask directions, he circled the same three blocks, taking different turns, different alleys, and occasionally passing through stores. He would stop just long enough at store windows to see if he could get a glimpse of curly blonde hair, and he would. She was definitely following him. And she was good. An amateur would have been shaken by now.

      He took the next turn and darted into the first store on that street, which turned out to be a hardware store. Reaching into his coat pocket, he undid the safety on his weapon, just in case, though he doubted she would attack him in a shop. In fact, if his earlier theory held, her only job was surveillance, keeping tabs on him and reporting back to the rest of the kidnappers. He decided to test whether she would follow him into the shop if he acted like a consumer.

      Burner pretended to be browsing for something. He noticed the cameras at the front and back of the store right away, as well as a back door that would probably lead out into an alley. The shopkeeper was reading something on his pad while leaning against the front counter, placid boredom written on his face. Burner wouldn’t be surprised if he was packing a weapon underneath the counter though.

      Burner browsed the shelves furthest from the window, an assortment of tools he might legitimately be interested in taking a closer look at if the situation was slightly different. He carefully glanced back at the front window and saw that same curly head of blonde hair loitering with her back to the window. It seemed she was satisfied just waiting for him to come back out.

      Not wanting to give up that he was on to his pursuer, he spent some more time acting like he was trying to find something. He even approached the bored-looking shopkeeper, forcing him to put down his digital magazine to talk to a potential customer.

      “I’m looking for a high-powered electric spanner,” Burner said, giving the name of a tool he was certain the shop wouldn’t carry just based on the ridiculousness of the price tag.

      The shopkeeper looked at him like he was on drugs. “You’re kidding, right? Where do you think you are, a spaceship repair yard?”

      Burner caught a glance at one of the security feeds behind the counter, showing the front of the store. His babysitter was still waiting patiently. “Are you sure? Maybe you could check in the back?”

      That earned him a growl in response. “Are you playing some kind of game? Why don’t you get out of here before I toss you out.” With that, he went back to his reading, the conversation effectively over.

      Shrugging and figuring that was probably enough of an act for now, he left the hardware store and took a brisk walk down the street. He took it for granted that she would follow, and he didn’t want to give himself away by risking another glance backward.

      Burner turned sharply down the next alley, took ten paces, then drew his gun and leveled it at the alley’s entrance. It was time he and Legs had a nice one-on-one talk.

      The blonde took the turn around the corner—and stopped dead in her tracks, her eyes fixed at the barrel of Burner’s weapon.
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      If Burner had to assign himself one real weakness, it was women. That was why he had risked exposing himself to protect a woman from being mugged back on the port on Zanpus. And that’s why he hesitated just enough when the blonde reached to her side that he wasn’t able to stop her from pulling a weapon of her own.

      Burner knew two effective methods of dealing with a target who tried to draw their weapon when he already had his pointed at them. The first was to simply discharge his weapon the moment they made their move. No matter how fast of a draw they were, they weren’t going to outrace the pull of a trigger. Alternatively, if, for whatever reason, the target was needed alive and he was in close enough quarters, a quick smack with the gun on the top of their head would leave them dazed long enough for their gun arm to be pinned and their weapon discarded.

      But he’d always had something of a soft spot for women, particularly attractive ones. Not that he underestimated them in any way. Some of the most dangerous agents he knew in Intelligence had been women. It was just a distaste he had for violence against them unless it was unavoidable.

      Now that the blonde had gone and drawn her weapon on him, though, she may have made it necessary.

      “Don’t move,” she ordered.

      Burner didn’t need to reply in kind. They were both locked in a frozen standstill in which any one twitch could be the end of one or both of them.

      Her eyes were steely focused—not on his weapon, but on the spot where her gun was aimed. “Who are you?”

      Burner smirked a little before answering. “I believe that’s my line. You were the one following me.”

      He kept his gun steady, ready to put a shot between her eyes if he saw so much as a twitch of her trigger finger. There wasn’t the hint of the slightest wobble, as despite the severity of the situation she had found herself in, she seemed surprisingly calm and in control.

      A professional, clearly. Burner could tell from her stance, the way she controlled her breathing, and the steadiness of her aim that she was experienced. Most likely she had military training, though that level of composure was something that couldn’t be taught. It was earned through survival of the kind of situations where a less calm head would lead to death.

      She regarded him as well, her eyes carefully scanning him for any vulnerability. “What were you doing at the office of Dr. Suffolk?”

      He shrugged. “Looking to get my toothache treated and protect my brilliant smile. What else?”

      “You often make sudden, unscheduled trips off-planet right after a filling?” While phrased as a question, her words came off more as an accusation.

      “Root canal, actually. Though, based on the continued ache in my mouth and jaw, I’m guessing they never did get around to actually performing that particular procedure.”

      One of her eyebrows raised. He had caught her interest. “What procedure did the dentist perform?”

      Burner had to pick his words very carefully here. The blonde’s focus on Dr. Suffolk in this conversation meant she knew the late dentist had been into something. She also knew that Burner was somehow tied up in it. She wouldn’t have followed him halfway across the galaxy on a whim.

      When Burner had first figured out she was following him, he had thought that she might be one of the terrorists, assigned to keep tabs on him to make sure he was doing what they wanted but not to interfere directly. If she was involved with the kidnappers, then telling her too much might be seen as disloyalty, an inability to keep their secrets. They might have even prepped her with questions just to test him.

      But that seemed unlikely now. Her questions were all wrong to be probative tests, too focused on the dentist and not on his reasons for coming to Dobulla. Plus, he had caught her off-guard. If her main job had been to surveil him, she should be looking for a way to escape, not focusing so intently on making sure he didn’t get away.

      “I’ll trade you,” he volunteered. “You tell me why you’ve been following me, then I’ll tell you all about my time with the good dentist.”

      A silence loomed between them, the only sounds coming from a distant street and their heavy breaths.

      Finally, she spoke. “A matter of timing. You appeared at the dentistry just as a certain vehicle I’ve been tracking drove off. I recognized it as belonging to a group I’ve been following.”

      Burner wondered if she was referring to the vehicle that the kidnappers had used to transport him. If so, she had useful information.

      He could tell she was holding back. “So you followed me because of something that could have been a coincidence?”

      “Was it, though?” She smiled when Burner didn’t respond. “It was more than that, of course. I’ve been looking into the dentist for his possible connection. Thought I’d sign up as a new patient to talk to the guy, but he’d already vanished. I did manage to get a look at the security feed at the front desk though and saw who his last patient had been.”

      “I’m guessing that was me.”

      Despite how long they had been facing off, she didn’t show any sign of her arms growing tired from keeping her weapon pointed at him. “It was. And then just as I’m leaving, you show up again, right after I catch a glimpse of that vehicle leaving the scene on the traffic cams. Plus, you fit the profile of the people I’m looking for.”

      “Ex-military types?”

      Her nod was slight. Not enough to interfere with her aim. “I decided to keep an eye on you after that, but my interest really got piqued when you decided to catch a flight off-world just hours later.”

      Burner couldn’t fault her reasoning. There were many times he had followed leads on much less than that. He decided to answer her honesty in kind. “I think we might be looking for the same people. The dentist drugged me, and he passed me off to an unknown group of kidnappers. When they were done with me, they dumped me off in a park near the dentist.”

      She stared at him, looking into his eyes to get a read on whether or not he was being honest. Whatever she saw there satisfied her, and she slowly lowered her weapon. Burner did the same, cautiously letting his aim drift toward the ground. Neither were quite ready to holster their weapons just yet.

      After a moment of tense silence, she spoke. “Do you want to introduce yourself first, or should I?”

      Burner already had his suspicions about his pursuer based on his observations and decided to test her. “I take it you’re Union. Special Ops?”

      She looked impressed. “Something like that. Name’s Sara Nolan.”

      Burner stared at the woman. Her vague answer didn’t fool him. He’d been around enough of her people to know “Listen, I don’t have time to play games, Constable.”

      Her mouth formed an ‘o’ at his words, but she quickly got it under control. “Well. I suppose there’s no point pretending. You’re very astute.”

      Constable was the Union’s word for spy. Burner could see it in her carefully applied make-up, the dress that was attractively cut but not in a way that would interfere with her movement, the sharpness of her glare. She was trained to blend in, to flirt if need be, to mix charm with an ability to read people to gain access to things that people kept hidden away. And to use force get her out of any danger that digging into those secrets might put her in.

      In a way, the Constables were a counterpoint to Union Intelligence. As an Intelligence officer, Burner had done his share of espionage and infiltration missions. The real difference was scope. Constables were more concerned with threats from outside, whereas Intelligence was focused within. They used similar tactics to reach their ends, and in a perfect world they might have even worked together, but the purview of Intelligence included looking into the work that the Constables did. And there they differed. The Constables were usually undetectable, and no one outside of their leadership knew what went on in that particular Union arm.

      Sara cocked her head at him. “And I’m guessing you must be Union as well. Or, formerly. Don’t think anyone in active service would be living all the way out in the Deadlands. Or would be able to spot a Constable on sight.”

      Burner nodded. He considered giving her one of his aliases, but since he had already decided to give his real name to the Union when he arrived on-planet, he decided there was no reason to hide his identity here. “Jack Burner. Union Intelligence, retired.”

      He watched her eyes for any glint of recognition at the name, but there was nothing. Seemed his reputation had not preceded him. For once.

      If she found it strange that he was retired so young, she hid it well. She regarded him for another moment before nodding, as if she had just decided something, and holstered her weapon. “Well, Burner, I’d say we are after the same people.”

      Burner returned her nod and holstered his own weapon too. “Seems that way.”

      She crossed her arms and took a casual stance, as if the two of them hadn’t just spent an intense minute with guns leveled at each other. “What did they want from you? Why go through the trouble of drugging and taking you?”

      It would have been pointless to lie here. “They wanted to force me to do a job for them.”

      Sara looked thoughtful. “What kind of job?”

      “They haven’t given me details yet.” Not a lie, though he chose to hide the fact that he deduced that he was being used as an assassin. “But I intend to find out. Figure playing along for a bit is my best chance to learn about them. Could use your help. You know, if you don’t have anything better to do.”

      She grinned at the invitation. “I could clear my schedule. So, what’s our first move?”

      He held out his elbow for her to take. “We have a gun shop that might give us some clues.”
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      The gun shop was a big affair, the outside resembling a shopping mall more than a weapons depot. Three stories tall and squat enough, it took up nearly an entire city block. Covered in bright banners that boasted low prices on weapons of terrible power, it dominated the foot traffic.

      Burner scanned the nearest buildings for one that would give him the best vantage of the gun shop. Ideally, he wanted a place that would let him get a good look at all the possible entrances and exits as well as the cameras that would assuredly encompass the shop. The buildings here were crowded together, which would give him many options if it wasn’t for the angle of the street and the length of the weapon shop working in tandem to eliminate all options close to the ground. Height was the only choice, so he settled on a towering recreational electronics store nearby.

      Sara didn’t say anything as Burner turned away from the gun store that had been their destination and made his way toward Illien’s Gadgets and Experiences. She would have already figured out why Burner had picked this building. He had to admit it was nice working with someone who knew the tactics and procedures already. While drifting around the Deadlands without home or a real destination, curiosity and boredom sometimes compelled Burner to lend a hand to local security teams. He usually ended up playing a role closer to babysitter than consultant, but it was a way to keep his senses honed.

      Illien’s was essentially a toy store for adults with too much money and time on their hands. Displays were filled with game systems, drones, with mods and personalities for consumer AIs. An employee checked IDs at a curtained off section marked “legal adults only,” where electronics for a different form of entertainment were peddled. As they ascended to the higher floors, it became apparent why Illien’s had decided it needed so much space. The upper floors were dedicated to augmented reality demos, their elaborate setups designed to mimic real world situations to show how one of their VR systems could improve your life. Burner had never seen much use for them, but then again, his job relied on him seeing the small details in what was there, and he couldn’t be distracted by what wasn’t.

      Occasionally, one of the store’s black-clad employees would approach them and ask if they needed any help or if they wanted to try out anything. Sara would dispatch them with a smile and a few words. Burner was impressed with her ability to handle people but noted he should be wary in case she tried to handle him the same way.

      They reached the roof access, and Sara played lookout while Burner picked a simple lock. There was only one camera with a view of the door. Sara blocked it with her body while pretending to be interested in a display extolling the benefits of a new generation of personal assistant AI. Burner had been worried that an electronics store would have a more robust security system, but it seemed they were more concerned with securing the lower levels and not so concerned with people coming in from the roof.

      The lock came open easily enough and the two slipped out. The view of the gun shop was as promising as Burner had hoped. It was a bit of a way down, but with the right equipment he had a clear view of all the store’s entrances and took a count of the street-facing cameras.

      Sara came up beside him and leaned over the edge of the roof. “So what are we hoping to find in the gun store?”

      Burner noted how her use of “we” cast them as a team already, a classic tactic when trying to quickly link yourself with a new person. “It’s the only instruction I’ve received so far from my kidnappers. They want me to go there to pick up a weapon that is going to be waiting for me.”

      Sara’s eyes went dark with concern. “Assassination.”

      He nodded, pleased she had come to the same conclusion. “That’s what I figure. Jury’s still out on who they want me to eliminate, though. Or why I was picked as the shooter.”

      She cocked her head as if he had asked a question with an obvious answer. “Well, the second part is easy enough. As ex-military police you know how the Union secures high-value individuals, where likely safehouses would be, what time of day they are likely to be most vulnerable, and so on.”

      He folded his arms and cast a suspicious glance at her. “I never told you I was ex-military police.”

      She chuckled at the implied accusation. “Please, it’s written all over your face. The way you look at every person we pass like you expect them to all be part of some deep conspiracy that you can unravel if you just stare hard enough is a dead giveaway. You might as well wear a t-shirt that says ‘Union Intelligence.’”

      Burner sighed and leaned against the railing at the edge of the roof. “I must be getting rusty if you were able to place me so quickly.”

      Sara shrugged. “It’s my job to figure these things out. Besides, if there is anyone who should be concerned about their performance, it’s me. You caught me tailing you way too easily.”

      “To your credit, you performed the tail perfectly. Didn’t look in my direction too much, kept an appropriate amount of distance between us, kept yourself well blended into crowds whenever possible. You were undone by one simple thing.”

      She cocked an eyebrow, curious. “And what thing was that?”

      He grinned. “Your legs. I was paying attention to you long before I realized you were tailing me.”

      That earned him a genuine, warm laugh that made her face light up. “I guess I’ll need to cover them next time I tail a suspect.”

      “Now that would be a real shame.” He held out his arms to gesture to himself. “Well, you figured out that I used to be in Intelligence. Your Constable instincts tell you anything else about me?”

      She squinted in a mock expression of thinking hard that made him laugh. “Let’s see. You’ve been retired for a few years now. Not by choice, given your age, and the fact that you aren’t sitting back and letting yourself go, like those who look forward to the end of their service tend to. You haven’t settled into a new career yet, and you’re not even sure if you want another one. Instead you choose to drift around with nothing but your severance and the skills you acquired in your work. You’ve tried to keep your head down, but now that someone has called you out, you’re too stubborn to just let it go. How am I doing?”

      Burner couldn’t hide how impressed he was. “You figured all that out just by observing me and the few words we’ve exchanged?”

      Sara winked at him. “Some of it was suspicion, but you just confirmed it for me.”

      It wasn’t often Burner met someone whose ability to read people could rival his own. That alone told him everything he needed to know about her. She was damn good at her job and would make a valuable ally in tracking down the kind of dangerous individuals he was dealing with.

      And she could be trusted. He was certain of that now. Burner decided it was time to fill her in with the rest of the details.

      While he used a scope to scan the outside of the gun shop, counting cameras and noting anything that seemed out of place, he recounted the events of the past few days to Sara, starting with his visit to the dentist and ending with him getting on the ship to Dobulla. She nodded along as she took mental notes, sometimes breaking in to ask for clarification on things, and shook her head sympathetically when he recounted speaking to Dr. Suffolk’s wife, whom they both agreed was likely a widow.

      It took a lot for Burner to trust somebody. His experience in Union Intelligence had taught him that people, in general, were not trustworthy. Union people in particular. Everyone had their own motivations, their own secret goals. And not everyone was obvious about it, breaking the rules in ways that couldn’t be detected and tracked back to the source. It was those who knew how to bend the rules without breaking them, those who could make the law work in their favor, that were truly dangerous.

      Constables like Sara operated with a lot of discretion. Even when Burner’s investigations had revealed Constables breaking all manner of laws, they were shielded by the phrase ‘conducted in the course of duty.’ There was very little they couldn’t get away with as long as they could claim it was done as an essential part of their mission. They were masters of coming up with excuses for their actions.

      And yet Burner found himself trusting Sara. He felt she was a different breed of Constable. It was hard to put his finger on just why that was. Part of it was probably just because she was attractive, sure. But there was something more to it than that. Something that tingled that instinct that was so essential to his survival.

      Not that she wasn’t dangerous. If she didn’t trust him in return, or if they came to a crossroads where her duty interfered with what he needed to do, she would make a fierce opponent. But for now, he hoped it wouldn’t come to that.

      For the rest of the building, Burner took a couple of cautious laps to do reconnaissance. Unsurprisingly, the gun shop was covered by more street-facing cameras than he had first observed. Installed by professionals, too, since Burner was hard pressed to find a blind spot. The building had three possible entrances. The main entrance in the front led right into the street. A side door closer to the back was next to an open space just large enough for a vehicle to land for those placing large enough orders that they needed to be directly loaded. In the far back was the service entrance used by the employees which doubled as a receiving dock for shipments.

      Burner figured his kidnappers would have eyes on all three entrances. After all, they knew enough about him that they wouldn’t rule out him sneaking in through the service entrance. But he and Sara were on the only vantage he could spot that had a view of all three entrances. That meant one of two things: either they were separately watching each of the entrances, which would be a large investment in manpower, or they had access to the camera feeds. He would put his money on the latter.

      Two could play at that game. The terrorists had to have gone in through one of those entrances at least once to make sure that the weapon he was to pick up was available. And as he had already determined, the cameras didn’t have a blind spot.

      He pulled out the handheld scanning device he had purchased before leaving Zanpus. During his downtime on the flight he had fiddled with a few of the finer settings of its firmware, allowing it to pick up signals that would normally be hidden from devices. It was a simple trick from his days as an operative, one that wouldn’t hold up against more modern security measures. Fortunately, while the cameras were expertly placed, they were of an older model, without the kinds of protections to their wireless signals that would have required a more direct connection to hack.

      Once he had located the signal of the network that the cameras were on, he set his cracking tool to work. After that, it was the simple matter of convincing the network that his handheld was a secondary storage device and he could start downloading the data in their memory.

      The bank of videos was extensive. It looked like they hadn’t been cleared in at least a year, something that worked in his favor. Burner decided that the most recent three weeks’ worth of information would be sufficient.

      Sara watched him quietly, peeking over his shoulder as he worked. When he finally had the data, she spoke. “Breaking into the secure network of a private business without a permit. Theft of private data. And I’m pretty sure that scanner has been modified beyond regulations.” Her voice was teasing. “Is that how they do things in Union Intelligence?”

      He shrugged. “I’m retired.”

      “Ah, so it’s not a regulatory crime, it’s a crime crime.”

      Gesturing to the handheld, he said, “You have a problem with how I get results?”

      She held up her hands in a mockingly defensive way. “None whatsoever. Not really my responsibility how my consultants go about their business.”

      He pocketed his handheld. “Consultant?”

      “Sure. How else would you describe our partnership?”

      His smile was vicious. “I was thinking of you as my sidekick.”

      She acted like she was offended and stormed off. In truth, they had both realized that they had spent too much time on the rooftop and they should get off it before a curious employee decided to check why the roof door was unlocked. They’d need to find a more private place to review the video.

      They did a little canvasing to find a hotel not too far away that suited their needs. Their “needs” being a place that was off the main road and didn’t get much traffic. The kind of place that wouldn’t check IDs because their clients preferred anonymity. A place where the locals knew the rooms were billed by the hour.

      The appropriately named Jump and Dump fit the bill well. It was far enough from the main road that they could come and go without being spotted. The owners didn’t require identification (Burner noted that much of the guest ledger ahead of him was composed of innuendo names such as Amanda Mount and Harry P. Ness), and all the rooms were lined up on a single hall that they could monitor for suspicious activity. Well, more suspicious activity than what would commonly be expected in a seedy place like this.

      They requested the room furthest in the back. As the greasy-haired clerk handed them their keycard, he asked Sara what her rate was. Burner thought she’d be offended, but she just smiled and said, “You couldn’t afford it,” before putting an arm around Burner and pulling him in close. He couldn’t say he minded being that close to her. They walked arm in arm like that until they reached their room.

      Once they had ensured the room was secure, Burner used his scanner to make sure the perverts who ran this place didn’t have any hidden cameras around. It was something he had encountered before in similar locations. Then he pulled out his handheld and opened up the hacked camera data.

      “Got three weeks of camera footage to sift through,” he said to Sara, who was already making herself comfortable on the bed. “I guess the question is: where should we get started?”
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      “He ain’t picked up the weapon yet,” Eggie said for the tenth time in roughly as many minutes. His voice was rough from years of smoking just about everything that could be smoked.

      Killington sighed, no doubt regretting assigning the grunt to the task of monitoring the surveillance cameras in front of the gun store. “Thank you, Eggie.” Eggie was loyal, and reliable in matters of violence, but the elevator didn’t go all the way to the top with him.

      Cypher watched from his spot above. He was painfully aware that Burner was behind schedule, putting the entire timetable of their mission at risk. It had all been going according to plan until a few hours ago. Burner had caught the exact flight they had expected him to, and then he had been spotted on the streets heading in the direction of the gun store.

      Then he met up with some woman, and suddenly he seemed to lose interest in the weapon store. The woman’s identity was still a mystery, though they were currently working on that. Whoever she was, she was in the way. They were last seen entering a seedy hotel together. Best case scenario, she was some floozy that Burner had picked up to have some fun with before the mission. But Cypher had the uncomfortable feeling she was going to be bigger trouble than that.

      At the console next to him, their tech expert, Cade Grundy, was tapping away furiously, sifting through dozens of windows so fast that Cypher couldn’t make out what was on any of them before they were replaced by another set of windows. He caught glimpses of faces, of official looking Union documents, of lists of monetary figures. He wasn’t sure how Cade got anything useful out of those small glances, but the techy nodded along to the stream of data like he was listening to music.

      He didn’t look like much. A shock of messy blond hair framed a good-humored face that seemed physically incapable of frowning, and glassy green eyes that belied the intelligence underneath. But he had a way with technology that put the top Union engineers to shame. That was why Cypher tolerated his eccentricities. Eccentricities like showing up every day in flowery vacation shirts and shorts.

      Cypher adjusted his glasses and moved to stand behind Cade. “You learn about the woman yet?”

      Cade did not stop his tapping as he spoke. “Yeah. Her name is Christina Rivers.”

      The name was unfamiliar. “And who is Christina—”

      “Also Rebecca Chalmers. And Adriana Kelso. And probably a dozen more. It is going to take me a while to sort through all of them.” He made it sound like the task was something he was looking forward to.

      Cypher scowled at the revelation. So much for the hope that she was a random floozy. “Are these aliases well established?”

      “I’d say so.” He tapped the screen a couple of times then brought his fingers apart in a stretching motion. A window enlarged showing the face of the woman cameras had picked up walking with Burner, as well as a stream of information about her: birth records, employment history, credit report, even her school grades. “Whoever set up these identities was very thorough. If my customized facial recognition algorithm hadn’t picked up multiple identifications on its first pass, I don’t think I would have ever realized it was fake.”

      Cypher tapped at the edge of Cade’s chair, trying to contain his annoyance. “Who is she, really? A Deadlands rogue? Some of them might have the connections to make something like that possible. Union? I can’t imagine anyone from the Union wanting to work alongside Burner these days, but maybe she doesn’t know who he is?”

      Cade just shrugged. “Like I said, still a lot to sift through. I’ll let you know when I figure something out.”

      From down below, Stack decided to chime in. “It’s pretty obvious, isn’t it?”

      Before Cypher could order Stack to shut his mouth if he didn’t have something to contribute, Cade laughed. “Oh, really? Does the traitor suddenly have all the answers to the mystery?”

      Stack bristled, as he usually did when Cade tried to antagonize him. “For the last time, I’m not a traitor, I’m simply using my talents for a better cause these days. Hell, half the people who work with us are ex-Union. Why do you insist on giving me a hard time?”

      Cade tapped through the windows. “At least they had the courtesy to leave the Union before changing sides. Someone who will sell out his own people while still working for them doesn’t strike me as someone particularly trustworthy. If you’re willing to feed us info on them, what’s to stop you from turning around and giving info on us to them?”

      Cypher cut in. “Because he knows I’d kill him if he did that.”

      That silenced both sides, for now. Cypher knew that it was a temporary quiet. Cade had a moral issue with the mole and wasn’t afraid to voice it. As a matter of fact, he seemed pathologically incapable of not voicing it.

      Unlike the others in Cypher’s organization that had previous loyalties to the Union, Stack still had an active posting, one that gave him access to classified records. That made him incredibly useful from an information gathering perspective. It was his access that had given them the files on Burner and his colorful time with Intelligence. It wasn’t a stretch to say much of their current mission hinged around the information Stack was able to procure.

      Killington brought the conversation back around. “What was so obvious, Stack?”

      Stack turned around in his seat. Like the others on the lower level, he had taken a console as far from Eggie as possible in an attempt to escape the smell. “She’s clearly one of Burner’s contacts from his operative days. He never intended to go along with our demands, he was only playing us for time.”

      “Knew we oughta gone with someone with a family,” Eggie muttered, shaking his head. “We coulda been puttin’ the squeeze on ’em right now and they’d be running to get the weapon. Burner ain’t going to care if we threaten him.”

      “No one loves their families anymore,” Killington said with a shrug. “Least of all these Union folks.”

      Eggie scratched his head. “Then how’d we get ’em to do anythin’, then?”

      There were some murmurs of agreement. Eggie, in his simple way, had stumbled on something that many of the men had been concerned with. They had no traditional leverage on Burner, at least on the surface. No blackmail material, no loved ones to threaten, not even a beloved pet. Their plans hinged on a psychological analysis of Burner that suggested his pride and curiosity would force him to play along for a while, trying to use the opportunity to identify his foes. They just needed to lure him to the point of no return.

      But if he failed to show up for even step one, then they had a problem. Cypher felt his rage boiling and gripped the back of Cade’s seat so tightly his knuckles turned white. If this plan failed, someone needed to be punished for it. He looked around the room, trying to decide who the fault lay with and what he would do with them.

      “I think it’s too early to be so defeatist.” One of the youngest members of their organization, Reginald, spoke up.

      All eyes turned to the young man with frizzy hair and the nervous mannerisms of a rat in a cat’s cage. His gaze darted around the room before settling on Cypher. “I’m just sayin’, boss, that it doesn’t really matter who the lady is, right? There’s no way she can lead him to us, yeah? So he’ll still need to collect the gun if he wants to hear from us again. It just might take a little longer.”

      It was a good point, one that quickly quieted down all doubters. Cypher would have to remember to reward the kid later for his faith.

      Though his patience wasn’t at the level of Reginald’s. They had a timetable and were already behind. Action needed to be taken.

      “We’re going to call Burner,” Cypher decided out loud. “Cade, we’ll deal with the rest later. I need you to set up an untraceable connection right away.”

      Cade waved his hand in front of the screen, clearing it. “You got it.”

      Cypher leaned over the console, steepling his hands in front of him. “If Burner needs some more motivation, we are going to give it to him.”
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Jump and Dump Hotel, Hell’s Reach, Dobulla, UX8, Union Space
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      A week of video reviewed, and so far they had only come across one guy who was remotely suspicious. About five days ago he had come into the gun store carrying a large bag over his shoulder, one that Burner noted would be large enough to house a sniper rifle. What caught their attention was how he seemed to move in a way that kept his face from the feeds. He wore a hat with a long visor, and when it wasn’t possible to keep his back to the camera, he would tip his head forward enough for the visor to obscure the view of his face. This was true no matter which camera Burner switched between. When the cameras caught the man leaving the store, he was no longer carrying the bag.

      The man’s brief appearances in the videos unfortunately did not shed much light on his identity. He walked with a notable limp, left foot dragging behind the right, but his bearing was upright and proper. Military, possibly. But not someone with enough rank that going to a weapon shop in the middle of the day was going to ring any alarm bells.

      It was unlikely that the terrorists would send someone important to do the dirty work, especially if that someone was going to be carrying a weapon that would soon be connected to a high-profile crime. One of their goons, then, someone expendable enough that the mission wouldn’t be endangered if they were caught but loyal enough to keep their mouths shut.

      Assuming this man was even an associate of the kidnappers to begin with. Gun shops in Union space were breeding grounds for all manner of shady dealings, and it’s possible whatever this suspicious fellow was up to was completely unrelated to Burner’s current predicament. There was no way to tell at this time, and nothing further to go on.

      They could keep digging further back. Burner had two more weeks’ worth of video downloaded. He had a suspicion that they were going to be just as uninformative, but it was the attempt. Plus, the kidnappers were probably sweating by now, wondering when he was going to pick up the weapon. The longer he waited, the more nervous he would make them, and nervous people have a habit of making mistakes.

      He tapped through the handheld’s memory banks to find the next relevant file. In addition to the video footage from the cameras, the broad-spectrum scanners had also automatically copied data from a host of nearby coms and wireless networks. He would have to clear all that data off the memory later, but for now he simply ignored it and selected the appropriate file.

      They reviewed the videos for several hours, watching four feeds at a time in a grid formation at high speed, only slowing the videos if they thought they caught a glimpse of something unusual. When Burner got tired of tapping through the files, he handed the job over to Sara, another demonstration of the trust he instinctively felt she deserved.

      As evening rolled in, hunger and exhaustion began to take their toll. They decided to take a break to order in some food.

      Sara sprawled out on the room’s single bed, letting out a contented sigh as she stretched her arms and worked out the kinks in her muscles from being hunched over her pad for so long. “So what are you in the mood for? I think the local delicacy is something called criblack, which is… well, it’s some kind of meat and some kind of vegetable. I’m not sure what they are, but it’s pretty tasty, kind of spicy and sweet at the same time. Or, if you’re not feeling adventurous, we could always play it safe and get a pizza or something. What do you think?” A pause. “Burner?”

      Burner snapped back to reality after a rare moment of allowing himself to be distracted. The pain in his jaw was throwing him off, which was never a good thing.

      His mind caught up with the conversation. “Yeah, pizza. Pizza is good.”

      Sara sat up in the bed and leaned toward him, causing a whole new kind of distraction. The two of them stayed like that for a while, looking at each other, into each other, the only sound the low moans coming from a neighboring room.

      They were interrupted by an incoming call notification from Burner’s com. He didn’t recognize the sender identifier, but he knew the SEC12 prefix for Union-standard secure communications. Before he hit the answer button, he had a good guess as to who would be on the other end.

      “You’ve been disobedient, Burner.” The voice was proper, the words spoken with the careful diction of a politician. “I do not believe we instructed you to make any side trips before picking up the weapon.”

      Burner’s fingers were already dancing over the tracing program in his scanner kit. “Well, to be fair, you didn’t specifically instruct me not to, and in this line of work, there’s really no room for mixed messages.”

      The terrorist did not sound amused. “Let me make things as clear as I can for you, then. You will immediately make your way to The Hell’s Reach Central Weapons Store where you will pick up the weapon we have set aside for you. Then you will receive further instructions and carry those out as well without hesitation. Further delays will not be tolerated, so stop flirting with your girlfriend and get to it!” Burner could hear the anger boiling behind the proper speech.

      “My girlfriend?” He glanced around the room, which he had already scanned for hidden cameras and microphones and found nothing. “I don’t know what you are talking about.”

      “The blonde you have taken under your wing. I don’t know if she’s your girlfriend, partner, or a one-night stand, and I really don’t care. There is only a short window open before us, and you will not miss it. Even if that means I have to.... remove any distractions, personally.”

      The threat lingered in the silence that followed. Burner felt himself gripping the com in a tight fist. “I’d like to see you try.”

      “I’m not some pickpocket you can break and toss aside, Burner. I’d watch my words more carefully.”

      In Burner’s other hand, the tracing program returned an error. Whatever protocols they were using to protect them from being traced were stronger than Burner’s over-the-counter solutions. “I’m careful about a lot of things, but words? Not so much.”

      “I see you intend to continue to be disobedient,” the terrorist continued. “Very well. You have forced my hand. I have hidden a bomb on a space station. Thousands of people live, work, and commute through this station every day. If you choose to disobey any of my orders, or cause any further delays that endanger our timetable, I will be forced to detonate it. Those deaths will be on you, Burner. Think hard about whether you want that on your conscience.”

      Before Burner could retort, the connection went dead.

      He now had a better idea of the kind of people he was dealing with. It was the worst possible case. He was against someone who was operating on passion more than logic, and they were the most dangerous foes to face. While you could count on a logical person to act with a degree of caution, an instinct for self-preservation, there was nothing someone with a zealous passion wouldn’t do for their cause. They’d even sacrifice their own lives if it meant accomplishing their goal.

      Burner filled Sara in on the other side of the conversation in case she had some additional insights.

      “Do you think there really is a bomb?” Sara asked after he had finished. “Or is this just a bluff to get you to do what they want?”

      He had been considering the same thing. “I think this terrorist is willing to use a bomb, and if there isn’t one yet there might be one in the near future. Do I believe he will destroy a crowded space station to get to me if I continue to defy him? Yeah, I’d say it’s not unlikely.”

      The tables had been turned on him too quickly. It had been less than a day since he was told to pick up that weapon, but they had already figured out a way to keep him on a short leash. They knew he would never do anything to endanger the lives of that many civilians.

      But they had also taken a risk, contacting him like that. The communication might not have been traceable, yet working back through the short conversation, Burner was able to deduce a few things.

      For one, he was being followed. That much he had already figured, even though he hadn’t been able to pick out any tails besides Sara. Somehow they knew about the pickpocketing incident, and since the lady he had saved didn’t see it happen and the thief was not likely to tell anyone about the failed burglary attempt, the only way they could have known about it is if they had seen it.

      Burner ran the scanner again, but still it came up empty of bugs of any kind in the room. So how are they listening to us?

      Sara was watching him curiously. He took his com and typed a message into it.

      
        
        
        -They are listening to us. Be careful what you say.-

      

        

      

      She nodded and pulled out her own com to reply.

      
        
        
        -How?-

      

        

      

      Burner shrugged, his face revealing his frustration at being unable to solve the conundrum.

      Out loud they had one conversation, in which they revised their dinner plans to grab street-cart fare on the way to the weapons store. Burner put on an act of being properly cowed by the terrorist’s threat. Using their pads, they traded and discarded theories on how they were being spied on.

      An idea came to Burner just as they were about to leave.

      
        
        
        -Perhaps we can use their eavesdropping to our advantage.-

      

        

      

      Sara quickly typed her response.

      
        
        
        -Yeah, but how?-

      

        

      

      
        
        
        -I have an idea.-
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        UNDISCLOSED LOCATION

      

      

      The tension in the air was palpable. Or maybe that was just Eggie’s normal stench. His heavy smoking had left him with gastrointestinal issues that gave him frequent gas. It’s where he had picked up the nickname “Eggie,” for always reeking of rotten eggs.

      Either way, the stress on everyone’s faces was apparent. Cypher had gone off-script again. It wasn’t an uncommon occurrence. Over the time Killington had worked with him, he could count on one hand the number of times one of their plans had reached its conclusion without Cypher making sudden changes as the mood struck him.

      It’s something you grew to get used to. Cypher was brilliant, and charismatic. And ruthless. All the qualities they needed in a leader. But for those who weren’t used to his eccentricities, he could see how watching Cypher risk everything they had worked for in a rage filled call could be unnerving. Hopefully they were smart enough to keep their grumblings out of Cypher’s earshot. The man did not handle dissent well.

      For now, it seemed Cypher’s gambit was working though. Burner was heading back toward the weapon shop. Once things got back on course, people would start to relax.

      Not that it would stop Killington from operating on his own to make sure there were contingencies in place should Burner continue to be unreliable. It was a dangerous game he played, one with mortal consequences should Cypher ever get wind of it and mistake his caution for treason. But Killington had a responsibility to all the members of the organization that looked to him for leadership to keep them safe and give their mission the greatest chance of success.

      While everyone else was busy watching Burner’s movements, Killington snuck out to the mess. There, he found the person he was looking for: the tech specialist, Cade.

      Cade’s skills earned him a great deal of leeway in how he worked. Even Cypher was hesitant to be too strict with him because Cade was too valuable to have him walk. Or be killed. One of the ways Cade took advantage of this leeway was to take his meals whenever he wanted, even if that meant disappearing in the middle of an active mission.

      The techy waved to him as he approached the table. “Hey, Killer-ton, grab a plate and take a seat. I wasn’t expecting any company. Is the mission over already?”

      Killington took the seat across from him. “Not yet, but I wanted to have a talk with you. One-on-one.”

      Cade shrugged and turned his attention back to his food. “As long as you don’t mind me holding my end with a full mouth.”

      “I need you to keep this from Cypher.” Killington looked over his shoulder. He knew Cypher would be closely monitoring Burner’s movement right now, but he still couldn’t help but feel his eyes everywhere. “I need you to go through Stack’s data and find us another window… just in case we miss this one.”

      “Burf Cyphar saad—”

      “Swallow your food, Cade.”

      Cade held up a finger for a moment and swallowed his mouthful. “But Cypher said we only get one shot, and that looking for backups is just planning for failure.”

      Killington gave him a serious look. “And that’s why I said we keep this from Cypher. For now. He’ll be glad we have the option if it comes down to it.”

      The techy looked dubious but in the end just shrugged. “Whatever you say. I’ll get on it once I’m done running all the data on the blonde lady.”

      And just like that, a conspiracy was born. Killington just hoped the payout was worth the risk.

      It all came down to the actions of Jack Burner.
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Hell’s Reach Central Weapon Store, Dobulla UX8, Union Space
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      There must have been a dozen weapon stores within travelling distance of Hell’s Reach. Most of them would be smaller and easier to monitor than the massive superstore that the kidnappers had picked for him. But there was one good reason to use the Central Weapon Store as the drop point: the cameras. It would be virtually impossible for Burner to get in and out without appearing on the cameras at least once. And that meant later, when the investigators started tracking the history of the weapon that performed whatever assassination Burner was going to perform, they would have video evidence of Burner procuring it.

      Patsy. There was only one way the terrorists expected this to end: with the death of their target, and Burner in military jail, his only defense a wild story about a faceless conspiracy that forced him to do it. And here he was, walking right into it. Not an ideal situation, but the one he found himself in right now.

      Sara waited nearby, playing the part of the lost tourist circling the block repeatedly. They linked their comm so they could remain in contact the whole time. Burner wasn’t anticipating any danger from a simple drop, but he hadn’t survived as long as he had without learning caution.

      There’s nothing more suspicious than trying not to act suspicious, so Burner made no attempts to hide himself from the cameras or the employees inside. If the investigators reviewed these videos and interviewed the employees, they would not see a trained ex-operative out for a kill. It might only be a small thing toward his defense, but it was better than nothing.

      The store, despite its size, didn’t have too many people inside. It was the nature of these enterprises. They needed a large space to house a sizable inventory, but the majority of their business was low-volume, high-value purchases. The only other customer he spotted was an old man who was browsing a rack of antiques with nostalgic eyes.

      “What was the code phrase, again?” Sara asked over the com.

      Burner spoke low while pretending to browse the shelves. “Rick sent me for a good time.”

      She laughed. “Wouldn’t it be funny if all this was a big prank to get you to purchase a bunch of prostitutes?”

      “Hilarious.” His voice was deadpan. “If it wasn’t for the, you know, threat of blowing up a space station and killing a thousand innocents.”

      With that bit of morbidity out of the way and the reminder of the stakes, Burner found himself in full mission mode. It was an odd feeling, after all these years of retirement, like slipping on a comfortable old sweater. His instincts became even more honed, his mind worked faster, and his reflexes felt quicker.

      He catalogued in his head every weapon that surrounded him, their firing power, their reliability, their optimal effective range. He knew how long it would take to assemble each one, get it loaded, and fire off a shot. Every employee was assessed for their potential as a combatant, an ally, or a source of information.

      The obvious target was the one working the main counter. His eyes locked onto Burner the moment he stepped through the door. Burner matched his gaze as he walked up to the counter.

      Physically, the clerk was an impressive man: massive and muscular, with arms as thick around as Burner’s neck. But there was a difference between show muscle and combat muscle, and this guy’s body was the definition of show muscle—hours spent in the gym every day and a diet rich in protein to gain the maximum amount of bulk. But show muscles were clumsy and made a person inflexible and slow. Given the lack of blemishes on his face, Burner would guess that this guy had never been in a fight before.

      The shopkeeper squared his shoulders as Burner approached, attempting to make himself even larger and more intimidating, but Burner could see his nervousness. Whatever he had been told about Burner, it was enough to put the fear of the gods in him. Or maybe the terrorists themselves had scared him pretty good, and he associated Burner with them. Either way, he could identify Burner from sight so he must have been shown a picture. Why they decided they also needed a code phrase was a mystery.

      “Good evening, Erik,” Burner said, reading off the shopkeeper’s nametag. “Do you know why I’m here?”

      “H-hello, mister.” Erik was sweating in sheets, his nerves already getting the best of him after just one sentence. “Uh, yeah—I think I know, I mean, probably, what you are here for. But you’re supposed to—I mean, they told me not to say anything until—”

      Burner decided to give the passphrase before the shopkeeper had a heart attack. “It’s fine. Rick sent me here for a good time.”

      Erik let out an audible sigh of relief. “Right, so now I’m supposed to give you this.” He reached under the counter and pulled out the bag that Burner had seen on his playbacks of the cameras’ video memory. Next to it he placed a small comm unit. Burner recognized it as one of the cheap disposable models frequently used by cheating spouses and low-level drug pushers to hide their activity. The fact that they didn’t have many of the features of the more standard com models actually served in their favor for security. It was tough to hack the GPS location of a com with no GPS chip.

      The shopkeeper was clearly hoping that Burner would just take the bag and the comm and be on his way, but Burner had some questions he needed answered first. “What can you tell me about the man who left these for me?”

      Erik fidgeted nervously, a fact that seemed absurd for a man his size. “Not much. He was… normal looking, I guess. Wore a hat.”

      Burner wasn’t sure yet whether Erik wasn’t being intentionally unhelpful or if his nerves were so bad he actually couldn’t think of anything. He pressed on. “Was that the first time you met that man?”

      “Yeah. Before that was just calls—that’s how they always talked to me. The guy didn’t actually say much when he was in here, just had me repeat my instructions and dropped off the bag and the comm.”

      The other employees were beginning to look over at them now, noticing their boss’s near total panic while dealing with a customer. Burner would have to be quick. “You done things for these people before?”

      Erik wavered on his feet like he was going to faint. “N-No. This was the first—we get some weirdos in here sometimes looking to buy weapons, but nothing like this has ever happened before.”

      Nothing about the way that Erik talked or behaved struck Burner as dishonest. Like Dr. Suffolk, they must have found some leverage on the shopkeeper to force his compliance. Fortunately for Erik, he had a better chance of surviving than the poor dentist because the terrorists would want him to be able to identify Burner to the investigators later.

      If Erik had incidentally learned anything useful during his dealing with the terrorists, he was too out of his mind to think of it. Burner couldn’t risk creating a scene right now by having the shopkeeper faint in front of him. Instead, he shouldered the bag, picked up the comm, and calmly strode out the front door.

      He hadn’t taken more than two steps out of the building when the incoming notification sound came from the disposable comm. There wasn’t much point in trying to run a trace through the cheap piece of equipment so Burner didn’t even try to set one up as he answered the call. “Yeah, I got your bag. Now what?”

      A different voice from the one that had contacted his personal comm spoke. This one was more serious, more somber. “Get to the Herod’s District. Don’t waste time.”

      “You going to give me more than that?” Whoever he spoke to this time was not as easily antagonized as the last and simply disconnected the call.

      The group he was dealing with was apparently one of disparate personalities. He could have engaged with up to three different members of the gang so far. He wondered how they kept all the conflicting attitudes in check, and if perhaps there might be a weakness there for him to exploit.

      He regrouped with Sara, who was already up to speed thanks to following along on their shared com. “We’ve got a ways to go to get to Herod's district.”

      “It can’t be too much further.” He held up the disposable com as proof. “These things work on a limited network. The job will be local. Somewhere on this planet, probably not far from this city.”

      The terrorists were unquestionably still monitoring them, and even though they had changed clothes and were out of the hotel, there was still the possibility that they could be heard. With that in mind, Burner sent the most crucial point to Sara as text to her comm.

      
        
        
        -that narrows down our list of potential targets. I need to do some research to narrow it down further. I’ll work on it while we travel.-

      

        

      

      They decided that they needed to rent a vehicle. Carrying a sniper rifle with sketchy legal origins that they did not possess a permit for all the way across the city was too risky.

      Being a city that was designed with foot traffic in mind, there weren’t a whole lot of places to rent vehicles. The only one nearby specialized in luxury vehicles for upper class tourists. Fortunately, Sara said the Union would foot the bill, and Burner felt he was overdue a little luxury anyway.

      Pascor Rentals was a small building with tinted glass walls surrounded by the landing pads where they park their fleet of hover vehicles. Burner stepped to the side as Sara approached a bored looking receptionist to request a rental.

      The receptionist went through the standard questions with a tone like she was reading off a cue card instead of reciting from memory. “Do you understand the risks involved in hover vehicle operation? Do you agree that any damage done to the vehicle while it is in your possession will be repaired and the costs billed to the account we have on file for you? Do you understand the laws regarding operating the vehicle while under the effects of mind-altering substances?” On she went, one question after another, barely taking note when Sara replied.

      Burner had nearly forgotten the amount of regulations involved with even simple things like renting a vehicle when you were in Union space. In the Deadlands, they would have just taken a deposit upfront for any damages and you were good to go. Of course, some establishments operated as they wished, but this one was ticking all the boxes.

      At last, Sara handed over an ID for the receptionist to scan. The receptionist handed it back with the key for their rental. “You’re all set, Mrs. Parridge. Have a good rest of your evening.”

      Burner’s eyebrows climbed at the name. The fact that Sara would use an alias to rent a vehicle wasn’t the most surprising thing he had encountered today, but it was still something worth noting. Aliases served all sorts of purposes, from protecting your true identity, to giving you a background that builds trust with certain groups, to compartmentalizing different tasks of a job. They could also be used as signals, with people who have alerts out for certain identities taking note when one was used.

      He realized he wasn’t even sure if Sara was her real name. He had taken for granted that she was being truthful during their introductions, but her protocol might have had her operating under a specific alias during this mission. It didn’t really matter in the long run, but for some reason he felt a little disappointed that the woman he’d been getting to know might just be a cover.

      The vehicle they had been given was brand new with all the luxury features: seat warmers, drink chillers, adjustable privacy tinted windows, and seats so plush it was like sitting on a bed. If Burner didn’t have work to do during the flight, he might have taken a nap.

      “So, Mrs. Parridge?” Burner asked as Sara put the coordinates for Herod’s district into the autopilot.

      Sara spoke matter-of-factly, confident that the enemy couldn’t hear since they had turned off Burner’s phone, the only thing that made sense. “It’s an identity that my handler keeps tabs on. I’m leaving a trail of breadcrumbs for him to follow. He’s good enough at this game to put some things together.”

      Burner thought about that for a moment. “Because you’re worried about being alone in a car with me?”

      The vehicle lurched into the air as the autopilot activated, and Sara sat back in her seat. “That would fit with the protocol. I’m going to have to explain your involvement sooner or later, and that will be easier if they already know how involved you are. But the big thing is information. If I have to call in the assassination plot, they’ll be able to move much quicker if my handler already has data collected to back up my story.” She sighed. “That’s one of the big problems with this kind of work, you know? There’s no one to check your work.”

      It was a plight Burner sympathized with all too well. How many times had his investigations uncovered crimes like the bribery of ranking Union officials, only to be unable to prove it? Burner’s word alone couldn’t convict someone. A decent handler was invaluable in taking the bits of hard evidence, such as financial records that might seem like eldritch code to a common person, and building that into a case to back up the investigator’s findings.

      “Since I left the Union, it’s just been me.” Burner looked out at the city below them, at imagery that invoked memories of the Union both good and bad. “If I were to die on my wanderings, no one would be any wiser. No one would look into why I died, or what I had gotten myself into that led to my death. I’d just be gone one day, and leave nothing behind. It would be like I never existed.”

      Sara gave him a sympathetic smile. “No friends or family?”

      He shrugged. “No real family to speak of. I had some friends in the military, but they’ve all moved on with their own lives. They’d never notice I was gone, and even if they did, I doubt they’d care enough to do anything about it.”

      She leaned over to put a hand on his shoulder. “It’s rough, what we chose to do. It’s hard to make real connections when you are always operating under false identities and disappearing for months or years at a time. How do you make close friends with that kind of lifestyle?”

      His chuckle had a bitter undertone to it. “I once spent so long under one of my aliases, that when I came back home, my real name felt weird to me and I had to get used to it again. Yeah, that’s the kind of thing that makes personal relationships hard.”

      Sara seemed just as weighed down by the reality of it all for a moment, but she bounced back from it quickly, her quirky smile returning. “Well, for what it’s worth, if you manage to die in the next few days we are working together, I will make a note of it. Maybe even put it in the footnotes of one of my reports.”

      He laughed, genuinely this time. “What more could I ask for.”

      They talked for a while after that, both careful not to reveal the trade secrets of their respective agencies but giving each other enough that they could take comfort in their shared experiences and the knowledge that someone else had gone through the same thing.

      Once they had lapsed into a comfortable silence, Burner set to work on his tablet, going through the planet’s news and gossip to generate a list of rich and influential people who would be visiting the planet around this time. A list that would be narrowed soon, as the autopilot alerted them that they neared their destination. Everything was going to come to a head rapidly.

      This was the time when he shined.
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      As the autopilot began its landing procedures at a public parking garage, the disposable com buzzed with a text message.

      
        
        
        -6:55 a.m. Front of the Sparrow’s Nest. Set up on the balcony of Room 802 of the Herod Grand. Key waiting at the front desk for Frank Lian. You will receive the target’s identity at 6:52 a.m. Be ready.-

      

        

      

      Burner tentatively typed a short message in reply to see if it was possible to communicate with the terrorists that way, but the message was bounced back to him. Whatever proxy they had used to send the message was one way only.

      Sara’s face was serious even as her voice was whimsical. “Messages from your secret lover?”

      For now, they were going to continue to pretend that they saw no choice but to follow along with the assassination plot since Burner’s phone couldn’t stay off forever. “I got the location where the target is going to be and where I need to set up to make the shot.” He passed the com over to her so she could see. “Early morning, either an early check-in or they’re making it in time for breakfast. Do you recognize the names of these hotels?”

      She thought about it for a moment. “The Sparrow’s Nest is a Union building, not a hotel. Military admin. Not a particularly important one, but they do sometimes hold conferences there due to the amount of floor space. Plus, there’s a pretty swanky hotel right across the street for them to put visiting delegates up in.”

      “Let me guess: The Herod Grand.”

      She nodded. “If they’re putting us in one of the upper floors, we’ll have a pretty good view of the street and the front of the admin building.”

      He looked to the bag that contained the terrorists’ chosen weapon of murder. “A perfect sniper’s nest.”

      “You sure you want to go through with this?” She sounded concerned, but her eyes said You better not be thinking about actually doing it. She was just playing her part for anyone who might be listening.

      Burner played his. “I don’t really have much of a choice. I can’t risk them following through with their threat and blowing up a space station. That would hang over me forever.”

      Hopefully, anyone listening would be fooled into believing that Burner had given up. The fight had been taken out of him by the threat of mass violence, and now he was defeated.

      As they walked out of the garage, their text conversation revealed a different mood.

      
        
        
        -We will need to figure out who of any value is going to be at Sparrow’s Nest tomorrow morning.-

      

        

      

      Burner’s fingers were fast from years of typing up reports.

      
        
        
        -The time is very specific so they must be there for a meeting, that should help narrow things down. I’ve created a list of potential targets in the city, but it’s mostly celebrities and business tycoons. Union news stations tend to avoid looking too closely into military matters.-

      

        

      

      Sara somehow possessed the ability to type without even looking down at her pad.

      
        
        
        -Let me put out a request to one of my contacts. They should be able to tell me if anything important is going down tomorrow.-

      

        

      

      It was roughly two in the morning when they reached the street with the military admin building. Burner noticed security was tight, tighter than he would expect for a place Sara described as not having much significance. They must already be upping security for whoever they were expecting in the morning. Burner would have liked to have circled the building a few times to get a better sense of it, but there were sharp eyes everywhere and very few people out on the streets. Even a single pass risked drawing unwanted attention. So instead they made their way down the other side of the street to where the hotel stood.

      As they neared the hotel, Sara received a reply on her com. Without speaking, she passed the message over to Burner. It was a list of incoming arrivals.

      Burner scanned through the list, ranking the value of the targets in his head from highest to lowest. His kidnappers had gone through a great deal of effort to set this up, rope in a patsy with Burner’s level of training, and get the arrival schedule of the target. That meant this wasn’t a personal vendetta, or an attack of opportunity on a convenient victim. All this plotting pointed to them going after the highest value target on the list.

      Turned out, that wasn’t particularly hard to figure out. Five-star Admiral Karl Thiel was listed among the expected arrivals. Sara’s contact didn’t have specific details, but he was there for some kind of closed-door briefing. Whatever it was wasn’t public facing, it didn’t show up in any of the schedules of events, and it wasn’t referenced in any of the invitations for the conference. The contact didn’t even know what room his briefing was going to be conducted in.

      The name sounded familiar to Burner, and when he looked it on the gal-net, he realized why. He was the one with the unenviable task of overseeing the frontier space between the Union and the Deadlands. A dangerous posting without a lot of gratitude for doing it right and all sorts of hell to pay if it went wrong. Admiral Thiel had held the post for nearly a decade, though, so he must be doing something right.

      Burner’s brain was already racing to determine the terrorist’s motive. The obvious answer was that he was an obstacle for raiding Union space from the Deadlands. But Burner had already determined that his kidnappers had put in too much effort and planning for something that would yield so few rewards. The Union would just assign someone new to the position, and even if they promoted someone less competent than Thiel, Union space would still be a tough nut to crack. The Union was stronger than any one man.

      Removal of a political rival? Union politics were a nasty business, as it had been Burner’s job to learn firsthand, and he wouldn’t put it past a lower ranking admiral to eliminate the person currently holding the position they wanted. But Thiel’s post was a rough one that kept him mostly out of the spotlight, and that came with large consequences for things that might be out of your control, like increased Ravager activity. It was hard to imagine anyone looking to fill those shoes specifically.

      With the obvious motives eliminated, Burner began to think in broader strokes. What ripple effects might the death of such a high-ranking admiral create? And then he realized that the terrorist who called to threaten him over comm may have given the game away.

      Assuming that the threat was a legitimate one, and not something that had been made up on the fly to get Burner’s attention, it might be the answer to the whole thing. Blowing up a space station was a very specific and outlandish threat. If they just wanted to scare Burner into compliance with the promise of mass violence, they could have easily targeted a hospital. Or a school. The kind of places that invoke emotions of defenselessness and innocence. Claiming that you are going to destroy a space station is so grandiose it is almost unbelievable. The potential number of casualties is so great that it no longer provokes imagery of slaughtered innocents but of a faceless mass, a hard but impersonal number of victims. That made it more likely than not to Burner that there was at least a grain of truth to the threat.

      Then there was a space station that fit the bill right up against the edge of Union space, the Union Space Station (USS) Pharbis, whose protection would fall under Admiral Theil’s jurisdiction. Like Zanpus, its proximity to both the Deadlands and Union space made it an important center of trade and travel between the two. Making it large and crowded.

      But being on the Union side, it also served another important function: defense. The Union kept a fleet docked there at all times to rapidly respond to Ravagers moving into Union space. It was seen as a line of defense, the kind of thing that let Union citizens who lived on planets close to the frontier sleep more soundly at night.

      So what would happen if the admiral in charge of defending the region was assassinated? The space station that was looked to as a protective barrier was suddenly destroyed? Panic would ensue.

      The Union citizens on the furthest planets would feel the Union could no longer protect them. Whoever tried to fill Theil’s shoes would have a tough time restoring order after his predecessor was assassinated. Ravagers would become braver. Protection firms from the Deadlands would begin to offer their services. Perhaps the unrest would even grow to the point that the citizens on those planets would rise up and declare independence from the Union in order to form closer ties to their Deadlands protectors.

      It wasn’t the only path things could take. People were static things by nature. They were resistant to change, particularly when that change required effort. Fear could be a great motivator, but if the Union could dissolve those fears with big promises and a show of force, people would be more likely to take the easier option.

      But Burner could see from the perspective of an impassioned terrorist, such as the one who had called him, what it must feel like, to have that kind of burning hatred for the Union. A hate that blazed so hot it threatened to consume you. A spark of that hate existed in everyone and just needed fuel to be ignited. It could be tough for people with passion to understand that lethargy and indifference were the natural order of things, and that having that kind of burning desire actually made you the different one.

      The important thing was, this terrorist believed that they could cause this chain of events through murder and fear, and that made him as dangerous an opponent as any Burner had ever come up against.

      He passed the comm back to Sara while pointing at the admiral’s name. She decided to do her own research on the man, bringing up his profile and scanning the important bits. While speaking out loud about perhaps grabbing breakfast because they never did grab a bite last night, she typed a message to Burner.

      
        
        
        -His ship, the Liberty Ward. I recognize that name from somewhere.-

      

        

      

      Burner searched the ship name on his pad as they passed through the front doors of the hotel.

      The Herod Grand lived up to its name. The lobby was cavernous and decorated with so much gold and silver that it bordered on being gaudy. A virtual assistant hologram was projected into the center of the room, repeating an announcement about the hotel’s amenities on a loop until someone came up to her with a request. Music drifted down from hidden speakers, a slow and classical melody that people associated with class. Despite it being the twilight hours, there was still a woman with a friendly smile manning the reception desk, and an eager looking bellboy standing at attention near the elevators.

      Burner exchanged the necessary pleasantries with the receptionist and handed her the ID from Frank Lian. He was glad he hadn’t tossed it. That was his usual reaction to one of his covers being blown. While the receptionist ran the ID and made sure their room was ready, he glanced back down at his comm and read the entry on the Liberty Ward. There wasn’t much information there. The ship was a newer model and hadn’t seen too much active service to speak of yet. It currently served as Admiral Theil’s base ship, meaning it was where he operated from most of the time. Whatever it was that had sparked Sara’s memory eluded his search, and her shrug told him that she hadn’t had much more luck.

      “Here you are, Mr. Lian. Room 802, our penthouse suite.” The receptionist slid the key card across the counter from him. “That’s our most popular. Lucky you booked in advance.”

      That sparked Burner’s interest. “Yeah, I’ve always been one to plan ahead. I must have made this reservation, what, two weeks ago?”

      The receptionist smiled politely. “More like three. I know that because I’ve had to explain to a couple of shrieking secretaries how much they were beaten by.”

      “I’m really sorry about that. We’ll try to be peaceful guests to make up for the trouble.”

      She laughed. “That would make you a far cry better than most of the guests we’ve had up there.”

      Burner refrained from asking her how many of their guests had used the penthouse’s balcony as a sniper nest before.

      The eager bellboy stopped them at the elevator. “I’ll take that bag for you, sir.” He held his hand out to the bag that contained the sniper rifle.

      “No, it’s fine, I got it,” Burner said, trying to get around the bellboy to the elevator.

      “It’s really no trouble, sir.” The bellboy was insistent. “It’s my job.”

      Burner took a good look at the bellboy. There wasn’t any hostility there, nothing that would point the bellboy out as a member of the conspiracy. He was just a kid working a shift where there wasn’t a lot of potential for tips and didn’t want to let the one guest he might see all night slip away.

      Shrugging, Burner passed the sniper rifle bag to bellboy. Couldn’t hurt to have an extra set of fingerprints on them, anyway.

      On the elevator, they made polite conversation with the bellboy, asking him about the local dining options, entertainment, what the must-see sights of the city were. Sara also made a request for food to be delivered to the room in an hour. In their hands, the texts on their comms held an entirely different conversation.

      
        
        
        -So we’re certain this is the target?-

      

        

      

      Sara asked.

      
        
        
        -It makes the most sense of anyone there.-

      

        

      

      Burner wondered if he should try to explain his civil unrest theory. It would be a long text, and he figured Sara was smart enough to figure it out on her own.

      
        
        
        -Your list didn’t include an arrival time for him, but I’d bet if you sent another message you would learn that its scheduled for 7 a.m.-

      

        

      

      Sara tried to hide the anticipation in her voice as she placed her food order with the bellboy. It made her sound like she was really excited about their late-night snack options.

      
        
        
        -I’ll need to call this in with the Union. I don’t know how to explain this to them without mentioning you, though. The course of my investigation doesn’t make sense without you.-

      

        

      

      Burner held in his sigh as he took his bag back from the bellboy and handed him his tip. He had done his best to keep his name out of the Union’s sights since his discharge, but since arriving on this planet, he had already used it at a security checkpoint and given it to a Union Constable, and now it was about to be used in conjunction with an assassination plot of a five-star admiral.

      He guessed there wasn’t much point in hiding it anymore. Burner wasn’t a criminal, there weren’t any warrants out there for him that he knew about, and while there were certain Union officials who would be unhappy to see him surface, those same officials would keep their distance after getting one look at what Burner had become tangled up in. His priority was to stop the assassination and prevent the deaths of thousands of innocent civilians.

      As soon as they were in the room, he gave Sara an approving nod. She went off to one corner to type a long message to her handler explaining the situation in detail. Burner conducted a quick sweep of the room for bugs, which came up empty, but since that hadn’t stopped his captors from listening in on them at the Jump and Dump, they still needed to be careful about what they said aloud. Even more so, now that they were in a suite the terrorists had picked out.

      It was a nice suite, though. Burner decided if he had been an assassin, this was exactly the kind of place he would demand being put up in while he conducted his work. Two adjoining rooms, each bigger than the place Burner had been crashing in Zanpus, and both featured a comfortable looking king-sized bed. A separate living area had one wall replaced with a massive screen that was connected to every bit of entertainment media someone could ask for. The kitchen was fully stocked with a minibar. Considering he was on the terrorist’s dime, Burner had no qualms raiding the bar, pouring himself a drink from an expensive looking bottle, and helping himself to a few individually wrapped pastries.

      Room service delivered Sara’s order at the appointed time, and they ate while Sara continued to deal with her superiors over messages. Getting through Union red tape was difficult enough when you could verbally communicate with those in charge. Burner could only imagine how frustrating doing it via text must be.

      After the meal, he sat on the plush couch and watched some local news to pass the time. He was just starting to drift off when an alert from Sara’s pad brought him back to wakefulness.

      
        
        
        -We have a plan. You’re not going to like it, though. We need you to go through with the assassination.-
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      Burner’s experience with assassinations was more on the side of prevention than conducting them. As an Intelligence operative, his job was to expose conspiracies and corruption within the Union and the military and see that the perpetrators were brought to justice. It wasn’t his role to dish out the punishments, that was the job of the Union courts. He brought his biggest targets down with evidence, not bullets.

      That’s not to say Burner’s hands didn’t have blood on them. Some people become very violent when they learn their secrets are going to be exposed, and Burner had a duty to protect his own life and the lives of others, even if that meant using deadly force. But that was self-defense, not a planned assassination.

      There was one exception: when Burner had been forced to hunt one of his own.

      An Intelligence operative named James Gunderon had gone rogue, selling state secrets to the highest bidder. His experience let him expertly cover his tracks, and when Burner had finally caught the scent of who was responsible for leaking such sensitive information, Gunderon’s warning systems let him know it was time to disappear. He fled into the Deadlands with an account full of credits and a head full of secrets.

      He was too big of a danger to leave unchecked for too long, but when Intelligence sent an operative to try and get close to him and bring him back, that operative wound up dead. That’s when the kill order came down, the first and last of such orders Burner ever received.

      Gunderon was a tough target to get to. He could afford the best protection that the Deadlands could provide. Additionally, the big players had an interest in keeping him around as a giant middle finger to the Union. Burner trailed his movements for weeks, waiting for just one opportunity. Even Gunderon, for all his caution, had to slip up eventually. And he did, peeking his head out of his armored vehicle to speak with a gaggle of young women. Burner felt worse about the blood splatter on the women than he did about ending Gunderon’s life. The traitor didn’t deserve any better.

      Still, Burner had never considered himself an assassin. His role had always been primarily investigation.

      So how was it he had wound up facing out on the balcony of the Herod Grand, aiming the scope of a sniper rifle at the entrance of a Union military building, waiting for a five-star admiral to come by so he could shoot him?

      And the worse part of all of it? His tooth still hurt. His whole jaw, really. Dr. Suffolk might not have been lying about the dangers of that spreading. All this started with a toothache, which Burner still hadn’t been able to deal with.

      He fired off a text to Sara.

      
        
        
        -Are you sure this is going to work?-

      

        

      

      The time on his device told him that he had eight minutes until the target arrived. He started to run through the breathing exercises that were the start of any sniper’s training.

      Sara’s reply popped up on the screen.

      
        
        
        -Yes—it has to.-

      

        

      

      A few minutes later, he received another alert, this one on the disposable com.

      
        
        
        -Your target is Admiral Karl Thiel. You are to shoot him as he gets out of his vehicle in exactly three minutes. Do not let us down.-

      

        

      

      The message was accompanied by a picture of the admiral so there could be no mistaking the target.

      It was actually pretty clever how they revealed the target to him. It gave him enough time to memorize his target’s face, but not enough time to do any research on him, think about the implications of killing him, or send a warning to his security detail. This part of the plan had clearly been thought through.

      With time ticking down, Burner ran through his sniper protocol for the final time. He checked the wind and found it blowing north-northwest at a slightly brisker speed than when he had checked ten minutes ago, so he made the necessary adjustments. His glare check ensured him that the sun would not be a problem at his current angle at the appointed time. All the bracing parts of the rifle’s mounting system were rechecked for stability to ensure minimum recoil. He jostled his own position slightly to make sure he was lying in the sturdiest position. Everything was in order.

      Other delegates were already coming and going for the conference, which was already in full swing. That’s the thing about the military, they always get started on time. Through the scope, he made out military uniforms, dress suits, a mix of casual wear on those too old to care to dress up anymore, and the same gray jacket and blue tie that every aide seemed to be wearing. Burner wondered if there was a place that sold those in bulk.

      He also noted the increased security presence surrounding all sides of the building and cordoning off that side of the road. There were as many soldiers standing by to protect the conference as there were delegates in attendance. Most stood at what Burner had coined “dumb-attention,” in which their body was straight and their form seemingly alert, but the glassy look in their eyes gave them away as letting their mind drift. It was common among soldiers, particularly young ones who were given a security post in which the odds of actual danger were zero or close to it. No one expected any trouble here, so they let themselves relax. If Burner wanted to, he could sneak up behind each of them and conk them in the back of the head without being noticed.

      As the appointed time arrived, a vehicle with black tinted windows drifted into sight. It landed gently in the open space in front of the admin building.

      “This is him,” Sara’s voice announced over his comm. She had taken a position from the street below where she could watch from a lower angle.

      Burner couldn’t see anything through the blackened windows. “Target not confirmed.”

      The door opened and people started filing out. Burner watched through his scope as the procession made its way toward the building. Two aides, each in the signature gray jacket and blue tie, tapped busily on their tablets. A woman with a straight bearing and a simple navy dress followed. An old man with a cane wearing an older version of the Union military uniform also got out of the car.

      And then came the target. He saw the distinguishing colors of an admiral’s uniform emerge. He began to line up his shot at where the head would be when the man stood at full height.

      “Remember, center mass,” Sara reminded him. She didn’t need to say, That’s the only way this works.

      Burner lowered his aim from the head to the chest area. But the admiral had his back to him. He let out a frustrated groan. “I can’t see his face.” To his annoyance, the target began to walk toward the building. “He needs to turn around.” He had to be careful what he said.

      Sara sounded uncharacteristically flustered. “I don’t know. I don’t…” There was some garbled noise that Burner could make out as her placing a call to another channel.

      He watched as the back of the admiral’s uniform began to ascend the front steps. In just a few seconds he would be inside the admin building and Burner would have missed his shot.

      Come on, you old bastard, Burner thought as he concentrated intently on his aim, his trigger finger squeezing ever so slightly. He was holding his breath, both to steady the shot and to keep himself from shouting. Turn around! Come on, please!

      No word came back from Sara. Should he take the shot at the guy’s back? When he was serving in the Union, he had the blessing of being given specific orders without much wiggle room. Back then, it was something he hadn’t really liked, as it could really tie his hands when it came to his investigations. Sometimes he needed to make a judgement call but found it ran counter to what his explicit orders stated.

      But right now, with a big judgement call to make, he sure would appreciate a bit of guidance.

      Another jacketed aide came running up the steps, having been left behind to collect some items from the car. He called out to the admiral, who turned around to face him.

      Chest shot! Burner squeezed the trigger.

      Red blood splattered out of the man’s chest, coating the poor aide and his formerly gray jacket. The admiral hit the deck. Burner let out the breath he had been holding in and took another to steady himself. The important part was done.

      Below, panic ensued all around the fallen admiral. The daydreaming security detail were stunned into action, but they struggled to be heard over the sounds of shouting and screaming. The aide who had been splattered with blood was staggering down the stairs as if drunk or dazed, while others tried to rush to the fallen man’s side. The chaos would buy Burner a little time, but it still wouldn’t be long before someone pieced together where that shot had come from. He needed to be long gone before that happened.

      It took Burner less than a minute to fully dismount the sniper rifle, break it down, and pack it into its original bag. Then he was on the move, walking at the brisk pace of a man late for a meeting. He moved fast enough to get out of the area but not fast enough to draw attention. He hurried down a corridor with only a single security camera, which he had disabled last night with the aid of old, reliable chewing gum. Then he took a right and slipped into the hotel’s service area.

      He took the service stairs into the hotel’s lowest level, keeping his head down so no one would pay attention to him. He crossed through the laundry room where, according to plan, he discarded the rifle bag in a bin full of dirty towels, then he continued on until he reached a door that led outside.

      The service entrance fed out into an alley. One direction led back toward the admin building, so Burner followed the alley the other way. At the end, another employee-only entrance led into a bar. At this hour, only the most determined of drunks were in attendance, one of which was passed out at a booth not too far from where Burner entered. He wore a simple red cap that Burner snatched from his head and placed on his own as he walked past.

      Burner took just a moment to turn his jacket inside out before stepping out into the main street and losing himself in the crowd.
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      Sara was waiting in an alley nearby, her arms crossed and her usual amused expression plastered on her face. “Well, that was quite the performance, I’d say.”

      Burner gave a theatrical bow. “I always thought I would have been suited to the theater.”

      “Well, it’s not too late for a new career, you know?” She laughed. “Maybe Admiral Thiel will even act as a reference.”

      He stroked his chin as if seriously thinking about it. “I don’t know. Shooting a guy in the chest tends to leave a bad first impression.”

      “Ah, but it does leave an impression.”

      Burner looked thoughtfully back in the direction of the supposed assassination. “It sure does. I don’t think the admiral is going to forget me anytime soon. But, to be fair, he did give me permission to do it.”
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        * * *

      

      
        
        UNION SHUTTLE, EN ROUTE TO DOBULLA UX8, UNION SPACE

      

      

      Admiral Karl Thiel was no stranger to death threats. They came part and parcel with the territory. Literally. He was responsible for protecting a region of space that bordered the lawless Deadlands, which made him the public face of the Union military presence in that territory. Every Ravager, pirate, and renegade in the Deadlands saw him as an enemy, and some liked to voice those feelings in expressive ways.

      But he’d hoped getting back into central Union Space, at least for a little while, would give him a break. The call he’d received when he was just moments from landing at Dobulla proved that hope futile.

      “Who is it this time?” he asked with a world-weary sigh. “Ravagers aren’t going to go this far in. Renegades? Those dogs will do anything for money, won’t they?”

      “We’re not sure yet, sir.” The voice on the other end of the call sounded awfully calm to Thiel, considering his life was in danger. “We know the trigger man is former Intelligence.”

      “Intelligence?” He scratched at the back of his head. “What the heck did I ever do to them? Is this about funding?”

      “No, sir, it’s…” The caller seemed to have trouble finding the right words to describe it. “The situation is complicated and would be easier to explain in person. I’ll have one of my agents waiting for you at the spaceport.”

      Thiel rubbed at the bridge of his nose, already feeling a migraine coming on. “Yeah, alright. But make sure they bring me a sandwich or something. This is going to cost me breakfast.”

      A lanky young man dressed in a plaid suit and carrying a take-out bag that smelled of heaven in his left hand greeted him when he landed, holding out his right for a handshake. “Constable Alan Redding. Good to meet you, sir.”

      Thiel unenthusiastically performed his half of the handshake ritual. “Admiral Karl Thiel, but you know that already. This better be good, son.”

      “I’ve had a room set aside where we can talk privately.”

      The admiral nodded. “Lead on. And son?”

      “Yes, Admiral?”

      “I’ll take that bag.”

      They took seats in one of the station’s security rooms. There wasn’t anything here except a single square table, with a large padded chair on one side and three smaller, hard chairs on the other. Theil claimed the padded chair for himself.

      Constable Redding produced a datapad and slid it across the table. Thiel began to thumb through it. There was a lot to sift through, including a lengthy text message chain, the service records of an Intelligence officer named Jack Burner, and several video recordings. “So what exactly am I seeing here?”

      Redding cleared his throat. “For the past few months, one of our agents has been tracking a terrorist cell we believe to be operating out of Zanpus Z145. While there, she came into contact with a former Union Intelligence officer.”

      “That’s this Jack Burner fellow?” The admiral flipped through the officer’s service record, but it was extensive and there was no way he could get through it all in a timely manner. They could conduct days of briefings just on him alone. Impressive, considering he seemed to have retired so young.

      “Yes, sir. Turns out, Mr. Burner was a victim of the very group that she had been tracking. The group had kidnapped him and were trying to strongarm him into becoming their assassin.”

      “With me as their target.” The pieces were all coming into place now. “And how did Mr. Burner respond to this job offer?”

      The Constable shifted in the hard seat. “Negatively. He ended up trying to stop them himself, and Nolan decided to take him on as a consultant in relation to the assassination plot.”

      Thiel nodded, appreciatively. “Good on him. It’s always nice to hear when someone maintains their sense of Union pride and duty even after retirement.”

      “Yes, pride and duty. I’m sure that’s what it is, sir.” Redding’s voice was doubting. “Anyway, things got a little complicated from there. Burner was contacted by the terrorists demanding he go through with the assassination or they were going to blow up a space station.”

      Thiel was definitely going to get a migraine. “That seems like a bit of an overreaction, don’t you think? Which space station?”

      “The terrorist was not specific, but Nolan has reason to believe the target is the space station Pharbis.”

      Of course it would be the Pharbis, the most important station in his region. “So let me get this straight. Either Burner is going to shoot me, or thousands of people are going to die? Seems like a lose-lose situation.”

      Redding was grinning now, which seemed wholly inappropriate, given the situation. “Actually, sir, we’ve had an idea.”

      “Well, don’t just stand there waiting for a treat. What is it?”

      The Constable knocked on the window and the door opened. A man in a military uniform entered carrying what Thiel immediately recognized as a bulletproof vest. “We’re going to strap exploding packets of blood to this vest. When it hits, blood is going to go everywhere. The terrorists will think Burner got you, and it will buy us time to secure the Pharbis.”

      The admiral gave the young Constable a level glare. “This Burner fellow is going to take the shot?”

      “Yes. The entire plan hinges on Burner hitting you in just the right spot.”

      “And how long has Burner been out of the service?”

      Redding considered the question before answering. “I don’t remember the exact year he retired, but he’s been a civilian for a few years now.”

      Thiel frowned. “And when he was active duty, was he part of some specialized sniper regiment?”

      “No. Not that our records show, sir.”

      The admiral leaned forward across the table. “And do we have any record of what he has been up to in the years since his retirement.”

      Redding’s mouth turned down in displeasure. “Not as such, sir. We know he’s been in the Deadlands, but other than that... he’s really good at covering his movements, sir.”

      “So, to summarize,” Thiel said, rising from his seat. “The plan hinges on Burner, a former Intelligence operative who has had years to get rusty, and who wasn’t a specialized sniper even when he was on active duty, will be taking a clean shot at my chest. All assuming Burner, whose last few years have been a mystery, is who he says he is and has not been fooling your Constable with the intention of using this moment to put a bullet in my head.”

      Constable Redding merely nodded, the gesture lacking any emotion. “That’s correct.”

      “Alright, then.” Thiel began unbuttoning his jacket. “Just wanted to make sure I had that all clear. I like to know exactly what I’m getting into when I risk my life. Let’s get this over with.”

      They strapped Theil with the bulletproof vest and the exploding packets of blood. They added some extra padding to his uniform so it wouldn’t show the lines of the vest underneath. Thiel was worried he might look puffy, but he was assured that no one could tell.

      For maximum security, no one else in the admiral’s retinue was let in on the plan. Thiel kept quiet during the short ride from the station to the eventual scene of the fake assassination. Hopefully his people didn’t take it too hard. His aides could be awfully squeamish at times.

      When they arrived, Thiel let everyone else file out first and put enough distance from him so that they were unlikely to be hit with a ricochet if Burner missed. Then he took a deep breath. Time to get it over with.

      He stepped out of the vehicle and walked calmly toward the building. Every step he took he expected to hear the loud retort of a sniper rifle. He reached the front steps and took the first few before the aide called out, reminding him that he needed to turn around to give the sniper the best shot.

      Admiral Thiel hesitated just a moment, a single bead of sweat dripping down the side of his face.

      And then he turned.

      BANG!
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      There’s a moment of levity that passes over everyone after the completion of a high stress mission. Burner had rarely seen an exception. Even the most serious operatives he had worked alongside could become boisterous and giddy in the wake of strenuous assignments. It was, in Burner’s opinion, a combination of the adrenaline that still hadn’t had time to work its way out of your system, the flood of endorphins you were rewarded with for a job well done, and the sudden release of a mountain of tension you didn’t even know was there until it was gone. Together it made you feel light and energized.

      And, perhaps, just a bit randy.

      That was why Burner and Sara were enjoying a good laugh, even though nothing that either of them had said was particularly funny. And that was also why, between bad jokes with a disproportionate amount of laughter, they stopped to look at each other, an unspoken question on each of their lips. It was tempered only by the knowledge that this reprieve was temporary and a bigger goal still lay in front of them.

      Burner was the one to break their celebration with a verbal reminder of reality. “We’ve bought ourselves some time. Hard to tell how much. The admiral’s too important for the Union to let rumors of his death circulate for too long. Eventually, he’ll have to show up alive in public. Before that, we need to find the bomb, secure the space station, and find the ones responsible for all this.

      Sara nodded and took a look at her comm. “I’ve already got my contacts in the Union on it.”

      It was good to be able to communicate aloud again. They were both wearing freshly purchased clothes and had abandoned all non-essential personal items. They had also done thorough checks of their comms and equipment for any bugs. Burner had even taken apart the disposable comm the terrorists had provided him, just to make sure there wasn’t any way for them to listen in on conversations while the device was inactive. Now that they were away from the hotel, and had both made sure they hadn’t been followed, they could discuss the reality of the situation without resorting to typing everything out.

      Burner checked the disposable comm for any further messages. He had expected the terrorists to have been in touch with him already, either to congratulate him for his success or to laugh at him about how he had done what they wanted after all and to enjoy his life in prison. They might be waiting for official word from the hospital Thiel had been taken to that he had been pronounced dead, but if so, they would be waiting for a while. The Union didn’t want to deal with the chaos that would ensue if they had a five-star admiral officially pronounced dead, even for the sake of the mission, so instead they were running tactical interference at the hospital. To anyone trying to learn of the admiral’s fate, it would seem as if the Union was trying to stall the public death announcement until they could name a replacement.

      Burner put the comm away. “Do you trust them to get the job done?” He hadn’t done any prying on who Sara’s contacts were, but considering this was the Union, they could run the gamut from competent to moronic and from honest to corrupt.

      Her brow furrowed in indignation. “Of course,” she responded, her eyes softening now.

      Burner kept his expression neutral. An unspoken moment passed between them. Both recognized that, Union or not, the odds were good that their job wasn’t done. Even if the Union found the bomb in time, nothing was resolved until the terrorists were caught. Until then, they were a danger to everyone.

      “Hope I’m not interrupting anything.”  A man wearing a long tan jacket over a light-blue shirt and carrying a duffel bag came strolling casually down the alley toward them. Burner let his hand drift toward his weapon while exchanging a glance with Sara. She nodded at him. This was the person they were waiting for.

      Sara took a step toward the newcomer and gave him an appreciative nod. “Thanks for coming all the way out here. This is Jack Burner, the ex-Intelligence operative. Burner, this is my handler, Hank.”

      Hank held out his hand for Burner. “Mr. Burner. Sara has said a lot about you.”

      “That’s unfortunate.” As they shook hands, Burner took stock of the man.

      He was tall, though not intimidating. At first glance he appeared scrawny, but Burner quickly realized that it was an illusion. An illusion created by a jacket that was a size too big, a tie that was slightly off-center, and the manner with which he carried himself. His thick neck and the firmness of his handshake gave away that there was a powerfully built man underneath all that. A trick used to make people underestimate him, Burner expected. He sported a five-o'clock shadow despite the early hour and the lines on his face suggested this was not a man who smiled often.

      Burner gave the operative a sidelong glance. “Isn’t it procedure for officers to include their surname during their introduction, Hank?”

      Hank crossed his arms in front of his chest. “Hoping to do some digging on me? I assure you, it’s not necessary. Just Hank will do for our purposes.”

      For some reason, Sara was smiling. “Just consider yourself lucky he’s letting you call him Hank. For the first three months he was my handler, the only name he gave me was H.”

      Hank shrugged. “For a business in which people infrequently use their real identity, some still get real hung up on names.”

      Burner recognized that he had made a valid point. Even if Hank had given him a full name, there would have been no way to know if that was his real name or an alias. A common problem in their line of work. “Fine, Hank it is. Any updates for us?”

      “It’s all quite classified. I can only discuss it with individuals with the proper clearance.” Hank turned deliberately to Sara, an act that said, I’m telling her, and if you happen to overhear it, that’s not my problem. “Everything has gone well. The shot hit the armor dead-center and left the admiral with nothing more than a nasty bruise and a bump on his head from the fall. He’s not too happy about his current accommodations, though. Hates down time. They’ve been running datapads down to him, but we’re not going to be able to keep him still for long. We’ve already got our guys searching for the bomb and chasing down every possible lead for the terrorist cell.”

      Burner stepped up next to Hank. “Funny that you can be chasing down every possible lead without interviewing me, the only guy who has actually talked to them.”

      Hank scratched at the stubble on his chin. “I suppose I should arrest you. After all, you did shoot a five-star admiral. We’ll have all the time in the world to interview you while you’re in detention.”

      Sara stepped in before Burner could respond. “Hank is just joking. His sense of humor is something you get used to. Right, Hank?”

      Her handler shrugged. “I guess.” Not particularly convincing. “Look, you were with the Union long enough to know how it goes, right? We interview you formally, there needs to be a record of it somewhere, and if that record gets leaked somehow, it’d raise questions to why we had you but didn’t arrest you, which leads to them figuring out the whole assassination was a ploy. Sara’s already given us everything you told her about them, and if you think of anything else useful, she knows how to get that info to us. The best thing you could do, both of you could do, for the mission right now, is disappear. Lie low and let us do our jobs.”

      It wasn’t an unreasonable argument, as much as Burner hated to admit it. He gave Hank a nod.

      Hank responded by tossing the duffel bag down at his feet. Taking the cue, Burner knelt down and opened it. Inside was everything someone could desire to craft a new identity. Clothes, hair dye, makeup, credit chips, and a set of IDs that would satisfy even the most scrutinous bureaucrat. Male and female items were present, so it seemed Hank had decided Sara was also due for a new look.

      During his training, Burner had been warned not to get too attached to any of the identities he forged in the course of his duties. At any point they might be burned, or killed, or they might even become wanted men. You needed to be able to shed an identity like a snake shed its skin, leaving it behind and never looking back.

      Burner had always hated abandoning them, though. Not because of an emotional connection to the character, but because of the work the identity represented. They were works of art, in a way, carefully crafted to shape the way you were perceived. When one had to be discarded forever, he could feel all that hard work go up in smoke.

      Seeing these makings of a new identity before him, Burner had a recognition of what it meant: it was time to start over. If the terrorist’s resources had tracked one identity back to him, Frank Lian, then it was likely they knew his others. All of his previous aliases had been compromised and needed to be discarded now. Burner imagined he could feel the heat from them burning.

      “Oh, and Mr. Burner.” Hank was standing over him, his face impassive. “There’s no telling what the terrorists might want you to do next. You’re a loose end now that you’ve done what they wanted. For your sake, and the sake of us working on this investigation, when you disappear, stay disappeared. I’d hate for the next time I hear the name Jack Burner it’s because they’ve pulled your body out of some metal drum on some backwater planet.”

      Burner and Sara exchanged a glance. It was not the look of two people about to go run and hide.

      “You got it, Hank.” Burner’s voice was too enthusiastic.

      “Don’t worry, H.” Sara fell back on her older identifier for him, as she often did when she was about to defy him. “I’ll make sure he finds a good place to disappear to.”

      Hank crossed his arms. “I’m warning you two: stay away from this. I can’t protect you if you come out on the wrong side of the Union by interfering with an investigation.”

      Burner slung the bag over his shoulder, and he and Sara began to back away, their arms up in a position of surrender and smiles plastered on their faces.

      “We got it,” he called over his shoulder. “Don’t you worry. Read you loud and clear. We’re just going to find a spot to change into the identities you have so graciously provided us, and then we’re ghosts.”

      The handler just shook his head, not believing it for a second. “Sure. Good luck.”

      Sara and Burner stepped out into the street and disappeared into the crowd.
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      The plan was to get a hotel room for a few hours where they could change into their new clothes, dye their hair, and have a moment to look through the IDs Hank had provided them. Then off to the spaceport. They wanted to get off the planet as fast as possible, both to match what the terrorists would expect of a man who had just assassinated an admiral, and because they knew the clock was ticking down on their investigation. The spaceport was a long walk, and Sara felt that the terrorists might already know about the vehicle she had rented with one of her Union aliases, so they settled on public transportation.

      It was the early afternoon by the time they reached the metro station. According to the posted schedule, it would be a quarter of an hour until the next bus to the port district, and according to an aggravated traveler reading the schedule beside them, the buses were always ten minutes late. With that in mind, Sara and Burner found a bench away from the crowds where they could rest a while during the wait.

      They hadn’t yet decided on their next destination once they were off-planet. Someplace close, first, an orbiting station or moon they could quickly transfer ships and lose any pursuers. After that, they had a few options. Burner thought their best bet was to head for Pharbis. Find the bomb, disable it, and then look for clues as to who planted it. Sara was worried about getting in the Union’s way there, since they should have already begun their sweep. She thought their best bet was to go back to Zanpus to reinvestigate his kidnapping. There might still be something involving Dr. Suffolk’s disappearance that they could use.

      It didn’t seem a decision was coming soon, so they sat quietly for a while, watching the crowds. The place was busy at this time in the afternoon. Businessmen in expensive suits on their way to lunch meetings congregated with mothers running afternoon errands while their kids were at school. Union bureaucrats sat around with their faces buried in their pads. Burner’s mind catalogued faces, read lips, and examined body language automatically. No one was looking at them, or avoiding looking at them, or otherwise showed any signs of hostility toward them.

      He decided to use his uncanny ability to break the silence. “You see that guy over there?” Burner pointed to one of the men in business suits in the near distance. “See how he keeps checking his datapad for the time, and patting his front coat pocket to check to make sure he has his wallet? He’s very nervous for his meeting, doesn’t want to be late or not have the money to pay for the lunch. Notice how his suit is older and frayed, definitely off-rack? Business hasn’t been good for him lately. And the way he’s tapping his foot? There’s agitation under that nervousness. If I had to guess, I’d say he just got chewed out by his boss and told that this is his last chance to make a deal.”

      Sara took her time watching at the man Burner had pointed out. She nodded slowly. “Not bad. But I think the more interesting character is that woman over there.” She pointed to a young woman wearing a high cut dress and heels. “She’s cheating on her husband and is on her way to meet with her lover.”

      Burner raised an eyebrow. “Oh?”

      “It’s obvious, isn’t it? She’s wearing her wedding band, so clearly she’s married. You don’t wear a dress that flattering or spend so much time on your make-up for afternoon grocery shopping, and it’s too early for her to be going out to clubs. She’s dressing up for someone special.”

      Burner smiled playfully. “But does it have to be a lover? Maybe she wants to do something special for her husband. Maybe it’s their anniversary?”

      She wagged her finger at him like a teacher lecturing a student. “Look at her body language. She’s frequently checking over her shoulder as if she’s worried about being seen. And who might she be afraid to bump into at a metro station in the middle of the afternoon while dressed in her seductive best?”

      “Her husband.” Burner nodded his head approvingly. “Yes, I see your point. You missed one thing, though.”

      Sara leaned back on the bench and looked at him. “Oh yeah? What’s that?”

      “She’s going there with the intention of ending things with her lover.” He gestured to his lips. “She’s been talking to herself, not out loud but her mouth has been moving. She is practicing the speech she’s going to have to give when she gets there, and you don’t need a speech for ‘let’s take off each other’s clothes.’ Her face isn’t confident, so she might not go through with it, but she has the intention, at least.”

      Sara’s eyes narrowed. “Or maybe she’s just crazy and likes talking to herself? Ah, never mind, you’re probably right. But how about—”

      Their little competition was brought to a halt by an incoming call notification on the disposable comm. Burner leaned in closer to Sara before answering so she could also listen. “I’ve been wondering when you were going to call,” Burner said, his voice steady and light. “The job’s done. But this was a one-time deal. I don’t ever want to hear from you again.” It was exactly what they would expect him to say. They would make their next demands anyway.

      The voice that came over the com was disguised with a voice modulator. “You think we’re stupid?”

      Burner looked to Sara, who shrugged. “What do you mean?”

      “It’s a simple yes or no question. Do—you—think—we’re—stupid?” The caller took a pause between every word for impact.

      Burner noted the use of the word “we.” Hostage takers would often use the word “we” during negotiations to try to make it seem like they were not in control. “We have hostages,” or “we demand an unmarked vehicle” makes it seem like if the demands are not met then it’s not the hostage taker’s fault what happens. On the other hand, when they use the word “I” a lot, that means they want you to think that they’re the ones calling the shots.

      It was an interesting choice of word to use here. Burner filed it away in his mind for later.

      When Burner did not respond to the question, the terrorist continued. “It was a nice little scam you had going there, Burner. Did you think you could trick us? Well, you failed. You didn’t follow the rules. And to think, we tried to make it as simple for you as we could. We figured out the schedule, procured the weapon, and we even picked out a window for you to shoot from. All you had to do was take the shot.”

      “Which I did.” Burner spoke deliberately, but his blood was rushing as he realized where this was going.

      “You think a few blood packs would fool us? Think again. For your insolence, we’re going to blow up the space station anyway. And it’s on you, Burner. It is all on you.” There was a click and the call disconnected.

      They sat there in stunned silence, taking in what had just happened. The plan had failed somehow. The space station was in imminent danger.

      Sara’s hands were shaking with frustration. “How could they know so soon? There’s no way the Union’s cover story was blown already.”

      Burner worked through the problem aloud. “Maybe they had somebody nearby who saw it and could tell? It looked pretty real from where I was sitting, but I was at a distance.”

      “I was on the ground,” Sara reminded him. “It looked real. That poor aide that got covered in the splatter had to be carted off due to the shock. Even if they were on the steps, they wouldn’t have been able to tell.”

      He nodded. “That just leaves a mole.”

      She froze. “Someone in the Union?”

      “Who else knew the plan besides a handful of Union officers?” Burner rubbed at his jaw and winced. The pain was making it hard to focus. If only he had been able to deal with the tooth, maybe he would have solved this already.

      He stopped suddenly, his face turning visibly pale. When Sara was about to ask him what it was, he held up his finger for quiet. Then he took out his comm and hurriedly typed a message before handing to her.

      She took one look at it and her face dropped.
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      The message was short, three words written in plain text on Burner’s pad screen. Yet the simplicity of the message belied its impact on the two operatives seated at the Herod’s District Metro Station.

      
        
        
        -I’m the mole!-

      

        

      

      Before Sara could question how that could possibly be, Burner opened his mouth and pointed. He gestured to the aching part of his jaw and ran his finger up till he was pointing inside his mouth.

      Without further prodding, she activated a light on her comm and took a look inside his mouth. She wasn’t entirely sure what she should be looking for. Of all the classes they taught during training, dentistry was not an option. The area around one of the molars looked a little red and swollen, which made sense. She had observed Burner grimacing at some point in his mouth from time to time since they’d met. But she couldn’t find anything that looked like a listening device, or any incision marking where one might have been planted.

      She clicked off the light and gave Burner the universal hand gesture for “nothing.” Without a word, he rose and walked off, gesturing for her to follow. Burner could be a bit stiff, but he had a good head on his shoulders. She decided to trust him a while longer and followed.

      He was walking fast, and with his long stride eating up the ground, Sara found herself nearly needing to break into a jog just to keep up. They walked a good ten minutes this way, saying nothing. Sara kept her eyes out for a tail, but as far as she could tell they were not being followed.

      Burner finally stopped outside a general store called The Admiralty, one of the bigger chains this side of Union space and conveniently named for the situation. He raced inside like he was on fire and the only extinguisher for kilometers was inside. He made a beeline down the aisles purposefully. First to the hardware aisle, where he found a small pair of pliers, then to the first aid section, where he picked up a bottle of painkillers. He slammed them down in front of the clerk and practically tossed the creds to pay for them at the boy’s face.

      “Where’s your washroom?” Burner asked the clerk after paying for his strange purchase. It was the first thing he had said since getting up from the bench at the Metro Station.

      The boy pointed to the back of the store. Burner excused himself, gesturing for Sara to wait here, then darted off in the way he was directed.

      “What was that all about?” Sara wondered aloud.

      The young clerk shook his head. “When you got to go…”
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        * * *

      

      For the second time that week, Burner contemplated how closely linked dentistry and torture were. Sure, they had different goals and motivations, but their methods were awfully similar. That’s because the mouth is incredibly sensitive to pain, and it was the kind of pain you couldn’t really train yourself to be better at handling. While a hardened soldier might take a beating, stabbing, or cutting of his skin with stoic indifference, once you start poking in the gums and around the teeth, they quickly find the voice to scream.

      Needless to say, Burner was not looking forward to the next part.

      He preemptively popped a couple of the pain pills. The knowledge of what was about to come presented him with a pressing need to take more, but he fought that down. He couldn’t afford to hinder his mental capacity in any way right now.

      The washroom of the general store was surprisingly clean. The mirror in front of him presented him with a crystal-clear image of himself, already grimacing from the thought of what he was about to do. He shook his head and shoved aside all that useless weakness. This was the mission right now, and you don’t run from a mission just because it’s going to hurt. He took a few deep breaths and found a place of calm inside himself.

      Then he lifted up the pliers and guided them inside his mouth.

      An immediate pain shot through him as he closed the pliers around the offending tooth. He wobbled on his feet but was steadied by the fact that the feeling of the tooth indicated he was right. At the very least, this would not all be for nothing.

      A few more deep breaths, and he began to rock his tooth back and forth. It was a delicate balancing game he played with the pliers. He had to hold the tooth in a tight enough grip to get it to move, but if he pressed too hard, he risked cracking the tooth, and the pain from that might be enough to send him to the floor. So he rocked it gently, then more forcefully, slowly loosening his jaw bone’s grip on the molar.

      His mouth began to fill with the coppery taste of blood. He took a moment to spit some of it in the sink and then went right back to it. If he paused for too long, the pain might overwhelm him. The process was taking too long, so he added a trick he knew from his experience with torture would loosen the tooth quicker, though at great agony to himself: he started to twist. One way, then the reverse, he forcefully twisted the tooth in addition to the rocking motion.

      The pain was enough to bring him to his knees, but he kept going on sheer will. Blood dribbled out of his mouth and down his chin, the droplets falling from his face and landing audibly in the sink, but he was close now. The tooth was loose. He began to pull straight out, blocking out all the pain signals that were screaming at him to stop. It was slow coming at first, and then all at once the gum gave up its hold and the tooth came free.

      The moan he let out was a mix of agony and relief. He spat his mouthful of blood into the sink and rinsed off his face, then he swished some water around in his mouth to collect the rest of the blood and spat that as well.

      Burner shoved the pliers into a pocket with shaking hands and walked back out into the store. Sara was still waiting for him up in the front, a perplexed expression on her face. He held out his hand and revealed his tooth capped inside a crown. There, embedded within between the two entities was a familiar silver chip. A bug.

      He’d had a bug planted in his tooth. It hadn’t escaped him that maybe he could have just removed the crown from the tooth, but given the amount of pain, the tooth needed to come out. Plus, looking more closely at the pieces that lay in his hand, he wasn’t entirely sure that the device hadn’t been spliced into the tooth itself before being covered with the crown. This was never meant to be a long-term bug, he realized. That tooth was always going to become more infected and need extraction. He wondered if perhaps Suffolk had done that deliberately… a way of sabotaging his captors? Regardless, this was how the terrorists had been listening in on him. How they knew that the admiral hadn’t really been assassinated. Burner had been the mole this whole time without realizing it.

      Sara made a smashing motion with her hands, suggesting they crush it. Burner shook his head, placed a finger to his lips, and carefully placed the tooth and bug in his pocket. She looked at him dubiously but gave him an assenting nod.

      With that crisis taken care of, Burner led them out of the general store and back toward the Metro Station. As he stepped out into the afternoon sun, he came to a decision that made him feel a little better about what he had just been through.

      If he captured one of the terrorists and had to use forceful means of interrogation, he now knew what method he was going to start with.
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        SPACE PORT ROMEO-9, DOBULLA UX8, UNION SPACE

      

      

      The side trip should have made them miss the hover bus they had been waiting for, but fortunately for them (and unfortunately for the rest of the impatient passengers) the bus had been running fifteen minutes late today. They took the trip to the space port then hurried to the first low-rent hotel they could see. It turned out to be a strange place called The Bean Counter. Burner took its name to mean that their intended clientele were accountants and bankers, though he couldn’t imagine they’d want to stay in a place that looked like it got cleaned every other month.

      They checked in under the new identities Hank had provided them—Lane Torrence and Sandra O’Connel. Neither of them had the chance yet to get themselves into the looks of their new aliases, but the receptionist didn’t seem like the kind of guy who would remember faces. Or remember much of anything at all given the glazed expression on his face.

      Once they were in their room, Burner headed straight for the bathroom. He carefully pulled the device out of his pocket and placed it next to the sink. Then he turned on the tap and left it running as he left the bathroom, gently closing the door behind him. Sara hoisted their single bag of supplies onto the bed against the far wall.

      She had an uncomfortable look on her face. “So, a bug, huh?” Despite the device in question being in the bathroom, drowned out by running water, behind a closed door, and across the room from them, she still chose to speak softly. “So this whole time, they’ve been able to listen to everything you say. We say. That’s how they knew we faked the assassination: we told them, when we were so certain we had removed any possibility of being spied on.”

      Burner held a bag of ice to his jaw, which still ached tremendously. “Sure seems that way. I’ll admit to being kind of impressed by it.”

      Despite speaking softly, Sara’s words carried a certain edge to them. “You realize they are the enemy, right? How are you going to be impressed by them?”

      “Well, just think about the amount of planning it must have taken.” He tapped his fingers as he made his points. “I had been operating under the assumption that using Suffolk to get to me had been more about opportunity than planning, that it was just the first chance they saw to knock me out and take me. But this proves that the whole thing was thought out, that Suffolk being a dentist was by design not coincidence.”

      She was still frowning but her next words were not as harsh. “They planned on you not wanting to cooperate with them so they came up with a way to call and threaten you  when you were getting off track. Clever.”

      Burner thought they were more than just clever. Whoever was behind this had well above average intelligence. They were a planner who thought through every step. Most likely the obsessive type, someone who worried about the little details to the point of agitation when things didn’t line up the proper way. Anger issues, as if being a terrorist did not make that obvious enough. Planners like this often took their failures the hardest, because, in their minds, their obsessively thought out plan had no flaws and should have worked. They were also the kind of person to quickly assign blame to others just to have someone to unleash that rage on.

      He mentally filed away the evolving profile for later analysis. For now, they needed to figure out what this revelation meant for their next move.

      “Clearly, we can’t lie low now,” Sara declared. Of course, they never had any intention of following Hank’s orders, but it was nice to have some kind of justification they could use later at the impending court martial.

      Burner ran through the scenarios in his mind, letting them all play out to their likely conclusion. Unfortunately, they still had so little information about the masterminds behind all this to go on, it made predictions difficult.

      Predicting the Union was a little easier. “We can’t risk telling the authorities that the terrorists know. They’re likely to act rashly and take us into custody. If we’re locked up, we’re no good to anyone.”

      Despite being a Union operative, Sara had no argument about their behavior. “The space station is doomed. There’s nothing stopping them from following through with their threat now.”

      “The Union is still on it.” It felt weird to Burner to say they needed to rely on the Union right after warning about their policies. “They need to proceed as planned anyway. The fact that the terrorists might accelerate their timetable for detonating the station doesn’t change things for them. But we have our own job to do: find these scumbags and stop them. No scumbags, no bombs being detonated. Simple as that.”

      Sara blinked at him. “But how?”
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      They needed more information before acting. There was a possibility they could pick up new leads on Zanpus, but it was also possible that those trails had long gone cold and that they would have just wasted their time traveling there.

      Burner reminded Sara that they had one more potential source of information they had not had time to fully inspect: the video footage they had taken from the gun store. Two more weeks’ worth of footage sat in Burner’s storage, ready to be reviewed. It wasn’t the most exciting task in front of them, and neither of them felt great about sitting around, safe in their hotel room, while this group of terrorists was making plans to blow up a crowded space station, but it would have been irresponsible for them to run off and chase intangible leads without first exhausting what they had in front of them.

      As they prepared to dig into the second week of video data, Burner went to the restroom to turn off the tap. With any luck, the terrorists would not yet realize that the bug had already been discovered and were just considering the interruption of their feed a normal and expected glitch. These tiny bugs were notorious for their blackout periods, not surprising when you consider the size of the transmitter they have to work with and the distance those signals have to travel. Just going into a tunnel can cause the signal to be blocked for hours. If Burner let the bug hear them for small bursts of time, they might still be able to turn it to their advantage later.

      Sara and Burner continued to work on the next hour of footage while keeping their conversations restricted to either misinformation or casual flirting. The flirting had seemed to bother the terrorist, so he thought it might get under his skin if they kept doing it. They discussed fake plans to disappear into the Deadlands, to place themselves in the protection of the Union, or to stay right here and force the terrorists to come to them. Burner hoped they were wasting the terrorists time by forcing them to prepare for all those possibilities.

      They were nearing the end of the last week of data and were losing hope when Burner saw something that caught his interest. He nodded to Sara, who got up and headed into the bathroom to pick up the bug, then gently wrapped it in a towel and returned it to the bathroom. She then rejoined Burner, the two huddling together so they could speak quietly enough for the bug not to pick them up.

      “I still think it would be safer if we just smashed that thing.” Sara’s gaze was still on the bathroom door. “Or, at least, keep it behind running water. We’re taking a big risk. If they happen to overhear something we don’t want them to—”

      Burner shook his head. “It’s worth the risk. We’re able to feed them whatever false information we want now. And if we had left it disabled for too long, they would have realized something was up.”

      She gave him a teasing smile. “Are you sure you weren’t just worried about wasting water?”

      He didn’t deny it. “Anyway, look what I found. Right at the last day of our footage.”

      The feed he showed her was of several suspicious looking individuals all gathering together outside the store. Like the man who had carried in the bag, they wore long brimmed hats and knew how to position themselves to keep the cameras from revealing their faces. But they were definitely gathering, one arriving after the other. Most likely a prearranged meeting.

      None of them went into the store, though they did gesture to it a lot. If this was the group of terrorists that Burner was looking for, this might have been part of their planning phase, when they were discussing how to best strongarm the shopkeeper to do their dirty work. They kept together for fifteen minutes before dispersing into separate directions.

      Burner rewound the feed to when the first of the group arrived and began watching it again. “Wish we could hear what they are saying.”

      Sara narrowed her eyes at the small screen. “You wouldn’t hear anything. They’re not talking at all.”

      “Huh?” Burner took a closer look at the mouths in the recorded gathering and realized that Sara was right. Their lips hardly moved, certainly not enough to hold a full conversation. He had missed it the first time due to his focus on the tips of their hats while waiting for a single millisecond of slip when a face might be revealed. “Well, that’s strange. What’s the point showing up for a meeting like that if no one is going to say anything?

      “Maybe they’re communicating in some other way?” Sara pointed at their hands. “Sign language?”

      Their hands were moving rapidly, though it was tough with the quality of the videos to make out what they were doing. Burner managed to catch one clear flash of a comm and knew that must have been the key to how they were communicating.

      Sara tapped her fingers together after Burner shared this information. “I guess that makes sense. I mean, you’re going to meet in a public space during broad daylight to discuss an extensive terrorist conspiracy. You’re going to want to make sure no one is able to overhear you.”

      That was one mystery solved, but unfortunately it didn’t get them any closer to identifying the terrorists or what they were talking about. Burner watched in frustration as once again the group split.

      What they needed was a way to access that message history. If he could identify the network they were connected to, he might be able to convince or bribe the overseers of that network into letting him dig through the access logs until he narrowed it down to connections at the same time as the video showed. But Dobulla was a connected and technologically integrated planet with countless numbers of networks, including local, global, and even system-wide scale. He could spend weeks tracking down every network that could have provided connectivity in front of that gun store and still be nowhere.

      Sara was scanning her own copies of the files to see if there were any other camera angles that might have had a better view of the gathering. Watching her skip through the files reminded Burner of all the extraneous signals that his download had captured. Comms, handhelds, AI assistant protocols, the scanning program had caught them all. And that might include the signals that the gathering had been using.

      After sharing this with Sara, the two began to rapidly sift through the mass of signals for anything that might be useful. First, they eliminated any signals that were clearly background noise, easily distinguishable by the static in the data. Next, they disqualified signals that were consistent before and after the time frame of the meeting since they had been unaffected by the targets’ activities. Their field narrowed significantly but they still had a mountain of data. They decided to focus just on the most sporadic of the signals during the target timeframe.

      When working with this much more limited data set, they were able to identify three signals with above average levels of security. One was communicating in the evening hours with a corporate mainframe, indicative of an employee working remotely. They eliminated it.

      The other two sent data in shorter bursts, minutes at a time. Sometimes the data was sent in almost indefinably small chunks, suggestive of text messages. It was highly likely they were the ones used by the terrorists.

      Now that they had identified the signals, they could dig into the network protocols that they had used and do a trace of other activity those device addresses had carried out. Burner left that task to Sara, who seemed to be more up to date and faster with the technological stuff than he was. One of the costs of being retired.

      He watched over her shoulder as she worked. “Are any of these signals routed off planet?”

      She nodded without looking away from her screen. “Yeah, some of them are.”

      Burner did a quick calculation in his head to determine the exact time he had been abducted. He gave Sara the time. “Can you check if any of the signals were going off planet at that moment?”

      Sara tapped a few times on the screen, adding filters to the data in front of her to narrow it down to his parameters. “One going off planet. Communication was connected for roughly eight minutes.”

      He smiled victoriously. “That’s our terrorist.” It was always satisfying when a theory panned out. “Can we decrypt what they were saying?”

      She gave him a sarcastic smile. “Maybe with several weeks and a crack team of cryptographers.”

      So much for getting the play-by-play of the meeting in front of the gun shop. But maybe there were other ways they could use this discovery. “Can we track where else they communicated?”

      Her eyes gazed off into the distance for a moment. “That one would be a bit easier. But once a signal is routed off-world, we have no way of knowing where it’s going.”

      “Then we do this the old-fashioned way.” He pointed in a grandiose way to himself. “Good old police work.”

      She cocked her head at him. “How long were you an investigator, again?”

      “Long enough.” He leaned in conspiratorially so he could speak with emphasis without being loud enough to be picked up by the bug. “We need to run down each signal to the node it’s communicated with and sift through the communications that have run through that node. Contact chaining. It’ll be a lot, not going to lie, but not an impossible amount of data. And it just might yield a clue about who is communicating with the terrorist hub.”

      Her eyes perked up as he spoke. “So you’re thinking they will be less careful about encryption and security when they’re not communicating with each other?”

      “I’m counting on it.”

      In Intelligence, there was a unit whose specific function was sifting through technical data and providing analysis reports in ways that could be comprehended by the less tech-savvy. It was not a glamorous job. Nor was it one that received attention by the media when they portrayed the workings of the Intelligence apparatus. Whenever the tech side of the industry was represented, the focus was always on the hackers (who, Burner had learned, were actually much fewer in number and spent less time in front of screens in dark rooms than their fictional counterparts).

      And yet every operative knew to stay on the good side of those working in Technical Analysis. Their work was tedious, time consuming, and absolutely essential.

      Burner wished he had access to them right now. For hours he and Sara worked in silence, painstakingly tracking every signal. At some point they replaced the bug on the counter nearby so it could listen in while they worked, though the work they claimed to be doing was browsing the local dark webs in a futile effort to track down the origin of the sniper rifle.

      They frequently checked the news feeds for anything about Pharbis. It was nerve-wracking, trying to focus on such tedious work while worrying that at any moment they might learn that they were too late and the terrorists had made good on their threats. Sara was not able to check in with the Union about what was happening at the space station because protocol dictated special precautions when she was out on an operation. Plus, they didn’t know how else the terrorists might be monitoring her. If she assumed the signals from her devices were compromised by now, then she was stuck until she either got somewhere she could physically check in or until she could pick up a new comm device. She and Burner had discussed grabbing a cheap disposable at the space port when they were finally ready to depart.

      The biggest difference, in Burner’s opinion, between a rookie agent and a seasoned one wasn’t the ability to make deductions, to win a gunfight, or tell a lie without blinking. It was the ability to sit still. When you’re new, you think the solution to saving the world is to always be on the move, to always be grappling face-to-face with the enemy. One of the hardest lessons an agent learns is that sometimes more is accomplished by taking the time to work through all the information available, even when the clock was ticking.

      That’s why Sara and Burner, despite both being anxious about not actively trying to track down the bomb, were able to set their nerves aside and do the work in front of them. They were both seasoned professionals.

      They kept a datapad between them on the bed to compile everything they had found. Sara looked up as Burner added another piece of data to the pad. “Why don’t we take a look at what we have so far?” he suggested.

      Their first deduction based on the compiled list was that there were four terrorists who had communicated with the gun store. Likely the three in the video and one more, perhaps the one who had deposited the sniper bag. There could be more of them on the planet, or in this cell, but they could be sure of at least four.

      Their targets were smart enough not to use any names, even in their communications outside the group, so Burner and Sara were forced to come up with codenames for each of them to tell them apart. There was Mr. Two-Pizzas, a guy who ordered two pizzas every couple of days. Then there was Blabbermouth, the one who sent by far the most (and largest) text messages. The Clock sent a check-in message every day at exactly the same time. And last but not least, Horndog seemed to be quite the fan of adult entertainment, at least according to the bill on a hotel room they had tracked him to.

      Unfortunately, all four trails ended up in dead ends. Shortly after the gun store meetup, all four of them became ghosts.

      Sara pointed out that their data was out of date. “It only goes up to the moment you pulled it. If we go back, we could pick up more recent information. Maybe the terrorists have been back since.”

      Burner shook his head. “It would take us time we don’t have to travel all the way back across town. And it would be wasted effort. We’ve agreed that at least some of these guys must be military, right? Well, they’re going to be following military-like protocols. Once the assassination was in play, they were never going to return to the gun store. They’ll have been following a protocol of complete silence in the hours leading up the assassination as well. There’s very little chance of us gaining more useful data.”

      Sara scanned through the rest of the list, which included purchases, message timestamps, and hotel stays. They were all potential leads but were more likely time wasters. Their targets had already proved their ability to avoid having their faces seen on cameras, and that wouldn’t change for hotel cameras.

      But as she scanned, one purchase stood out to her. “Someone purchased a ticket on a passenger transport ship to someplace called Demeter.”

      He gave her a dubious look. “You’d think that people like this would have their own ship, don’t you?”

      The quirky smile returned to her lips. “You don’t.”

      Burner shrugged. “Maybe I’m just a man of the people and enjoy public transport. Anyway, this says there was only one ticket purchased, and we’re looking for at least four guys.”

      Her smile faded. “Maybe the others were smarter with how they purchased their tickets? If they purchased them in person, it wouldn’t show up in the data dump.”

      He raised his hands defensively. “Could be. But maybe it’s just an anomaly. Someone else that used that node. The kid in the upstairs apartment buying a ticket to go visit his grandma.”

      She gave him a look that was dead serious. “Or maybe it’s our only lead.”

      Burner smiled. He had only been playing devil’s advocate, pushing back against her lead to steer her into talking herself into following this course with him. Her eyes narrowed as she came to that realization, and she sighed and shook her head.

      Sara began typing on the data pad. “Guess we’re off to Demeter, then. Let’s see just how far it is.”

      The answer, it turned out, was very far. Demeter was a colony planet deep within the Deadlands. Complicating matters, there was only one passenger transport ship that made the trip out there every other day.

      “Risky for a terrorist getaway,” Sara muttered as she read a list of travel warnings on the official Union record of the planet.

      Burner thought about that for a moment. “Or very smart. It’s not a place that can be easily tracked. They’re also unlikely to run into any Union out there. If they’re smart enough to keep on the good side of the local Ravagers and crime lords, they could operate in anonymity for years and the Union would never think to look for them there.”

      “Guess we’ll find out when we get there.” Sara tapped a few more times on the screen. “But first, we need a ship to get ourselves there.”
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      They ate a quick room service dinner while packing up the few meager possessions that would be safe for them to bring with them. Hank’s bag could be trusted to be clean (or if there was a bug, it was a Union one, which was slightly preferable) so they loaded it with their weapons and gear. They discarded their old outfits and changed into the new ones Hank had provided. The quick acting hair dye allowed them to subtly change the tone of their hair colors without looking fake. Sara applied make-up to make herself look older, while Burner used a bit of powder to lighten the skin around his nose and eyes.

      The effect was a subtle transformation, not enough to withstand point-blank scrutiny but plenty to not be picked out of a crowd. That was the trick to quick disguises: subtly. Sure, when you have months of preparation and a team of artists behind you, an identity could be crafted that looked so different from you that your own mother wouldn’t recognize you. But with a quick disguise, attempting to make major modifications risks creating something that looks off, a flaw that draws unwanted attention to you and unneeded scrutiny to the masquerade.

      Finally packed and donning their new looks, they had just one thing left to do: decide what they were going to do with the transmitter, currently hidden in the bathroom.

      They discussed the pros and cons of taking it with them. Burner liked the idea of continuing to feed the enemy false information, anything that would throw them off of how close Sara and he were getting. Also, it had been in his tooth, and he had gone through great pains, literally, to get it. Sara was concerned that the device might have a location tag. They could feed the terrorists false information all day, and it wouldn’t matter if the location data didn’t match up with what they were saying. It also risked helping the enemies prepare an ambush for them.

      Burner had a sudden moment of clarity that ended the debate. He knew exactly what needed to be done.

      He slammed open the bathroom door and strode inside. Then he picked up the device and placed it close to his mouth so that his words would be clear.

      “Hey assholes, I found your damn bug. Cost me one of my teeth, so I think I’m going to collect one of yours, with interest. No, don’t worry about coming to me to pay up, I’m on my way to you. Should be with you real soon. You idiots really shit the bed when you decided to force me to get involved with your little crusade. I was happily retired, content to sit back and let the universe tear itself apart around me. But you made me get up. You were so interested in my service record, well, I’m going to show you in person how I earned all those commendations. Because I’m coming for you. Each and every one of you. Oh, and whoever calls themselves the leader of this gaggle of clowns, I’ve got something special in mind for you. See you soon.”

      Sara put her head in her hands. “There goes our element of surprise.”

      Burner held the device up in front of him on the palm of his hand and closed his fist around it. He squeezed and felt the bug crack and crunch.

      Sara watched as Burner tossed the crushed remains of the device in the toilet. “Why would you do that? I mean, I’m all for getting rid of the bug, but why give us away like that when we had worked to convince them that we were hitting a dead end?”

      He smiled apologetically. “The profile I’ve been building on their leader just came to me. He’s a planner, who values being prepared and setting up contingencies. He had a need to be in control. I’d speculate that he can’t even function if he doesn’t feel like he’s in control. And people like that, when you put the pressure on them and force them to think on their feet, they make mistakes. Mistakes we can exploit.”

      She looked uncertain. “But we don’t actually know where they are.”

      “But they don’t know that.” He gestured to himself. “If my acting skills are half as good as I think they are, they’re going to be expecting me to show up on their doorstep any hour now. And they’re going to be distracted trying to figure out how I was able to find them.”

      Sara thought about it, then nodded. “Alright, I admit it, I’m impressed. You even had me going there.”

      “Well, to be fair, it wasn’t all lies.”

      Her eyebrows shot up. “And which part was true.”

      His smile was cold. “I do have plans for when I get my hands on their leader.”
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      Burner and Sara arrived at the space port late that evening. By this time most of the public departures and arrivals for the day had already finished, so it wasn’t crowded. Not that it was empty, either. Those who owned their own ships came and went at all hours, and bureaucrats with busy schedules often caught rides on Union ships designated for official business. Engineers performed maintenance on the next day’s departures while dock workers ran back and forth to ensure the day’s operations had not weakened any of the docking systems.

      The pair walked past the front terminal without slowing down. They weren’t here to catch a public fight. They were here to chart a course of their own, and for that, they needed their own ship. And since they, understandably, didn’t have the kind of credits required to purchase one, that left borrowing.

      Or, to put it less politely, hijacking.

      First, they needed to find a suitable target. It needed to be an older ship that wouldn’t have the more modern and thus tougher to crack security systems. It would also help if it was docked far enough away from the main terminals that the traffic was lighter. And most important, they needed to find one that had docked recently enough that the owner, or a qualified pilot, was still around.

      They made their way down the docks scanning for a potential target.
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      Patrick Revalon hated his job. When he had been a kid, taking off to the stars had seemed like the most exciting thing in the universe, and even as a young adult he had fantasized about what it would be like to have his own ship and have the freedom to explore the galaxy as he pleased. So, when an opportunity arose for him to do just that, he jumped on it.

      There was just one little problem. Ships weren’t exactly cheap. Even the smallest slip-capable vessels were more expensive than a working man could ever afford. That’s why they’re usually licensed by big companies or purchased by a group with mutual interests. No one was going to give one away for free, and the company that offered Patrick ownership of The McGarry wasn’t any different.

      It seemed like a fair deal at the time, though. They provided him with a ship in exchange for him working for them for a few years. They also paid him a small salary while taking a chunk off the value of the ship for each job he completed until it was paid off. After which, the ship was his and he could do as he pleased with it. He had estimated when he signed the contract that he would be free in five years.

      He hadn’t read the fine print. In addition to the initial value of the ship, Patrick had to pay a ridiculous amount of interest, as well as any costs for fuel and maintenance that occurred over the course of the job. He was eight years into the agreement and the ship was barely even half paid. The job also kept him away from home for long periods. He couldn’t remember the last time he had an entire week with his wife. What’s more, the places he worked weren’t even that interesting. When he imagined life among the stars, he hadn’t thought he’d be slipping between the same dozen Union worlds for his entire life.

      But there was no escape. If he quit his job, they would call in the rest of the debt on the ship, which he couldn’t pay, and they would bankrupt him. He sometimes thought about intentionally crashing the ship, since the only way the contract was void was if the ship was no longer available for him to perform the work. Unfortunately, the contract also stated that if he was found liable for the loss of the ship, he still owed the debt.

      He just had to face the sad fact that he was likely to be doing this job until the day he died. With that cheery note, Patrick finished docking The McGarry at Space Port Romeo 9 on the Planet Duballa. It was part of his regular route, a place he visited so often that he had a dock reserved just for him. He was jolted slightly as the dock’s clamps took hold of the ship and locked it in place.

      His comm chimed with a notification as it automatically connected the local network—a message from his employer reminding him that the product he came here to pick up would be delivered to the dock early in the morning. He was expected to be loaded up and on his way within an hour of its arrival. He could have slept on the ship, but in truth, sometimes he just needed sleep somewhere else. By the time he got to a hotel, checked in, and got washed up, that left him with just a few hours of sleep before he had to be up and back on his way to the ship.

      He really hated his job.

      Patrick made his way off the ship and down the docks, nodding to a familiar worker as he passed by. He was contemplating whether or not time would allow him to enjoy a hot meal, and he was trying to recall which shops between here and the nearest hotel were still open at this hour. He was so lost in his thoughts that he didn’t notice the stunning blonde girl until he bumped right into her.

      She stumbled backward and dropped the data pad she had been looking at. “Oh, I’m sorry. I wasn’t paying attention.”

      He quickly knelt to scoop up her pad and hand it back to her. “No, it’s my fault. I’m here so much that I sometimes just let myself walk on autopilot.”

      The woman, whose curves made Patrick painfully aware of how long it had been since he had been with his wife, smiled as she took the device back. “Thank you so much, Mister…?”

      Patrick felt his face warm under her smile. “Revalon. But you can just call me Patrick. Or Patty. Or whatever you want, really.”

      “Well, Patrick, it really was nice meeting you,” she whispered, touching his arm. “I have to run, but hey, maybe we’ll meet again.”

      He nodded fierce agreement. “Yes! For sure. I’m here a lot. This station, I mean. My work takes me through here a lot. If you’re through here again, we’ll probably bump into each other. Uh, I mean, hopefully not literally.”

      She laughed and wished him a final farewell before rushing off. Patrick continued on his way with a slightly lighter step. When was the last time a nice and pretty girl like that had given him the time of day?

      He would never cheat on his wife, but maybe his luck was finally going to change for the better.
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      Sara carefully wrapped the datapad to preserve the fingerprints of the ship’s owner until she had a moment to extract them. He had gripped it tightly so she should get a good enough impression of them to beat any biometric scanners.

      Burner stepped out to join her from where he had watched the whole exchange. “Women certainly have it easy in this line of work. I think if you had let him take you to dinner, he would have just given you the ship.”

      She cast a sidelong glance at him. “Oh, are you telling me you have never used flirting to get what you wanted out of a mark?”

      He opened his mouth as if to say something, paused, and then he shut it. “Well, whatever works.”

      They left the public area of the port and entered the secured section that gave access to the docks of the privately owned ships. They didn’t try to hide their presence. There were too many cameras around, and they didn’t have time to tangle with security right now. Instead, they fell back on the most basic trick an agent learns for trespassing: simply acting like you have the authority to be there. If you looked like you knew where you were going and didn’t act nervous like you were worried about being caught, then most people would just assume you belonged there. They passed a security guard who barely glanced in their direction as they walked by.

      Sara was already thinking ahead to their arrival. “When we get to Demeter, how are we going to find whoever used that ticket?”

      Burner gave a brisk greeting to an engineer that passed by them. “We know what time the transport arrives. We’ll get a look at every person who comes off it and use our profiling skills to find the right one. Anyone working with those terrorists has got to be giving off some unmistakable signs. Of course, that means we have to beat the transport there.”

      She looked concerned. “Is there any other way?”

      “Not that I can see.”

      Both of them had jobs they needed to perform if they wanted to get The McGarry in the air. Sara handled the preparation of the ship itself. With the fingerprints pulled off the pad, the biometric security systems were easily beaten. The ship actually had a fairly decent internal security system for one of its age, but fortunately Patrick seemed to have disabled most of them. He must have been frustrated with the long authorization features every time he wanted to take off. Even the AI had been relegated to autopilot features only and didn’t pose a problem.

      Other than the biometric scanners, Sara had to deal with a security code panel to access the flight deck, which her borrowed cracking tool made quick work of, and a password prompt on the main control panel. According to the cracking tool, the encryption on the password was tough and might take a while. She sighed and set it to work while she took guesses at what the password would be.

      Burner, on the other hand, was responsible for dealing with the logistical side of getting out of a space port with a ship he didn’t own. To this end, he flagged down the closest dock worker and stormed toward him with an expression like he’d just caught his wife cheating on him. “Excuse me! Yes, you there. Why isn’t this ship fueled up and scheduled for departure yet?”

      The dock worker blinked a few times and looked over at where Burner was pointing. “The McGarry?”

      Burner put his hands on his hips. “Good, you can read. But can you follow instructions?”

      The worker looked around in confusion, but none of his fellows were around to give him a lifeline. “That ship belongs to—”

      He was cut off. “Patrick Revalon. Yes, I know, who do you think hired him?”

      “You?” The dock worker squirmed uncomfortably.

      “Yes, me. And I’m the one who just fired him, too.” Burner hoped he wasn’t asked what company he represented. He had been able to profile a lot about Revalon from his short conversation with Sara, but he couldn’t guess the names of employers. “He kept missing deadlines. Now I’m taking my ship back. I called about this several times. The ship should already be fueled and with the authorization to launch by now. What’s the hold up?”

      The worker opened his mouth and closed it a few times as he tried to find the words. “I’m sorry, I haven’t heard anything about that. The supervisor isn’t here right now, but in the morning—”

      “The morning!” Burner’s voice boomed. “Do you know what a deadline is, Greg?”

      “My name isn’t Greg.”

      “I don’t care about your name. What I care about is that my company passes thousands of credits worth of product through this port every month, and yet you seem to be insistent on losing my business. Let me assure you, Greg, that if you hurt my bottom line by keeping me here all night, my company will not be conducting business here again. All our port fees can go to Port Alpha-Sigma from now on. I wonder what your employers will do when they realize the blame for losing them so much business rests squarely on your shoulders. And I will make sure they know, Greg.”

      Greg turned visibly pale. “I can’t just… I didn’t hear any—it’s not even my job to…” He cleared his throat and tried to compose himself. “I guess there’s no reason to keep you here all night. I’ll go make sure you are fueled up and control knows you’re due for a takeoff.”

      Burner didn’t thank the poor guy. He just glared at him until he ran off to do as he was told. It always amazed Burner how off-balance you could make someone by hitting them with a string of unjust accusations and threats. The dock worker had been so flustered he didn’t even think to ask for proof of ownership.

      On the ship, Sara had finally guessed the control panel’s password (IHATETHISJOB123) and had the ship ready for launch. All it needed now was fuel and to be separated from the dock’s clamping system. By the time Burner joined her on the flight deck, the first was already being taken care of by some hurried engineers. Less than fifteen minutes later, a notification over the ship’s comm let them know they were ready for departure. Sara kicked the engines into power as the clamping system pulled away the ship. A flight plan lit on the panel to safely navigate the local traffic until they were clear.

      Once they were, Burner pulled up a chart of known slip tunnels and began charting their course.

      Next stop: Demeter.
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Aboard the McGarry, Dobulla UX8 Airspace, Union Space
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      Sara downloaded as much information about their destination as she could from the gal-net before they left coverage. There wasn’t much to be had in the Union databases as it was considered a planet of little consequence. No major trade centers, no notorious Deadlands criminals headquartered there, no natural resources that made it a target of interest. The little bit of information that existed came mostly from accounts of the non-locals when they visited.

      Their accounts made it sound like the planetary equivalent of a rural small town where everyone knew each other. There were no hard numbers on the total population, but it couldn’t be more than a couple hundred thousand. There was only one major hub of civilization, the area around the port that served as a commerce district. Most of the population lived in small villages that dotted the countryside. The climate was temperate and ripe for agriculture, which was the predominant industry. Most people lived off the land and the largest communities were centered around farming.

      She looked over to Burner, who was busy at the console entering the coordinates of the several slip gap points they would have to take to Demeter. “Looks like we’re heading to a real backwater. Nothing but farmland and rural folk who probably mostly keep to themselves. We’re going to be outsiders there, however we try to blend in.” She shook her head at the data on the screen. “An entire universe worth of possibilities out there and they chose to live away from it all.”

      Burner didn’t look away from the console. “I can get the appeal of it. A quiet life, away from the noise. A close-knit community. A place that you own that can’t be taken away from you because some politician decided the spot would be more profitable as part of a new outpost. Sounds nice.”

      Sara examined the ex-Intelligence operative curiously. This was the first time she’d had a glimpse at the man underneath the professional façade of measured disaffection. It intrigued her. “Is that the kind of place you would call home?”

      He shrugged. “Don’t know. Haven’t really had a place to call home since I left the Union. Hell, even when I was with the Union, I was barely at the place I called a house since my missions took me all over. And since then, I haven’t stayed in one place long enough to grow any attachment to it.”

      “Why do you do it?” She tried to catch his eye, but he wasn’t looking in her direction. “Why did you choose to become a drifter like that?”

      The console gave an affirmative chime as the route was finished being set. “My retirement from the Union wasn’t entirely voluntary.”

      “But you could have done anything after.” Perhaps she shouldn’t be pressing him if he didn’t want to talk about it, but curiosity drove her to keep digging. “With your set of skills, you would have made a killing in private security. Or corporate espionage. Even sales, with your ability to read people. You could have settled anywhere and made a comfortable living. Instead, you chose a lifestyle more akin to a vagrant’s.”

      He didn’t seem to have an answer for that. “Just the restless sort, I guess.”

      Sara had a feeling that it was more than just wanderlust, but she didn’t push it any further. She had her own theory on the mysterious figure beside her. Much of his service records were classified, a surprise given the resources of the Constables. But what she had been able to pull through her contacts frequently featured notes about him going out of his way on various missions to help women and children… or people who couldn’t help themselves. Depending on who wrote the report, this was either framed as a noble sentiment to go beyond the call of duty and deserving of praise, or allowing himself to be distracted by sentimentality that bordered on dereliction of duty. It all lined up with what she had seen of the man in their short time working together.

      Her theory was that he saw himself as a wandering protector of sorts, travelling around and doing what good he could for those with nowhere else to turn. She might be romanticizing that a little, but it didn’t change the truth.

      Jack Burner was almost compelled to help those he saw in trouble and to seek out those situations where he can help.

      That was the kind of person who would find himself in the kind of situation he was currently in.

      “No one would have blamed you, you know?” She spoke without thinking, and now she was committed to completing her train of thought. “If you had just disappeared after terrorists kidnapped you. I mean, you had no responsibility to stop them, you were a victim in all this. But you chose to track them down. And it wasn’t just revenge. You did it because you were worried they might hurt someone else if you didn’t.”

      He just shrugged again. “I did it because it seemed like the right thing to do.”

      Sara decided she wasn’t going to crack that stoic exterior any further tonight. It was late, so it was time to get some rest. The autopilot would take them through their course and there wasn’t much risk until they reached the first S.G. Point beyond the borders of the Deadlands.
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      Most of the trip passed uneventfully. Burner seemed to be in a state of focus Sara found familiar. It was the look an agent gets when their mind is homed in on preparing for a single mission, thinking through all the variables, running through possible setups, picturing the worst case scenarios. She didn’t want to disturb his concentration, so for the bulk of the trip they kept to themselves.

      It wasn’t until they had emerged from the final slip tunnel and were only a few hours out from the planet that they had a real conversation about their next move.

      The McGarry beat the scheduled arrival time of the passenger transport by about an hour and a half. Burner and Sara now had a decision to make about where they were going to land the ship. A mostly empty planet like this gave them plenty of options for a stealth landing, but they would then need to hitchhike. They’d be cutting it very close as to whether they would reach the port before the passenger transport arrived and started unloading. They could also take their chances docking at the port, but they might run into trouble if they needed identification, since Hank’s IDs didn’t match the names registered on the ship.

      “They don’t usually check in these kinds of places,” Burner proffered. “Not to mention, one of the rules of surviving out here is the fewer questions you ask, the longer you are likely to live.”

      Sara shook her head. “This is a peaceful world, though, not the kind of crime run world common beyond Union space. They might be concerned about the kinds of problems someone who steals a ship might bring to the planet.”

      They decided to err on the side of caution, if for no other reason than there was a chance the terrorists were keeping tabs on what ships went in and out of the port. It wouldn’t be hard on a planet that got so little traffic.

      Burner scanned the surface for some level enough ground to land on that wasn’t too far from the city but far enough away from any of the surrounding villages that it was unlikely anyone would stumble on the ship. He located one clearing of unpopulated flatland that was separated by a thin woodland from a country road that led right to the city. The autopilot, thanks to some safeguards put in it by Revalon’s employers, didn’t like the idea of landing outside a port, so Burner was forced to override it and land manually. The resulting bumpy touchdown was enough to knock the glasses in the kitchen from their cupboard and shatter them on the floor. One more thing they owed the ship’s rightful owner.

      One quick walk through the woodland later and they were on the country road, a sometimes paved but mostly dirt path that led through the closest villages and into the port city. Burner had been a little worried that they might not be able to hitch a ride due to rural folks’ general distrust from strangers and the two of them clearly looking like they weren’t from around here. If they had to take the entire path by foot, they would never reach the port in time. Thankfully, the people around here were more friendly than he had expected, and the first vehicle that passed by stopped and asked them if they needed a lift.

      Their cover story was that the two of them had come to visit family who worked on a farm out here, and now they were on their way back to the port to catch their ship back. Sara expressed her concerns that they might have left too late and they were going to miss their shuttle. The driver told her not to worry and pushed the vehicle’s antique hover engine to its limit. The man was so friendly that if he was at all representative of the population, Sara almost hoped that they wouldn’t find out terrorists had been living in their midst.

      They were taken into what passed for a city here, though it paled in comparison to the ports of cities on Zanpus or Dobulla. Most of the buildings here were no more than two stories tall, and while some streets were packed tightly together, on others two or three small shops might have the entire block to themselves. Here and there Sara spotted a recognizable chain, but most of the businesses seemed to be local operations. The sparsity of exterior lighting hinted that the city went to sleep at an early hour.

      Their ride dropped them off close to the Trion Space Port and gave them a friendly farewell. Thanks to him, they had managed to beat the passenger transport by a full ten minutes.

      As they made their way toward the terminal, Sara stopped at a tech stand and purchased a new com, and then she tossed her old one in a nearby trash bin. She read off the address from the side of the box to Burner so he could update his information.

      “Hm,” Burner grunted as he entered the digits into his device. “Very little signal here. Guess that makes sense on a planet like this, but you’d think there would at least be good network connectivity in the city.”

      She unboxed her new device as they both took their spots in front of the gate where the passenger transport was currently docking.

      “Don’t get distracted playing with your new toy,” Burner joked. “It’s showtime.”

      Sara scoffed, but before she had time to think of a retort, the ship began unloading its passengers. Both of them went to work studying the arrivals as they stepped out, using their clothes, their builds, their expressions, their luggage, and even their strides to build rudimentary profiles and find their target.”

      Burner examined a man with a lazy eye and a limp. “That injury could be from military service… no, he doesn’t carry himself like a former soldier would, and that eye condition would have been disqualifying from most branches anyway. Maybe a mercenary once, but retired now? Based on that expression, he sees this planet as a retirement spot. Not our guy.”

      The next one up was a tall, tan man carrying a great deal of luggage. Sara took the job of assessing him. “He’s got the right build, and he could be carrying any kind of weapons in that luggage. But that’s a farmer’s tan, isn’t it? Yeah, those fingers are callused from working the fields. I’d guess he just made a trip to purchase new tools not available on the planet, hence the luggage.”

      They took turns like this, rapidly assessing each passenger to determine if any were at all suspicious. They immediately disqualified people traveling with families and anyone too young for military service.

      Sara picked out their first real potential suspect, a young man with frizzy hair. “See how nervous his movements are? The darting of his eyes like he doesn’t trust the ship brought him to the right place? Definite signs of a rough upbringing, the kind that attracts kids into a criminal lifestyle. The bags under his eyes and the cracks of his lips are evidence of drug use, too, though he seems to be clean right now, given his steadiness. Not the kind of person who would fit in with the locals. That could be our guy.”

      Burner studied him through the binoculars. “He’s definitely a shady character, but more of a street gangster shady. He could have come out here to lay low for a while. I thought our guy would stand out more. Like that guy.”

      He was gesturing to a scrawny man wearing a bright, flowery shirt and shorts. “That guy looks like he’s never been out in the sun a day in his life. Looks like he’s been sitting in a dark room on a computer instead of working out in the country. So what is he doing here dressed like he’s on vacation? There’s nothing to sightsee here, and he’s not exactly built for farm work. Of all the passengers we’ve seen, he’s the only one I can’t place with a reason for coming all the way out here.”

      Sara glanced at him sideways. “Maybe he’s just a drifter.” Her eyes danced playfully, despite the task in hand. “I hear they don’t need much of a reason to go place to place.”

      Burner didn’t shift his gaze from the target. “This place is far off any beaten path and very few transports come this way. No one is going to make their way out here if it’s not deliberate. What’s a tech worker type doing this far from civilization? I think it’s worth checking into.”

      Sara glanced over to where the frizzy haired man was getting away. “I’m not so sure that other chap isn’t my guy. Just because he looks like a low-level thug doesn’t disqualify him. He could be hired muscle. We’ve got two viable suspects.”

      Burner nodded. “We should split up, then. I’ll take the office geek, you take the drug runner, and we’ll see where they lead us. We’ll meet up again if we find any proof, or anything that disqualifies one of them from the running.”

      With a plan of action, and a little bit of friendly competition, the two parted company in order to follow their respective suspects. Sara followed her man out of the space port and into the city. He ran a circuitous route that Sara recognized as a basic counter-tailing tactic, full of sudden turns, quick swaps of vehicles that he had left waiting for him in various lots around the city, and quick strides through businesses with other exits at the back. This in itself convinced her that she had the right guy. One of them, at least.

      Despite the nagging concern in the back of her mind, she convinced herself that he was just being cautious. Sara was confident she hadn’t already been made. In principle he had all the right techniques that one would need to lose even the most dogged pursuer, but while the techniques were solid, his application of them were amateurish. The routes ran back along themselves, making trailing him by parallel streets easy, and he spent too long during his vehicle swaps making sure the vehicle he parked was properly locked up and secured before getting into the new one and safely pulling out of the space. Sara had no problem keeping up using a series of “borrowed” vehicles. Whoever this was didn’t have the practice of someone experienced in the field. Sara began to wonder if Burner might have been right after all.

      The target’s trail eventually led her back to the port area where he walked into a vehicle rental shop and ended up in the seat of a newest model they had on the lot. Sara kept her latest borrowed ride idling outside the rental lot until he had gained a little distance on her, then she pulled out after him. This new course was taking them out of the city. If he was going to lead her anywhere interesting, this would be it.

      She wondered if Burner was having any better luck.
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Downtown Madalev, Demeter
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      Burner’s target was eating a pizza.

      Not pizza-flavored soy nuggets. Not synthetic pizza substitute. Real pizza. Burner could smell it from his surveillance spot of a bench across the street. It made him hungry.

      Even at the height of his career, Burner’s diet had consisted mostly of soy supplements and synthetic food designed to look like the real thing. It wasn’t so bad when it came to sweets and other things whose flavors were disguised with a mass of artificial sweeteners, but it was disappointing when it came to things like meat. That’s just the way it was on most planets where the production of foodstuffs did not meet the needs of a burgeoning population.

      MaMa’s Pizzeria and Pasta on its signage promised fresh dough, real cheese, and a sauce made from actual tomatoes. And from what Burner could see, the prices weren’t as obscene as the ingredients would have demanded on most of the other planets. One of the advantages of living on a world built around agriculture, he supposed, was having access to locally produced ingredients not made sparse by overpopulation. Maybe Demeter was a good place to settle down on after all.

      Burner turned his attention back to the mission. His target hadn’t simply been walking by and then decided on a whim to stop for a slice. He had come here almost directly from the port, catching a shuttle, riding it to a nearby street and taking quick strides all the way to the pizzeria. He had clearly been to this planet before, enough times to know the location of his favorite restaurant by heart.

      Burner was convinced that this was one of the terrorists they had profiled, Mr. Two-Pizzas. After all the fake pizza he had eaten on Dobulla, it was no wonder he would be eager for some of the real deal.

      He paid his bill and gave a friendly wave goodbye to the staff, who all waved back. It seemed he was well known here, and well-liked.

      Burner tailed his suspect away from the delicious smelling pizza toward a residential area a few blocks away. This was a suburban area, sitting on the outskirts of the city. The neighborhood was filled with nice homes with big yards. On a more crowded planet, these kinds of homes would belong to the wealthy class, those who could afford to take up so much space when there was no space to give. Here, where space was abundant, Burner imagined these homes belonged to the middle class, those whose work in the city kept them close but who could still enjoy some of the benefits of country living.

      His suspect walked right up to one of these houses and went inside. Burner could see activity from one of the windows and crept low on the other side of the road so he could approach it without being seen. Neatly trimmed hedges kept him mostly hidden without attracting unwanted attention from nosy neighbors.

      There were kids at play inside the house. His suspect came in and the kids rushed up to welcome him. The warmness and familiarity there could only come from family. The suspect had acted like he had been on this planet before because he had. He lived on Demeter and had a family here.

      Had he picked out the wrong man? It had been a concern of his for a while that his profiling ability might grow rusty with disuse. It was a muscle, and like all muscles, it needed frequent exercise or it would start to wear away. The practice he got profiling patients in a dentist’s waiting room or passengers waiting for the metro didn’t compare to the workout it got when he was building a profile on a criminal suspect. When there were real stakes on the line, and real feedback loops. So far this guy’s crime had been that he liked pizza. That was a big leap to make without supporting evidence.

      But a couple of things still struck him as odd. If he was coming home to see his family, why stop off at a pizza restaurant first? Perhaps he had been slipped a note or something by the server, though that seemed a bit like he was stretching to make his profile work, a logical fallacy he had been warned against. Still, if his guy was a family man, he’d eat at home. Or at least bring some pizza back.

      Unless it was secret pizza.

      The sun set while Burner crouched there, spying on what might be an innocent family because he couldn’t shake the feeling that there was something more there. This area of the planet apparently got very cold at night, and as darkness fell, Burner felt the chill seep through his not-quite-thick-enough jacket and settle into his bones.

      His mind drifted to thoughts of Sara. He wondered if it had been a good idea to let her go off on her own like that. Sure, she was a Constable, but she was still just one person. The organization they were tracking were at least four, and potentially much more. She could probably do with his help if she found them, and here he was tracking a family man and pizza lover.

      He checked his comm to see if he had any messages from her. Nothing. Not that he expected to hear anything, unless she had something worth contacting him about. For some reason, her lack of communication still made him uneasy.

      He had worked with partners before, both within the agency to tackle the biggest missions, and interagency when the branches collaborated on a case that crossed jurisdictions. He had worked with men and women, rookies and seasoned veterans, professionals and hotheaded amateurs. Yet he could never remember feeling this protective of one of them before. Of course, he would do his best to watch his partner’s back and had risked his own life to save theirs more than once. But with Sara he felt somehow responsible. Like if something happened to her, the blame would rest squarely with him.

      He decided to send her a message asking for her location and any updates. If he couldn’t find anything else suspicious about the family man, he could always go join up with her.

      No signal. He was standing in a complete dead zone. Dammit.

      While he was shifting his body around to try and find a spot that might have reception, the door to the target’s house opened. His suspect came out pulling on a coat—one that looked as bright and cheery as his flowery shirt—and carrying a large canvas bag that looked heavy given the way he was struggling with it.

      Burner rose from his crouch and tried to work the feeling back into his legs, which had been cold and cramped for several hours. He could feel needles in the tips of his toes as proper circulation returned. His knees felt like they wanted to lock up.

      That he was struggling with such minor discomfort did not sit well with him. Burner was used to not being comfortable. The things the Union put you through when training to be a soldier were far worse than being crouched and cold. Maybe he was losing his edge?

      He remembered, with a mix of nostalgia and trauma, the last months of the part of training known as physical conditioning. After weeks of workouts to build muscle that left every part of his body sore, the final phase had been endurance training. And that involved running. And more running. Running until you couldn’t feel your legs anymore. Running until the feeling returned just to plead with you to stop. Running until all you could feel below your waist was a burning agony that you thought might stick with you the rest of your life. And he had to do it all again the next day.

      Compared to that, a little stiffness in the legs was nothing, but he still found himself walking with the awkward strides of a toddler. He just hoped his suspect didn’t turn around before his legs loosened up, otherwise they might wonder why some stranger was zombie-walking after him.

      Two blocks down the street, Burner watched as his suspect slipped into a vehicle and took off. In the short time before the vehicle disappeared from sight, Burner had picked the lock on one of the parked vehicles, disabled the alarm with the false identity program on his pad, and manipulated the engines to power on. He took off into the night, after his suspected Mr. Two-Pizzas.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        UNKNOWN LOCATION, MADALEV CITY OUTSKIRTS, DEMETER

      

      

      Burner followed his suspect out of the city, off the country road that led to the villages, and toward the middle of nowhere. He ran through his memory of what the region looked like from the perspective of the ship as it flew over and what could be off this way. There wasn’t much in this direction, just the occasional standalone farmhouse, and a clearing here and there where villages might have once been. To remain connected to the rest of the planet’s inhabitants they would have moved into the region connected by the country road. The only types who lived out here now did so with the intention of being left alone by the rest of civilization.

      They were going deep into the sticks now.

      Out here, he and his target were probably piloting the only two vehicles for kilometers, so Burner kept way back and left his lights off. It was risky, driving at night without light, but if he turned them on he might as well be announcing to the world that he was there. Fortunately, the sky was clear and full of stars, giving Burner just enough light to avoid obstacles that crossed his path.

      Obstacles such as the two metal rods that sprung up as he crested a hill too fast in an attempt to not lose sight of his target. A quick yank of the wheel and he was able to pilot between them. He glanced at them as he went by and noticed they were network hubs, large transmitters that took signals from a distant network, such as one being broadcast by satellite, and amplified that signal over a wide range. This particular pair must not be functioning properly, considering he still couldn’t get any service on his comms.

      The further they got away from the city, the more positive he was that his first instinct regarding this guy was correct. It didn’t matter that he was a family man, was well liked at the local pizza place, or that this was his home planet. He was heading someplace far from civilization, and the only things he could be planning to do out there were not good.

      More than an hour after they departed the city, they finally came upon a path. Not a true road, more like a beaten trail that ran into dark woodlands and was soon flanked by a thick canopy of trees that blocked out the starlight that Burner had been relying on to navigate.

      He slowed the vehicle to a stop and considered his options. It was pitch black ahead of him, and turning on his lights was still not an option. But if he tried to drive through this and the path curved even slightly, he’d slam right into a tree. There was only one real choice left, and that was to proceed on foot.

      There was no way to tell for sure how long this path went on for. He was too far away from the region he had scanned from the ship to recognize this particular forest, but when looking at the planet from orbit, some of the woodlands on it could be pretty massive.

      But the path here was beaten, man-made. The most probable scenario was that it wouldn’t continue too much further. Burner had to admit to himself that he was taking a gamble. But when did that ever stop him?

      Backing up the vehicle, he used a small penlight to scout a place he’d seen on the way in, a place he could pull the car off into and hide it. Once that was done, he stepped out of his stolen vehicle and began making his way down the path on foot. Clouds had rolled in, blocking out the light from the night’s stars. His eyes fully adjusted to the darkness, but he could barely see his hand in front of his face. He relied on his other senses to guide him down the path.

      Burner had a flashback of his wilderness survival training his first year in the Union. He and a dozen other young cadets had been dumped in the wilds of some nowhere planet and instructed to survive for two weeks. But their first task had been to find the camp where all the supplies they were being provided with would be left. They had wandered blindly in the dark for hours. Some, Burner included, hadn’t found the camp until the morning light made navigation easier. By the end of that experience, Burner had become more competent at navigating through the dark, but it had also taught him another lesson: he hated the woods.

      All those years had not made him any fonder of the forest. But at least he still had his honed sense of direction. Step by step he made his way down the path.

      He had been right about the path not being much longer. Had it been daytime, he might have jogged the distance he had walked in five minutes, but because of his stumbling through the darkness, it took him more than twenty.

      At the end of the path, he found Two-Pizza’s vehicle parked outside what looked like a farmhouse. The farmhouse itself was dark, but there were lights coming from the barn next door.

      Treading softly, Burner approached. As he did, he noticed the smell of wood chips wafting from the big door, which had been left ajar.

      Ensuring he was making no noise, not even from his breathing, Burner crept toward the door.
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Unknown Location, Madalev City Outskirts, Demeter
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      The smell of sawdust assaulted Sara’s nose and threatened to make her sneeze. That would be bad, considering she was currently hiding in a room filled with what she was reasonably sure were violent terrorists.

      She had successfully followed her target away from the city, taking an hour’s drive to the middle of nowhere, and eventually to this farmhouse. The only light had been coming from the barn, and when she peeked inside it seemed to be empty, so she thought she’d look around while the guy she followed meticulously parked his rental car. Unfortunately, it turned out he wasn’t the only one there, and as several men filed into the barn, she was forced to retreat to the back and take cover. Now she was hiding behind a stack of rusted old farm equipment that she hoped no one bothered to check behind while the group of dangerous individuals congregated just a few meters from her.

      Now would have been a good time to call in Burner for support, if her comm had been working at all. Despite being brand new, the thing hadn’t received a signal since the moment she unpacked it. It was hard to tell if that was the fault of her device or the local networks, but it was easier to take her frustration out on the device.

      Sara heard one more person enter from the big door across the way and dared to sneak a glimpse. She recognized the man Burner had described as an office geek come striding in. It seemed they had both been right after all. And here she was, ready to rub her superior profiling skills in his face.

      Almost immediately upon entering, the new guy was assaulted by questions from the others present. He held up his hands defensively as he tried to field their queries one at a time. Sara tried to make out all the words of the conversation. It didn’t help that they were all trying to talk over each other.

      Here and there, she picked up a few details. Her mark, the man with the frizzy hair, seemed frantic. “Is there any way he can trace it back to us, Cade? You heard him, didn’t you? I don’t know about you, but I like my teeth!”

      Another man with a face that reminded Sara of a rat was wearing a snide grin. “What did I say? I told you this was a bad idea and look what happened. How do we know this isn’t your fault? You designed that bug.”

      A tall, heavily chiseled man with a military-like demeanor stepped in. “Everyone calm the fuck down. We don’t know yet if his threat was legitimate or if he was just trying to throw us off. Well, Cade, what about the bug?”

      The office geek finally managed to get a word in. “Look, there’s no way it can be traced back to us, alright? The signal was one-way only and was passed through so many encryptions that even if he could figure out a way to pull the data’s destination from it, he’d spend months trying to unravel all the layers of protection on it.”

      It seemed Burner had hit the mark dead center when it came to how they would react. They seemed to be one more promise of dental torture away from scattering for their lives. More importantly, it confirmed without a doubt that these were the terrorists they had been looking for.

      While being careful not to venture out too far, she took a more thorough look at those gathered in the barn.

      There were six of them, two more than she and Burner had picked up on. As they had expected, several of them possessed military bearings. All of them were heavily armed, which would make this a tough fight even if she and Burner were together. For now, her best bet was to sit tight and listen, gathering as much intel as she could.

      And perhaps she could put some faces to the profiles she and Burner had worked up.

      Burner’s target, the one everyone was surrounding and questioning about the bug, had a notable red stain on the collar of his shirt, something that had not been there when he got off the ship. Not the right consistency for blood. Sauce maybe? It seemed Mr. Two-Pizza had stopped for his favorite meal along the way. She wondered what had happened to Burner. He didn’t seem likely to lose a target.

      The chiseled one was trying to calm down the frizzy-haired young man. “Reginald, relax. Take a deep breath. He’s just one man. If he does come for us, we’ll be ready for him.”

      The one called Reginald nodded but didn’t seem convinced. He began to pace with a nervous energy. She knew his kind. He was action oriented and didn’t like sitting still. For someone who grew up on the streets, sitting still was a death sentence. You always needed to be moving, ready to either grapple your problem or run from it.

      It’s the kind of personality that would cause you to send many messages to confirm plan details and ask if there’s anything more he could be doing. It had to be Blabbermouth.

      Another man with a thick build had been standing off to the side of the rest of the group. The smell of rotten eggs drifted from him and blended with the sawdust so it was not surprising he was kept at an arm’s distance from the rest of them. He didn’t talk much, but he did respond once when someone called out “Eggie.”  It was a cliché, but those who are secluded from others the most tend to be the ones who most miss the intimacy of company. And sometimes they seek other ways to fill that gap, such as through adult entertainment. The Horndog.

      That just left Clock, who was almost certainly the big guy. His whole demeanor couldn’t scream Military any more if he was in full uniform and saluting a Union flag. Someone who chooses to maintain their military looks and bearing even though their service has ended is certain to still be concerned with the other little things the military drilled into them, such as a strict adherence to schedules.

      That left just the rat-faced man, who didn’t match up with any of the profiles they had created. He was either a new figure or someone they had kept out of texts.

      And…

      “That’s enough!” A powerful, commanding voice silenced everyone in the room at once. All eyes turned to the speaker, an older man with a bald head, white beard, and sharply pressed suit. “Did I organize a resistance or a bunch of frightened school children!”

      There was command there, but also anger, a barely contained fury. He looked ready to jump on the next man to voice any concern and beat him with his bare fists.

      This was a man who thrived on control. He needed control. He was someone who thought through strategy with meticulous detail and did not respond well when things did not go exactly as he laid them out. He was the leader of this group and the final profile Burner had put together.

      The Planner.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *
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      Terrorists came in many varieties, from your garden variety lone attention seeker to fanatical religious cults that had cells of hundreds scattered throughout the galaxy. Some planned attacks with nothing more than a jerry-rigged bomb and a boatload of courage. Others had inexhaustible credit accounts and the kind of logistical planning that you would expect from the galaxy’s greatest military minds.

      When it came to Union policy, however, there were only two categorizations for terrorists. The first was what were considered “outside instigators.” Most terrorists fell into this category, and was the responsibility of agencies that protected the Union from outside threats. These were the criminals who were born and bred in the Deadlands, or who had grown up in a poorer part of the Union. They often had grown tired of whatever bureaucratic mess they had found themselves in and snapped.

      The other category was the one that Burner had been responsible for dealing with while he was with Intelligence: the “conspirator class” terrorists. These were the deserters, the traitors, the retired Union personnel who chose to use their experience and knowledge to strike the very system they once served. And most dangerous of all: those who still held positions with access in the Union while simultaneously plotting attacks against it.

      It was that experience that allowed Burner to immediately identify the mole in the group of terrorists gathered in the barn.

      There were several targets who looked like they had Union experience. The most obvious was the tall, muscular man whose bearing was unmistakably military. He was in some position of authority among the gathered terrorists, who were looking to him for answers and listened when he spoke. Not active service, though, given the creases in his outfit and the slight slack in his stance. He’d been out of the service long enough that some of the smaller habits had started to decay.

      The other was a smaller, squirrely man. His appearance was less military and more functionary—an aide, maybe, or someone serving in one of the Union’s many bureaucratic roles. It was his posture that gave him away. He stood close to military attention, but too sloppily for it to have been drilled into him through training. It was something absorbed through constant interaction with soldiers, tempered with a slouch to make him appear smaller, a giveaway that he worked among many of his same rank and hoped to avoid being called upon. Most likely an aide, then, someone who works for a military officer of considerable rank. Probably.

      But what gave him away as a mole wasn’t anything he did. It was how the others looked at him. A mix of barely disguised distrust and antipathy was directed at him from every side. It was, in Burner’s opinion, hypocritical for a group of terrorists to judge one of their own for playing both sides. But Burner had infiltrated enough of these cabals to understand why the “insider” was always the lowest rung of the ladder. It was the “us versus them” mentality that made their message so tempting and bonded them in acts of hatred. The mole was one of them, the hated others who they worked so hard to destroy. The enemy. That made him a useful tool but not someone to be trusted.

      Identifying the mole sent Burner’s mind racing to solve mysteries he had been working on since the very beginning. High level access, the kind that an aide to a ranking officer might have, could potentially dig up Burner’s service record. It would also give him access to the aspects of it that had been classified. That would explain how they had unraveled his aliases and knew enough about how he worked to plan a way to manipulate him. They might even have been able to use Union resources to identify which part of the Deadlands Burner had been active in.

      More importantly, it explained how the terrorists had been so certain about Admiral Thiel’s schedule. In fact, Burner would wager that the mole worked somewhere close to Thiel, maybe even serving directly as one of Thiel’s aides. That would not only give him access to the admiral’s schedule, but the ability to modify it. His aides would book his flights, reserve his hotel rooms, and be part of the process of scheduling what time he would show up for a briefing. It was possible even that the terrorists had scheduled the assassination weeks before and used the mole to ensure that the admiral was going to be in the right place at the right time.

      This also presented a new problem to be thrown into their already overflowing pot: if they had access to Union intel from a direct source, they could monitor the military’s attempts to locate their bombs and know if they were getting close, adjusting their plans accordingly. The Union would be playing a game where their opponent was peeking at their hands.

      The one that Burner had picked out as the leader of the group spoke up, instantly quieting the bickering that had dominated the conversation.

      His subordinates shifted uncomfortably, their attention now on him. The soldier, who Burner picked as the second-in-command of this organization, apologized on behalf of the group. “My fault, Cypher. I had a few concerns of my own about the current condition of our mission, and they picked up on it. I should have stomped that out earlier. It won’t happen again.”

      Burner noted how quick the soldier was to take the blame from his men, a dangerous move when dealing with someone whose eyes burned with the level of violence that Cypher’s did. It seemed that he had a genuine concern for his men’s wellbeing, something Burner could find admirable if it hadn’t been wasted on traitors and murderers.

      The man called Cypher turned on the soldier, breathing hard and clenching his fists at his side. After a few moments he exhaled, and his fists unclenched. “See that it doesn’t, Killington.”

      He turned his attention to the rest of the group. “Plans have setbacks. No matter how much you prepare, no matter how many contingencies you put into play, there is always a level of chaos to be expected. What separates the pretenders from those of us with the power to effect change, real change, is the ability to adjust. To learn from their failures and adapt.”

      Without warning, he spun around and slammed a nearby wooden beam with his fist with enough force to shake the barn’s roof. “As much as those failures make you want to lash out, you have to channel that rage into something productive. Otherwise, it is wasted.”

      When he turned back to the group his hand was bleeding. “As for Burner and his threats...” He spoke the words threats with the intonation a parent would use when they caught their child saying a dirty word. “He is one man, whatever his talents. Even if he had the balls to try and go through with them, we will deal with him because we work as a team. He is a loner. It is, after all, part of the reason we chose him. What’s the worst he can do? Kill a few of us before meeting his own end? No, he’s too practical for that, he won’t leap to his death. And even if he did, is there anyone here who is not currently prepared to die for our cause?” His gaze scanned the stunned faces around him. “Is the passion of any among us, the desire for change, so small that we are not willing to sacrifice everything for it? If not, leave right now. Run to the farthest reaches of space, where Burner and his kind will never find you, and leave the work to us, the true believers.”

      Half rant, half speech, and all blazing passion. The faces of those around him had hardened in resolve. Cypher had managed to wash away all their doubts and realign them with his plan with just a few words. Burner’s distant threats were no match for the conviction in Cypher’s voice, the rage in his tone, and that burning look in his eye. The gathered terrorists nodded to him and then to each other, their dedication to the cause renewed.

      Satisfied, Cypher turned his attention to the mole. “Stack, how are things progressing with the documentation?”

      The mole straightened up. “On schedule. It’s slow going, as we expected it would be. Union security protocols were designed to prevent me from doing exactly what I’m doing, but I’ve pulled some strings, called some favors, and found some workarounds. I’ll have all the files in place and ready to be leaked when we pull the trigger.”

      The corner of Cypher’s mouth curved in what almost passed as a smile. “Good. Seems the other parts of our plan are still working as they should be.”

      Burner’s ears perked up. Files? Was there some bigger part of their plan he had missed?

      Cade stepped up. “In even better news, I’ve also had word from our eyes on Pharbis. The Union is deploying a number of ships to the station. Hard to imagine how an organization this predictable could hold onto power for so long. I almost feel bad picking on them.” He gave a wry smile, glancing sheepishly in Cypher’s direction for approval.

      From his hidden vantage, not all of the words reached Burner’s ears, and he filled in the blanks by lip reading. He had almost been positive he had mistranslated a word somewhere. According to his theory, the goal of the terrorists had been to make the Union seem weak and ineffective through destroying the station in combination with the assassination of the admiral. That message would be muddled if the Union still maintained a strong fleet presence in the region, so why would they be glad that they had mobilized ships there?

      It suddenly dawned on Burner that he had missed an essential part of the plot. They didn’t want to just make the Union look lazy and incompetent. The plan was to make the Union look downright evil. And they were going to accomplish that by making it look like the Union had blown up the space station themselves.

      Burner had made the mistake of underestimating the logic of the terrorist, comparing them to passion-driven cells he had encountered in the past. But Cypher understood that you couldn’t overcome people’s natural lethargy and motivate them into rebellion without giving them an enemy they couldn’t ignore. And from the looks of it, they were planning to make the Union that enemy.

      Now that he had all the pieces, Burner couldn’t help but admit it was a brilliant plan. Assassinate the well-respected admiral who had kept peace in the region and have the blame pinned on an ex-Union agent living in the Deadlands. Burner’s next order from the terrorists would be to go to the station, but even if he refused and disappeared, Stack’s falsified files would show him heading toward the station. From there, it was just the matter of making it seem like the Union destroyed the station in retaliation for the assassination, willing to kill thousands of innocents just to get to Burner. The files would show an order for a Union ship to fire on the station.

      And it would all be more believable because the Union had evacuated their own ships beforehand. The terrorists wanted the Union to figure out their target. Perhaps Burner had forced the revelation sooner than they had planned, but in the end it didn’t change the fact that the Union was doing exactly what they wanted them to do.

      People wouldn’t just be fearful. They would be pissed. Demands would be made for those responsible to be held accountable for the loss of friends and family, and no matter what evidence the Union could provide after the fact, they would have already been tried in the court of public opinion and found guilty. The region would be thrown into chaos, and the Union would have its hands full trying to suppress one uprising after another.

      It would lead to mass deaths and the destabilization of the region for generations. And maybe the terrorists would get exactly what they wanted after all: the removal of the Union completely from the frontier and its bordering space. Unlikely, but stranger things had happened.

      This was a far more dangerous organization than he had feared. If their plans were allowed to succeed, it wouldn’t just be the thousands of lives on the station that were lost. Millions would die in the unrest that followed.

      Burner needed to take them down.

      Though that was easier said than done at the moment. Everyone gathered in the barn was heavily armed. And while he hated to admit it, Cypher had not been wrong. There was only one of him right now, and if he tried to launch an attack it would just lead to his death.

      That didn’t stop his mind from working through all the possible combat scenarios. The most important target was Cypher, the leader. Burner didn’t have a shot from his current position behind the barn door, so he’d have to go inside. If he burst in, he could catch them off-guard, quickly dispatching Cypher and maybe even the second-in-command before the terrorists could fire back on him. After Cypher he would have to dive for cover. That pallet was his best bet. From there it would be a drawn-out gunfight. If he could control the flanks, he might be able to pick off two or three more of them, but then...

      Eventually, he would be killed. And his death might not even accomplish anything. Cypher’s plans were already in motion, and the survivors could still carry out the final phases.

      Maybe if Sara was here, the situation would be different. But his comm still wasn’t getting any signal, and he hadn’t seen any sign of her despite her target being part of this meeting. Maybe he had given her the slip. Burner didn’t want to imagine the darker possibility.

      What he really needed was to learn the situation with the bomb. Was it here, in this barn? Or maybe the farmhouse? Or could it already be at the space station? And those questions brought with them another important one: were they planning to plant the bomb themselves, or was that the job of another team?

      It would be irresponsible to act without that intel. Even if he somehow succeeded in killing them all, it might not stop the plans that had already been put into motion.

      For now, he would observe. One of them would eventually slip up, and Burner would learn about the bomb.

      Soon it would be time to act. And when it was, he would make Cypher see he backed up his threats.
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      “We should get a jump on tomorrow by loading up tonight.” The frizzy haired man’s suggestion was met with groans by the rest of the group.

      “Leave it,” Cade replied, putting his arm around the other man. “We should get some rest tonight. Tomorrow’s a big day. Besides, Eggie’s got a bottle of something nice for us to celebrate. Don’t ya, Eggie?”

      The man who had kept a distance from the rest for most of the meeting grunted in response.

      With that, the terrorists began to make for the door of the barn. Burner backed away silently and blended into the shadows. He watched as the terrorists filed out one by one, making their way toward the farmhouse. Eventually, only two were left, the second in command, Killington, and the mole, Stack. Burner got the impression that they had intentionally been dragging their feet to be left alone together. He was proved correct when the two stopped to have a conversation.

      Killington waited for the others to be out of sight before speaking. “That other thing we discussed, are you ready for it?”

      Stack looked uncomfortable, but after a moment of fidgeting and glancing at the door again, he stood straighter and looked Killington in the eye. “Yeah, all the preparations are made. I won’t let you down.”

      The soldier nodded solemnly. “Good. I’m counting on you.” He held out his hand to the mole. “I want you to know that despite what some of the others think about you, I’ve considered it an honor to work alongside you. You’ve been an invaluable asset to this unit, and your courage to operate right under the Union’s nose has impressed me. Thank you for your service.”

      The mole looked shocked about the sudden compliments. Then he nodded and shook Killington’s hand. “I was glad of the opportunity to fight for something real. Thanks for letting me along for the ride.”

      With that short exchange finished, the two of them also departed, killing the lights in the barn as they left.

      That left Burner alone to sort through the implications of their conversation. It sounded as if Killington and the mole had something of their own in the works, something that they clearly didn’t want Cypher to learn about. The finality of their words also made it sound like two of them were planning to never see each other again.

      Another mystery that Burner did not have an answer for at the moment.

      The sound of a vehicle caught his attention. He had thought that the two were heading back to the farmhouse, but it seemed at least one of them was heading out. He’d guess it was Stack, running whatever secret mission Killington had sent him on. Burner considered going after him, but the bulk of the terrorists were still here, and therefore so was his best chance of locating the bomb. He’d have to let him go. For now.

      He decided to take a quick look around the barn in case he could find any clues they might have left behind. It was not likely he’d find anything, since the barn had seemed mostly empty aside from old rusted equipment. But some of his toughest cases had been cracked through random strokes of luck. Dropped IDs, discarded credsticks, even forgotten datapads had provided him with goldmines of information. Luck was one of the important but often overlooked parts of an investigator’s toolkit. It’s also why you never turn down a potential source of clues, whatever the odds of actually finding something.

      It was far too risky to turn the lights in the barn back up, so he instead flicked on a low, focused light from his comm as he stepped carefully inside and began his search.
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        * * *

      

      Sara exhaled in relief when the last of the terrorists finally made their way out of the barn. They had come close to discovering her hiding place several times during their meeting, but luck had been on her side and she had managed to avoid detection.

      Now her priority was to somehow regroup with Burner. This meeting had revealed a lot about the terrorists and what they were really planning. Between her and Burner, they should be able to devise a next step for stopping them.

      Yet, how she was supposed to find him was still up in the air. Her comm wasn’t  receiving any signal, and Burner was a master of not being found when he didn’t want to be. She may have to assume he was just as good at making himself available when he needed to meet. She would head back to the city and visit a few obvious places to see if Burner had at least left any indication of where he would be.

      Just as she was carefully picking her way through the dark toward the front of the barn, she heard the door begin to crack open. She quickly ducked low as a beam of bluish light pierced the night sky.

      She narrowed her eyes, but they hadn’t completely adjusted to the dark yet and she was unable to make out the figure holding the source of the light. Had one of the terrorists forgotten something and come back? Some brilliant criminals were defeated when they accidentally dropped a key piece of evidence. Seemed this one had at least been smart enough to quickly realize he was missing whatever it was he had dropped.

      By the size of his outline, it wasn’t the bulky Killington or the smaller Stack. If it was Cypher, he wouldn’t be wandering around in the dark. That left the lackeys, or perhaps a member of the organization who had not been present in the meeting.

      She had been presented with a golden opportunity to get one of the terrorists by themselves and question them. It would be a risky maneuver. If they grappled and made enough noise to alert the others out in the farmhouse, then she’d have to make a rapid escape. But if she did this right, knocked this guy out and dragged him into the woods, she could potentially get the location of the bomb and put an end to this quickly.

      With this in mind, she began quietly circling the room, moving to position herself behind the terrorist and prepare for the takedown.
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        * * *

      

      Burner had a sixth sense for when he wasn’t the only one in a room. It was one of those gut instincts that he had developed over the years, this one in response to the common enemy tactic of lying in wait for an ambush. He couldn’t count on both hands how many times some asshole had been hiding under a bed with a shotgun or been crouched behind a desk with a pistol, and that nagging feeling had given him a nudge that had saved his life.

      That same instinct now told him there was someone else in the barn with him. He couldn’t say what it was specifically that clued him in. Something in the air, perhaps, or a sound that was not audible on a conscious level but that his subconscious could pick up.

      He continued to move, pretending he wasn’t aware of anything while his mind tried to reason why the terrorists would have left someone hiding in the barn. A lookout, perhaps, if there was actually something important hidden here. That would mean he was on the right track. The more concerning explanation was the group had known that Burner had been there the whole time and left someone to deal with him.

      Where some people saw problems, Burner tried to see opportunities. He had been given a chance to get one of the terrorists alone. If he played this right, he could get a chance to question him one-on-one and learn about the bomb. The trick was to handle this without making any noise. If the terrorists in the farmhouse heard anything, it was game over.

      Burner also had to be prepared to kill whoever it was if it meant keeping them quiet. He slowly pulled a hidden knife into one palm and waited while pretending to inspect a pallet on the eastern wall.

      Whoever it was, they were proficient in stealth. Despite straining his senses, Burner couldn’t hear a thing. But he knew they were there. His gut was practically screaming it.

      At the last moment, the softest whisper, a single breath, alerted him to someone behind him. He spun, his leg sweeping low to trip his assaulter. His assailant hit the ground, but as Burner prepared to drop atop his prone opponent and place his knife at his throat, he was surprised to find his own legs going out from under him. From the back, the ambusher had kicked his lower leg out from under him.

      Burner let himself fall into a roll. His opponent was on top of him instantly, deftly, and the two of them began grappling on the ground. Burner’s knife was pinned to his side, so he used his other arm as leverage against a throat. His opponent was a skilled grappler, but Burner was stronger and larger, and he used that advantage to gain control and flip himself on top of his enemy. As he did, he nearly blinded himself by accident by positioning his arm so that his light was directed at his eyes.

      Suddenly, the person he had pinned stopped struggling. “Burner?”

      The voice caused Burner to freeze. He loosened his grip on the person and aimed the light down to reveal Sara’s face.

      She squinted with the light directed at her. “Would you mind not pointing that right at me?”

      He muttered an apology and scrambled off her, then he knelt over to offer her a hand up. “I guess this means you didn’t lose track of your target after all.”

      It was hard to tell in the dark, but Burner got the impression that Sara looked offended. “Of course I didn’t. My guy turned out to be Blabbermouth. I saw your mark too.”

      “Two Pizzas. Yeah, I caught him sitting down for a bite.”

      Sara smiled. Then she ran him through her matches of their profiles with the others who Burner did not get as clear of a view from the door. They both agreed on Cypher’s identity as The Planner, and Burner shared his revelation that Stack was a mole.

      “That’s the guy who spoke to Clock after the other’s left, right?” she asked, using Killington’s profile name instead of his real one. “That was an odd conversation. They were talking as if one of them was about to move to the other side of the galaxy.”

      Burner nodded. “One of them, probably the mole, took off in one of the parked vehicles right after, too. Those two must be up to something. Something they don’t want the rest of the group to know about.”

      “And I’m guessing it’s not a surprise party.” She turned back in the direction of the door. “Maybe he’s gone to set the bomb?”

      “Didn’t sound like that.” Burner went back to scanning the room with his light. “Besides, why would they want to keep that secret from the others?”

      She thought about it for a moment. “Maybe he’s going ahead of schedule? Guess it is unlikely. We can be positive and hope that the two of them have had a change of heart and he’s going to disable the bomb, but that also seems unlikely.”

      Burner was finding nothing but rot and rust in the barn. “Their goals might not align with the rest of the terrorists. They might see the bomb threat as a good chance to get a ransom from the Union.”

      Sara crept toward the door to keep a lookout. “They sounded like true believers to me. I don’t think they’d throw that away for a few creds.”

      “What about power?” Burner picked up something that glinted in the light, which just turned out to be a less rusty nail. “They might be positioning themselves to gain power and influence in the wake of the chaos the terrorists are going to cause. Might have even convinced themselves that it would be the best if they were in charge. You see it all the time in group dynamics—criminal mobs, political circles. Some of the underlings get their own idea of their own how things should be run and make a play for power.”

      “Maybe.” Sara peeked out in the night through the crack in the door. “Or maybe it has nothing to do with the terrorist plot. They are criminals, after all, and some have their hands in any number of illicit activities. Cypher doesn’t seem like the type who would appreciate moonlighting, so it wouldn’t be a surprise they would want to keep something like that a secret from him.”

      In the end all they had were theories and no way to confirm any of them. Sara voiced the idea that they might split up, one heading after the mole to see what he was plotting and the other staying with the rest of the terrorists. They both decided against it, agreeing that the bomb threat was the biggest concern and both of them together gave them the greatest chance of stopping it.

      Burner’s examination of the barn didn’t yield any new clues, though that didn’t mean there wasn’t anything there. It was just too dark to do a proper search without alerting the farmhouse. They regrouped near the entrance to compile intel and discuss theories. Burner revealed what he had deduced about the terrorist’s true goals from what he had overheard between Cypher and Stack.

      “They’re going to frame it as a retaliatory strike by the Union.” Sara didn’t really need Burner to confirm her words. She just needed to say it out loud to make it real. “That’s insane.”

      Burner nodded. “The difference between insanity and brilliance is often measured by success. I wish we could just dismiss their plot as insanity, but they’re too close to succeeding.”

      Sara’s eyes widened. “Wait, for their plan to work, Admiral Thiel needs to actually be assassinated. When it comes out that the admiral is still alive, they can’t spin a story about the station being destroyed in revenge. They’re going to have to make another attempt on him.”

      Burner exhaled slowly, his eyes darting as he made the connections. “Where is the admiral now?”

      “Last time I was able to get a message to my handler was right after I got the new comm. He told me the admiral was back on his ship.”

      He checked his own comm, which still showed no signal. “We need to get word out to him. He needs to know it’s not over.”

      Sara looked at her comm again and shook her head. “Still no signal. We will have to wait until we leave the area. Or I can head out and see if I can find a signal.”

      Burner considered it for a moment before shaking his head. “No, it’s too dangerous. We’d risk tipping them off that we’re here and have them accelerate their timeline. Intel is the key right now.”

      That answer didn’t satisfy the Constable. “Are you forgetting that a five-star admiral’s life is on the line right this minute? Even if we stop the bombing, Thiel’s death alone would be enough to destabilize things for who knows how long. Or do you not care about the lives of Union officers since you retired?”

      He cocked his head. “As a rule?”

      That earned him a glare from Sara that said choose your words wisely. He held up his arms defensively. “Look, I get it. Don’t forget I went well out of my way to keep the admiral alive. Obviously, I want to keep him from getting assassinated. But at the same time, the stakes have gotten so much higher than the life of one man. If it came down to it, and I had to choose between admiral and a station full of innocent people, I would pick the station. We can’t risk blowing this lead.”

      Sara’s eyes blazed. She shook her head and glanced around the darkness for a moment. “You’re right,” she said eventually. “It’s a shitty situation, but we have to work with what we’ve got. I’ll follow your lead. For now.”

      With a nod, Burner tapped off his light and took a seat on a nearby bale of hay. “I suggest we get some rest. Let’s give the terrorists a chance to go to bed or get good and wasted. I overheard something about a celebratory bottle. Once it is likely that they are down for the night, we’ll go in and poke around. Until then, we should rest.”

      Burner lay back, closed his eyes, and relaxed his muscles. Unbeknownst to Sara, he maintained a full awareness of his surroundings, despite looking like he was settling in to fall asleep. This was one of the final tests you took when training to become an Intelligence operative: the ability to get rest while deep in enemy territory. The job required all your senses and your mind working at peak performance, and it was all too easy to work yourself into a state of exhaustion. And a tired operative is often a dead operative.

      You learn how to grab what little rest you can in situations that aren’t necessarily safe, but reasonably secure for a moment’s shut-eye. The body gets to recover, perhaps not to the same extent as a real night’s sleep, but enough to take off that dull edge of sleepiness.

      The trick was to leave just enough of yourself conscious, on alert, to allow you to be on your feet in a moment’s notice if your secure resting spot was suddenly disturbed. It was that part of Burner’s mind that was aware of Sara taking a spot on the opposite side of him and settling down for a brief rest herself.

      Burner rested his body and mind for the first time since arriving on the planet. Soon he would need every bit of both.

      The final confrontation was coming.
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      Cade was a fan of good food and drink. He had been spoiled the first time he got to try a slice of pizza, real pizza. Since then, one of the focuses of his life was getting to enjoy as much of the finest food and drink he could get his hands on. He thought by this point he was something of an expert.

      That’s why he could say, without a doubt, that Eggie had been absolutely scammed by whoever had passed off this bottle of cheap swill as fine liquor.

      To spare the man’s feelings, Cade plastered a smile on his face as he forced himself to swallow the bitter liquid. “That’s some good stuff there, Eggie. Thanks for sharing.” He passed the bottle back, already thinking up excuses to turn it down the next time it came around to him.

      The others didn’t have Cade’s taste for the finer things, so they took Eggie at his word that the bottle was rare and expensive stuff. It would have just been rude to break up their good time, particularly since they had such a big day ahead of them tomorrow.

      It was nice to be able to sit back again and relax. They were safe here. Well, safe as they could hope to be with a man like Burner hunting them. Cade had set up the farmhouse’s security himself. Despite its humble appearances from the outside, inside it was a technological marvel. The setup was more advanced than most Union installations.

      Of course, the Union had been given its chance to make use of his exceptional talents. But the kind of real food that Cade enjoyed was not cheap. Union salaries were pathetic, and they did not make exceptions even for someone with Cade’s skills.

      The private sector, on the other hand, had more than enough people willing to pay Cade what he was worth. The highest bidder just happened to be a criminal group that was bent on overthrowing the empire.

      An alert on a nearby console let them know that the front entrance had been opened. Killington’s face popped up with a green border surrounding it, the sign that the system has successfully identified and cleared him. Oddly, Stack wasn’t with him. Even odder, his entrance was followed by the sound of a vehicle taking off.

      Killington came into the room, his face as unreadable as ever.

      Reginald, sitting closer to Eggie than most normally would care to in order to be closer to the bottle, also noticed the absence of the mole. “Where’s Stack?”

      Cypher was seated by himself on a large, comfortable sofa that was positioned to have a clear view of the door. His eyes narrowed as Killington appeared. “Was that a car just leaving?”

      The big guy had a talent for not flinching even when directly under Cypher’s intense scrutiny. “Don’t worry about it. I have Stack running a quick errand.” He walked calmly to Eggie and took the bottle from his hand. To his credit, he grimaced when he took a chug of the foul-tasting brew.

      For the next few hours, they relaxed together, trading stories, updating each other on their personal lives, sharing their commiseration at how Admiral Thiel had somehow avoided their attempt on his life. The words “miserable old bastard,” and “the luck of gods,” were used a lot.

      Inevitably, the conversation turned back to Burner and his impressive array of threats. Cypher’s earlier warnings stuck with them, so no one would bring it up in a panicky or worried way. Now they mentioned it in jokes, repeating Burner’s words in satirical tones and mocking him for being all bark and no bite. They dared him to try to find them. Their escape from Dobulla had gone perfectly, and even Burner was never going to guess they were hiding out here on Demeter. It was a nowhere planet in the middle of the Deadlands, the last place anyone would think to look. He was probably halfway back to Zanpus by now.

      At least, that’s what they said, but Cade could hear the uneasiness in their words, the flatness of the laughter in their jokes. No one wanted to confess it in front of Cypher, but Burner was still a concern to everyone. Despite the improbability that he would ever find them out here, it was hard to shake the imagery that Burner had painted into their minds.

      Cade noted that Cypher didn’t join in on the conversation. He just sat and watched, as if daring anyone to voice true concern in his presence.

      As Eggie again lamented their poor luck in failing to assassinate the admiral, a question again popped into Cade’s head that had been bugging them ever since they learned that Burner had deceived them. “How was Burner able to pull that off, anyway?”

      All eyes fell on Cade, including the intense stare of Cypher. Cade was used to getting away with speaking his mind, though, so it didn’t bother him. “I’m just saying, pulling off what he did would have required an open line with the Union. Even if we assume that Burner deduced the target well before we gave it to him, how was he able to ensure the admiral was ready to fake his own death?”

      “Burner’s ex-Union,” Reginald suggested. “Maybe he still has contacts.”

      Cade had his own ideas. “I think it was the woman, the blonde with all the names who we could never narrow down. We know he still had her in tow when he left Dobulla space port. She was the big unknown in all this, right? The variable we didn’t predict. And ever since they got together, Burner has been interfering with our plans.” He looked toward Cypher and began to think out loud. “She must have contacts. After all, they were able to warn the Union about the assassination and then go right on their merry way and not be taken into custody, and the Union loves taking people into custody. No booking forms. No official reports of the incident. It’s almost like it was set up by a single individual of notable rank. I think this rules out her being a Deadlands rogue after all. Only other reason I can think of is that she’d have so many aliases—she might be a professional.”

      Cypher’s expression did not shift. “Professional what?”

      He shrugged. “Professional spook.”

      Their leader’s fist clenched hard, quietly tearing into the fabric of the sofa. “For who? The Union? Another organization? A group like ours?”

      Cade held up his hands defensively. “I don’t know. It’s going to take more work to figure that out.” Without waiting for the order, he got up, taking one more swig of Eggie’s poor excuse for liquor, and settled back down in front of his pad. His work on collating data on her aliases had been put on hold as they neared the time the assassination was going to take place, but it seemed like figuring out this woman’s true identity was going to be the key to everything.

      Once he learned who she was, he would know her connection to Burner, and how they’d been able to thwart their plan.

      And then he would figure out how to hurt her. That part was going to be especially important.
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        THE BARN, UNKNOWN LOCATION, TRION CITY OUTSKIRTS, DEMETER

      

      

      Burner rose from his resting place when the first light of dawn began to stream into the barn. He decided instantly that the small amount of light was going to allow him to see things he would have missed last night. He stretched and then started back on the task. Sara rose as well and helped him with digging around the back.

      It didn’t take long for them to stumble across something that Burner had missed in the dark. Hidden behind some old farm machinery, they found a crack in the wooden flooring that stood out amongst the rest of the rotten wood. The cracks traveled in the opposite direction of the natural rot. When they pulled up the board, they found several heavy, steel crates. They were locked, but Burner made quick work of the first lock and swung it open.

      A weapons cache. Jackpot.

      There were enough semi-automatics here for every terrorist they had seen to have two. Older models, military surplus would be Burner’s guess, but reliable. Popular among the criminal element in the Deadlands due to their availability and the low cost of maintenance.

      There was more. Stacked neatly beside the weapons was a pile of charges. High explosives.

      Carefully, Burner extracted one to take a closer look at them. He recognized them as a popular model among the Union special ops. They were known to be stable, meaning they wouldn’t detonate by accident in the kind of turbulent situations they often found themselves in. They were also easy to rig for remote detonation. For someone who knew what they were doing, they could be deployed in just moments. This had earned them the reputation of being the ideal tactical detonator.

      Apparently, they were also considered the ideal explosive for terrorists. Burner opened up the other chests, did a count of the total number of charges, and estimated in his head the amount of damage that could be done with them. The answer made him blanche for a moment.

      He could see that Sara was coming to a similar conclusion, as she examined one of the piles in another chest. While she was distracted, Burner picked up a few of the charges and slipped them in his leg pocket. It wasn’t exactly the proper way to transport them, but he’d seen the things in action and knew some jostling from his leg wasn’t going to set them off. They were designed to survive high speed vehicle crashes without an accidental detonation.

      Plus, you never knew what might come in useful in a fight.
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      Cade continued to tap his way through the night, never taking a break even as the others eventually crashed out on the sofas around him. He had always been something of a night owl, so these kinds of all-nighters didn’t affect him. Though he felt that he wouldn’t be able to sleep even if he wanted to with this mystery over his head.

      The only other person who had denied himself sleep was Cypher. His attention was fixed on the windows the entire time, watching with a fierce concentration for Stack’s return. Throughout the night he would periodically question Killington about Stack’s location, and while Killington never gave a direct response, he continued to insist that Stack would return soon.

      Eventually, their leader’s patience wore thin. He rose and jostled Killington awake from where he had been napping. “Outside.” His voice was gruff but low.

      The two of them tried to slip out quietly, but Cade saw them. He noticed Killington looking uncharacteristically nervous, and Cypher’s lips were set firm like stone.

      Cade decided whatever drama was going on didn’t involve him. He had his own project, and it was an important one.

      He was sure the leadership would sort itself out. One way or another.
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      Shouting outside made Burner worried that they had been discovered and that someone was barking orders to surround the shed. He froze and listened for a few moments and was relieved when he realized that the shouting wasn’t getting any closer to the barn.

      What was going on? He didn’t think the Union could have found this place already. The internal discord must be among the terrorists.

      Only one way to find out. He exchanged a look with Sara that said Wait here, I’ll check it out. She nodded and continued her assessment of the goods they had uncovered.

      It was still mostly dark when Burner slipped outside. It made concealing himself easier. He slowly circled the barn, watching every step with the greatest of care to make sure he didn’t disturb so much as a single twig on the way. As he got closer to the source of the disturbance, he could start to make out what was going on. It was only two voices, he determined, not an entire platoon as he might have guessed from inside. One of the voices, which he identified as Cypher’s, was so loud it was easy to mistake it for a whole crowd. The other became clear as Killington’s when he reached the back of the barn.

      The two had taken their disagreement as far from the farmhouse as possible, most likely to keep the rest of the organization from learning of their dispute, though there was no question that Cypher’s voice carried to the farmhouse and probably a distance beyond. Burner had to be careful not only to not be discovered by the men in front of him, but also by any of the terrorists who might come from the farmhouse to investigate the noise. He found a spot at the edge of the barn that was well covered by shadow and disappeared into it.

      Cypher was stomping his feet like a child throwing a tantrum for not getting to play with his favorite toy. “You had no right. Chain of command exists for a reason!”

      Killington’s face was passive, like that of a parent who had seen the tantrum before and was not impressed. “Well, you’re not stepping up. You’re not adapting to the changing circumstances. It’s my job as the second-in-command to pick up the slack.”

      Suddenly, Cypher’s shouting and stomping stopped. He looked Killington dead in the eyes, then he lowered his voice and in an icy tone caused the large soldier to show more nervousness than all the screaming had. “You’re saying I’m unfit to lead.”
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      The sound of the shouting outside was enough to rouse all the sleeping guys inside the farmhouse. They ambled over the windows to try and get a view of what was going on, but there was nothing in sight.

      “Is that Cypher?” Reginald asked as he wiped at his eyes with the back of his hand. “Who’s he screaming at?”

      Eggie looked around and did a quick head count. “Maybe Stack came back and Cypher is chewing him out for being out all night. Only other one not here is Killington, and I don’t think Cypher would talk to him like that, do you?”

      Cade did. After all, he was partly responsible for the situation that Cypher was so furious about. He just hoped Killington kept that part to himself.

      He buried his head back in the analysis he was working on.
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      “Say it.” Cypher began to pace, circling around Killington like a predator closing in on a wounded animal. “Say that I’m unfit to lead.”

      Burner could see the muscles in Killington’s arm’s flex as he prepared for the possibility of violence. “That’s not what I meant. But I’m your second. It’s also my job to lead.”

      “Is it your job to second guess me?” Cypher’s voice cut through the air. “Was it your job to plan things without running them by me? Was it your job to send Stack, our most valuable asset, back into certain death if he’s discovered? You think he won’t talk if he’s caught? And then what? Where does it leave us? The mission? Did you even think of that? What makes you think it was worth finishing the admiral under those circumstances?”

      Burner had to stop himself from shouting an expletive and giving away his location. Stack must have gone back to assassinate the admiral. That was the secret mission that Killington had sent him on last night. Stack would not only have access to the admiral’s schedule, he would have access to the admiral himself. What was stopping him from slipping poison in his tea, or tampering with the wiring on his vehicle? The admiral was completely unprepared for it. And they had just let him go.

      Killington squared off, planting his feet firmly. “’Finish’ implies we even got close. The last plan was a complete failure.”

      The older man growled, his stature tense with rage. He launched violently at the much larger soldier.

      At first glance, this seemed to be an incredibly poor choice on Cypher’s part. He was not only smaller and older, but Killington carried himself with the assurance of someone at least proficient in hand-to hand combat. Burner expected the fight to be resolved quickly.

      He was right about that, but wrong about the outcome.

      Killington backed up a step and slipped to the side as Cypher charged. Then he leaned back, formed a fist, and arced his arm in the form of a perfectly thrown right hook. A single shot like that would lay flat most opponents, and this one had the proper aim to connect directly with the left side of Cypher’s face.

      Instead of bowing or crumpling from the impact, Cypher charged into it, through it, shaking it off like he had been slapped by a small child. He rushed until he was close enough to Killington for them to feel each other’s breaths. Then he laid into him with a furious assault of punches and jabs.

      Cypher attacked without mercy, striking Killington repeatedly in the face, chin, stomach, and chest. The bigger man tried to retreat and get himself back in a proper fighting stance, but within moments he had been knocked again, this time into a daze. His attempts at defense devolved into trying to protect his face with his arms, all pretense of fighting back completely forgotten.

      A punch to the gut doubled the soldier over, forcing him down to Cypher’s height. Cypher used the opportunity to crack his forehead against his subordinate’s face. The surprise headbutt sent Killington sprawling to the ground. His eyes glazed over as his mind fought to maintain consciousness. Blood flowed freely from his mouth and nose, and swelling was already appearing around his eyes.

      A knife appeared in Cypher’s hands so quickly that Burner wasn’t positive where it had come from. He leaped atop the other man’s sprawled form and brought his knife down to his throat.

      Burner grimaced as he prepared for the spray of blood. He had seen plenty of death in his day. There were few methods of execution that produced the spray of blood you got when you pierced the carotid artery.

      He blinked and then realized that both men were still.

      No arterial spray.

      Burner saw that Cypher had stopped the knife right before it had pierced the soldier’s throat. He held it there, pressed close enough that it was probably drawing blood, though Burner couldn’t be sure at this distance.

      “Explain it all to me,” Cypher commanded.

      Killington spoke softly, weakly, so low that Cypher had to lean even further in to make out what was said. The soldier’s position on the ground, mixed with the blood around his mouth, coupled with the half-light, further impeded Burner’s ability to read his lips.

      He managed to pick up only a few things from the mumbled explanation that Killington gave. Something about Stack “going back to the ship” in order to get the job done. At the end, he declared, slightly louder, that “a well-placed missile means we don’t even need to show up there.”

      Cypher shook his head while rising, removing the blade from Killington’s throat. “No, no, no. That defeats the point. We need to show up to make the video. That is the key to all of this! The message, not the action, and without the video, how do we spread that message?”

      The knife disappeared and Cypher turned back to his beaten subordinate, seemingly in control of himself once again. He did not, Burner noticed, offer to help Killington as the large man struggled back to his feet. “Call it off, Killington.”

      Killington flinched, nervous about defying the violent man in front of him. “I can’t. It’s too late. There’s no way.”

      Cypher didn’t seem bothered. “Yes, you can. You just need to be properly motivated.” He moved toward Killington again, causing him to flinch, but only put a hand on the beaten man’s shoulder. “I’m sure you’ll figure it out. I have faith in you.”

      He turned and spat, decorating another patch of ground with red. Cypher wiped the remaining blood from his mouth. “Damn, think you chipped a tooth. Perhaps we should have kept that dentist around after all.”

      With that he began to walk back toward the farmhouse. Killington hesitated, unsteady on his feet. Then he followed.

      It had been a chilling display. Nobody actually died, but it had become clear that the man he was dealing with was not stable. This was not the kind of terrorist you could defeat by making it clear that their goals could not be accomplished. He would continue, heedless of his life or the life of those who work for him. The Pharbis station could be wall-to-wall Union military and he would still try to fight his way to plant the explosives.

      For him, it was more about power and control than about the mission. His speeches were just a means to end, a justification. What Burner had mistaken for passion was actually an expression of dominance. He beat his second-in-command bloody and made him certain that he was about to be killed, just to reassert his authority, to let him know what happened to those who screwed with him.

      There was no trick for dealing with this kind of man. No section in any training manual that advised a proper course, no lesson he could pull from his years of experience, no instinct he had developed that would subconsciously lead him in the right direction. This type was unpredictable, and no two ever responded the same way.

      He would just have to use his best judgement and hope that was enough.

      Sticking to the shadows of the early morning light, Burner crept back to the barn to confer with Sara.
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      Shortly after the shouting stopped, Cypher returned to the farmhouse. He was looking disheveled and sporting a new shiner on his left side, but he didn’t seem to pay any attention to it. Killington followed shortly after, looking much worse. He was bloody, dirty, and generally seemed off-balance. He excused himself to the bathroom to clean himself up.

      No one dared to ask what was going on. If anything, they just avoided eye contact as they went about their morning tasks.

      Cypher walked back to the others, not even bothering to straighten his suit, and took a seat at his station. He got back to work as if nothing had happened. From his own station, Cade couldn’t help but steal a glance at their leader. Cypher didn’t seem to be paying him any mind, which Cade hoped meant that Killington had kept his role in the plot secret. Cade quite disliked pain and did not want to take a beatdown of his own.

      Killington returned a few minutes later in a fresh outfit and with the cuts on his face freshly bandaged. For a moment, it seemed like normalcy was going to return to them and this dark chapter was going to be left in their past. People were going about their jobs, professionalism was restored, and no one seemed ready to cut anyone else’s throat.

      That all lasted until Eggie, who’d always had a bad habit of bringing up the worst topics, brought up the worst topic. “Where is Stack? Shouldn’t he be back by now?”

      Cypher sent a steely glare in Killington’s direction, who did his best to pretend not to notice.

      Reginald took up the foolish topic. “That is strange. You think he’s selling us out?”

      Eggie snorted. “Wouldn’t put it past the rat bastard. We hit a rough patch, and the traitor turns traitor. It’s no surprise. He’s probably telling his Union buddies all about us right now, framing it like he’s the big hero who bravely infiltrated the terrorists.”

      To Cade’s surprise, Cypher snapped at Eggie. “I sent Stack on a special mission, one that was need-to-know only, and you did not need to know. All you need to understand right now is that he is still working with us on an important task.”

      Cade couldn’t help peeling his eyes from the screen and glancing up at Cypher. He knew the truth, because he was the one who had helped find the next window so Stack could take it. And that had all been behind Cypher’s back. Was Cypher taking responsibility now because he thought it was a good idea? Based on the state of Killington’s face, and Cypher’s glare at him, that didn’t seem to be the case.

      Maybe Cypher didn’t want to admit that someone had defied him. It might inspire others to do the same, and that was a lot of faces to beat in. A lot of face to lose too.

      Perhaps Cade should show up to work in a suit next time. Just to be respectful.

      There was still some muttering about trusting this Union guy to not betray them to his friends, but it seemed nobody wanted to voice that loud enough for Cypher to hear.

      Cade managed to take his eyes off of Cypher and focus them back on his screen just as the leader looked over in his direction.

      Cypher and Killington still had to refine the details of the plan. Now that Stack wasn’t there to do his original job, a fact that still made Cypher’s blood boil, things needed to change. Fortunately, he and Killington had all morning to rethink it. The others already knew their roles, and the first steps at least would be the same.

      They spent the better part of their morning discussing possible changes to the plan, with Cypher kindly reminding Killington every few minutes that every change they had to make was entirely his fault. Killington was smart enough not to react. Cypher was adequately satisfied that order had been restored.

      The broad strokes of a new plan were ironed out—a plan that would function no matter what Stack did or fools like Burner tried to accomplish. All that was left was to enter the changes into the master plan datapad.

      Today was the day. Nothing could get in their way now.
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      Back in the relative safety of the barn, Burner recounted to Sara everything he had seen between the terrorist leader and his second-in-command. Sara was as disturbed as he had been about the implications of Cypher’s true character.

      He exhaled in frustration as he shifted his feet on the sandy floor. “I was hoping the small hours of the dawn would be our best to sneak around the farmhouse unobstructed.” Burner didn’t have to explain that a night of heavy drinking was usually followed by a deep sleep during the dawn hours. “But that argument probably woke the whole house up. I don’t think we’re going to get a better chance before they put their plan in motion, though. If we’re lucky, the fact that they’ve been forced to get up so early will make them too groggy to notice our presence.”

      She arched an eyebrow. “You want to go into a house filled with dangerous and heavily armed terrorists while they are awake… and snoop around?”

      “You have a better idea?”

      After thinking about it for a moment, Sara sighed and shook her head. “Damn, I don’t. Guess sneaking around a terrorist stronghold while it’s occupied it is.”

      The first problem was going to be avoiding any cameras. They had kept clear of any entrances to the farmhouse thus far, so they hadn’t been a problem, but Burner had noted several others around the property. He might be able to disable them, but if anyone was monitoring the feeds, they would notice the interruption.

      He determined a power flicker was their best bet. This far from civilization, all the tech in this place must be powered by private generators, and small spikes and dips were common occurrences with generators, particularly when a heavy load was placed on them. Based on the tech he had seen from the terrorists so far, he was confident that was the case.

      All he needed was to find something outside that the generator was powering that wasn’t in the view of the cameras. Then he remembered the barn was hooked up with lighting. That was even better. Since the lights in the barn seemed old it was likely that the terrorists hadn’t installed them themselves. That meant it wasn’t likely to have the same redundancies to protect the generator.

      Burner cut a hole in the wood next to one of the lights and carefully disconnected one of the wires. He stripped the edge of the wire and changed a few of the inner bits around. A spark provided by his knife and the battery of one of his devices was all he needed to create feedback that would cause a surge in the connected generator.

      They would have to be quick now. The power would only flicker for a few seconds, just enough to cause the security systems to have to reboot. If the person who set them up knew what they were doing, the boot cycle would take less than a minute. Unfortunately, that meant that Burner couldn’t be that stealthy on their way to the farmhouse. They kept low and hoped that no one chose to look out the window at that moment.

      It was that rush that nearly caused them to bump right into one of the terrorists. Burner and Sara walked through the back door, assuming there would be fewer people back there, and found the frizzy haired man they had named Blabbermouth standing with his back to them. He turned just as Burner and Sara ducked into the next room.

      “Hey, Eggie, did you leave the door open again?” They heard Blabbermouth walk to the back door to shut it. “Dickhead! Cade says it sets the whole security system off.” His words were slurred. At least that meant that he was likely not going to be up for much longer.

      The one they called Horndog walked past the room Burner and Sara were hiding out in. “I don’t know. Maybe. What’s the big deal? It’s always cold as balls in here, Reggie. Wouldn’t hurt to get some fresh air.”

      “Reginald.” The half-drunk man’s voice had an edge to it.

      “Eh?”

      “Reginald, not Reggie. Don’t call me Reggie, man. That was the name of the street punk who dealt drugs and wasn’t going to accomplish anything besides winding up in an early grave. I put that person behind me. It’s Reginald now.”

      The other man sniffed. “Seems a little fucked up that you all can call me Eggie but I can’t call you what I want.”

      As enthralling as the ensuing argument about nicknames would surely prove to be, Burner and Sara had more important things to accomplish.

      The room they had ducked into, some kind of storeroom for spare electronic components, had another exit, which they took into a narrow hallway. There was no real way to tell what direction they needed to go, or how what they were looking for would manifest. They would know it when they saw it. So, they took a methodical approach to exploration. While keeping a careful eye out for any of the farmhouse’s occupants, they scanned each room they came across for anything that might tell them something.

      There was nothing in back rooms, which seemed to be mostly storage, so they would have to take the gamble of heading closer to the front of the building.

      As they walked down a long hallway, the knob to the door on their left began to turn. Searching around, they saw nothing they could hide behind, and the next room back was too far down to the hall for them to reach before whoever it was came down the hall. Making a sudden decision, Burner braced himself to grab the first person to come out that door and silence them.

      But the door didn’t fully open. Instead it just cracked open, with a hand reaching out blindly from within. “Hey, anyone out there? A little help?” Burner recognized the voice as belonging to Two-Pizzas.

      Looking at the direction the hand was groping, he saw a stack of toilet paper, and suddenly he knew what that room was. Shrugging at Sara, he picked up a roll and passed it to the desperate hand.

      “Thanks, buddy. I owe you.” The door closed. Burner and Sara hurried on.

      They walked past a row of bedrooms that were mostly bare. Suitcases were already packed, and beds had been stripped down. One of the only notable features was a picture of Burner hung up on a wall with several darts sticking out of it. Someone had gone to the trouble of doodling a fake moustache on him.

      “Looks like you’re popular,” Sara whispered.

      Burner placed a finger on his upper lip. “Think it’s the moustache?”

      Near the front door, they found the video equipment. It was all professional grade quality, expensive and sturdy, the kind of stuff used by newscasters when they were expected to report from potentially hazardous conditions. The terrorists had everything they needed for a studio-level shoot, with portable lights, microphones, and even what he took to be set pieces. They’d use this equipment to put out their manifesto in the wake of the bombing. It was all packed up and ready to go.

      Just then, the front door opened. Sara and Burner barely had time to press themselves against the wall out of sight of the door before someone came in.

      Killington walked into the room and looked down at the video equipment. “Why is none of this stuff loaded yet? Cade!”

      Burner silently drew his knife and crept up within stabbing distance. If Killington turned around, they would be exposed. He’d have to be quick.

      Footsteps coming from the opposite direction drew Killington’s attention, and Burner realized how exposed he was at that moment, standing out in the open with a knife drawn just a few feet from Killington. Whoever came down that hall would get a clear look at him.

      He dove behind the video equipment just as Two-Pizzas entered the room.

      Cade was rubbing his stomach. “Remind me never to sample anything that Eggie buys. I’m pretty sure that was just ancient vinegar he was making us drink.”

      Killington pointed down at the pile of video equipment. “Start getting this stuff loaded. The recording is going ahead no matter what.”

      Cade looked down at the pile that Burner was hiding behind with a distraught expression. “You want me to load all that?”

      The soldier rubbed at a bruise on his jaw. “Just see that it gets done.”

      Killington left, and Cade looked hopelessly down at the pile he had been assigned. Suddenly his eyes widened, and Burner was afraid he had been made. He couldn’t silence him before he let out a shout.

      To his relief, Cade turned and casually strolled back toward the hall he had come from.

      Burner rose from his poor choice of hiding spot just in time to see Sara get out from behind hers, a console at the far corner of the room.

      He and Sara silently backtracked away from the front of the house to a section they had not been to on the western side—a large room with no furniture besides a big, round table with a few tall-backed chairs. Sitting on the table was what they were looking for: a datapad with the plans for Pharbis on it.

      He brought his cracking tool up to bypass the security on its memory. Once he had it unlocked, he was able to look through its recent activity, including which parts of a file had been accessed. One part of the station’s plans had been loaded to memory many times more than others recently—the core of the reactor that powers the station. That was where they were planning to put the bomb.

      Just as he was showing his findings to Sara, the door to the room opened.

      In walked Cypher.
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      Cypher ambled up to the pad and picked it up, frowning at what he saw on the screen. Burner hoped he had been able to close all the memory access programs in time.

      As the door had started to open, Burner and Sara had hidden behind the only objects in the room that provided them with any sort of cover: the chairs. The tall backs meant that, with a crouch, the two of them could hide their upper bodies from a quick glance. It was not a hiding place that would hold up well to scrutiny. Anyone who glanced under the table would clearly see their lower limbs not quite concealed by the chairs’ legs.

      For now, Cypher’s focus was on the datapad, but if his gaze drifted away from the pad and below the table, they’d be made.

      “Was the access really that small?” Cypher muttered while looking at the screen. “That’s going to make things more challenging.” He sighed and then continued murmuring to himself. “It won’t stop us.”

      Without taking his eyes from the screen, Cypher left the room, datapad in hand.

      Burner cursed his luck. He had been forced to drop the pad because if Cypher had searched the room for it, it would have taken him all of five seconds to unravel their hiding spots. If only they had found it sooner, perhaps without those plans, Cypher would not have been able to finish his mission. Of course, since they had gained access to the plans once before, they might have been able to do it again.

      There was no sense worrying about what could have been. They had found what they came for: knowledge of how the bombs were going to be deployed.

      Now they just needed to get out of there with that information.

      They quietly crossed back through the central section of the house, past the bedrooms, and back to the kitchen. Burner stopped them for a second so he could rummage for something the farm’s residents wouldn’t miss. The stock was an odd assortment of cans and dried food, the kind of stuff that’s cheap and had long shelf lives in case you had to hunker down for a while. He noticed some fresh food someone must have procured from the local farms. Burner was tempted to take something from the fresh stores too, since he rarely got to enjoy real food, but he knew that would be much more likely to be noticed missing. Neither he nor Sara had eaten anything since arriving on the planet, so they needed something to sustain them. He settled on a couple of cans of beans, which he slipped into his pockets.

      On the way out he again ensured that the cameras would have to reboot by causing a power flicker. From the inside he had a lot more options and settled on the old reliable “metal tool in power socket” trick. The house lost power for a few seconds as the generator corrected itself from the short. Somewhere inside, one of the terrorists groaned, “Not again!” Burner and Sara raced out of the farmhouse and back to the relative privacy of the shed before the cameras could reboot.

      Once inside, Burner cracked open his pilfered goods using a trick he’d picked up to open cans without an opener, and the two of them ate cold beans while reflecting on what they had seen and heard inside.

      Burner spoke through a mouthful. “Looks like they’re planning to move in the morning,” he observed. “But they’ve still got loading and prep work to do. We have several hours yet.”

      Sara nodded as she took a mouthful. “Was it just me, or did their movements all seem sluggish? There were several times we should have been caught.”

      Burner recalled each of the moments he had thought they were about to have to fight for their lives out of the farmhouse. “Their guards were definitely down. I’d guess they were all also exhausted from being still awake in the early hours.”

      “You think Cypher would force them on the mission in that state?”

      He saw where she was going with this. “No. However impatient he might be, this mission is too important to him to risk it getting fucked up because one of his men is asleep at the wheel. I’d expect everyone is going to be assigned a few hours of rest before they move out.”

      That would give them some time, at least. If they could guess when they were all going to be resting, then they might even be able to sneak back in and launch a sneak attack.

      It was too risky. Cypher might have them sleeping in shifts, or someone might be assigned to watching the camera while everyone else rested. If the cameras went down for the third time in a few short hours they were going to get suspicious.

      Burner turned their focus to their discovery of the space station objectives and the planned location for placing the bombs.

      Sara voiced some of her thoughts. “Detonating the reactor core would certainly cause the station to be destroyed, but you know who is also aware of that: the Union. It’s not like you’re allowed to just casually stroll into the core. Even on stations in safe space, those areas are heavily guarded, and doubly so that close to the Deadlands. And with the bomb threat to the Pharbis, no doubt they’ll have beefed up security around those areas even more.”

      Burner had been mulling over the same problem since seeing the plans. “Maybe they have an inside man who could get them access? We already know they have a mole.”

      “A mole the second-in-command sent to assassinate the admiral,” she reminded him. There was a bitterness in her voice. “But even if they had someone in the guard detail, that wouldn’t be enough to get them in. They’d have to pass multiple checkpoints with increasing levels of security. It’s not exactly a tourist trap, you know. The only people who go in there are the occasional maintenance engineers, so anyone trying to get access is going to be under a ton of scrutiny. And that’s despite the bomb threat.”

      It was a good point. If they wanted to destroy the station, there were less secure spots on the station to detonate. It would take more explosives and the coordination to set them all off at once. That didn’t seem like a deal breaker to a planner like Cypher. The most famous terrorist attack on a Union space station, the USS Nirvana, had been conducted in such a way. One bomb set off in the docking bays produced a giant hole in the side of the station, another in atmosphere control caused the sudden loss of pressure, and a third in engineering had prevented the blast shutters from automatically closing. The result was massive decompression that eventually tore the entire station apart. The incident reports claimed that it had only taken ten minutes from the detonation of the first bomb for everyone onboard to be killed. Decades later it was still used as the textbook example of terrorist plots for new recruits.

      Burner scratched his chin thoughtfully. “Detonating the core is a lot flashier than any other method of destroying the station. That kind of explosion is going to just about disintegrate every bit of the station in a massive fireball. There won’t be anything for the Union to recover or rebuild with.”

      Years after the destruction of the Nirvana, the Union had reconstructed the station using, at its base, materials salvaged from the destroyed station. Nowadays, the Nirvana stood as a symbol of Union defiance against the cause of terrorism, proof that it would take more than a few bombs to shake them.

      Sara grimaced. “It certainly would be a flashy explosion. If they can get to a safe distance to record it from, they could use the video to rally sympathizers from all over. Still doesn’t explain how they are planning to gain access to the core though.”

      “Assuming that’s even their job.” Burner remembered his early deductions about the organization and recalled he had expected a fairly large group, much larger than the small handful they had found hiding out in the farmhouse. “There could be another team whose job it is to gain access to the core. Maybe even just using pure force if the team is large enough and well-armed.”

      Sara frowned. “Guess we have no way to predict. Hell, for all we know, the bomb was planted well before we even knew about it. It could already be primed for Cypher to make his big speech.”

      The mention of the speech brought Burner’s mind back around to the video equipment they had found. “That was some high-level gear they were bringing with them for filming. They might have spent more on their camera equipment than they did on their weapons.”

      “I saw that.” Sara took one more mouthful of beans before indicating she was satisfied. “I’ve seen the kind of videos terrorists put out when they’re making threats or claiming responsibility for an attack. They’re hardly studio productions. Isn’t the point to ensure fear in the masses? Do they think having proper lighting and make-up is going to make them more frightening?”

      “The point is they legitimize themselves.” Burner polished off the last of his beans and set the empty can next to Sara’s. “Cypher doesn’t want to be seen as a terrorist. He wants to be seen as a hero of the people. They’re going to go to the space station before they set off the bombs to make a televised statement to upload, and the whole group will stand in the front of the camera without masks. They’ll look like a united front, not just a single madman who decided to kill a bunch of people. It’ll make their voice seem valid and serve to motivate others to pursue their goals. Or, so Cypher is imagining, anyway. I wouldn’t be so sure he’s going to garner the support he’s after.”

      Burner’s hand was still on his chin as he mulled the variables. There was one thing that didn’t track: the earlier evidence that the terrorists were planning to make it seem like the Union was responsible for the station’s destruction. Why would they then want to take credit for the attack? It was almost as if there were two separate plans. Plans that were contradictory.

      “Think they’d come back here?” Sara asked. “After the bombing, I mean. Or would they use another safe house?”

      Burner didn’t even want to consider a possibility in which the bombing was successful and they were still chasing this group. But he could see the logic in Sara’s question. If the terrorists got away from them here, and got away from the station, then she needed to anticipate where they would be next.

      He didn’t intend to let it get anywhere near that far, whatever the cost, but he still answered the question. “They don’t know this place is burned yet, so I’d imagine that’s the plan for now. If we reveal ourselves when we make our move, they probably have other safe houses to fall back on.”

      “What is our move?” Sara shifted herself into a more comfortable position against the back of a pallet. “Two of us, at least six of them. No way to call in support. If we use the element of surprise, we might be able to outmatch them. But even if we do, if there’s another team with the bomb, like you suggested, we won’t have stopped it.”

      Burner looked back to the front of the barn and toward the farmhouse. “One thing’s for sure—we can’t let any more of them leave. It might be that the only thing keeping the bomb from being set off is that they haven’t filmed their video yet.” He subconsciously touched the weapon holstered at his side. “Three-to-one aren’t the best odds, especially when dealing with targets who know how to handle themselves in combat situations, which I’m guessing most of them can. But it’s not the worst odds I’ve ever fought in.”

      Sara watched the movement with concern. “Do you regret it at all?”

      He gave her a bemused look.  “What? Getting involved?”

      She nodded, still watching him intently.

      “It’s not like it was voluntary. It just all kind of worked out like this.”

      Sara leaned forward toward him. “I think you might be the only person who considers traveling around the galaxy on his own credits, going where he chooses, and deciding not to just run and disappear, anything but voluntary.”

      He shrugged. “I never really considered running an option. Maybe I should have but... people were in danger. I couldn’t just do nothing. It’s kind of why I joined the Union in the first place, way back when. It seemed like a chance to do some good and protect people who couldn’t protect themselves.” He shook his head sadly. “Unfortunately, the reality of things rarely lives up to our youthful ideologies.” He shifted his position again, leaning forward, arms on his knees, head down, his face partially hidden from her.

      “Is that why you became a drifter?” She slid closer to him. “To help people? You never did give me a straight answer back on the ship.”

      He reached up and scratched his head, trying to think of a good answer but coming up blank. “You make it sound like it was some conscious decision made out of altruism. But I didn’t really think about it that much when I did it. It just seemed like the kind of thing to do. And if I ended up helping some people along the way…”

      She was still watching him. “And do you?” Her eyes probed the side of his head, willing him to look at her. “As you are drifting from planet to planet and station to station, do you find the opportunities to do good that you are looking for?”

      He had never really stopped to think about it before. Burner didn’t require thanks or rewards when he stepped up to help someone. Nor did he do it for any of that “good feeling” he sometimes heard charity workers talk about, the rush some people got when they acted unselfishly. He did it just because he couldn’t imagine not helping someone defenseless. If someone needed protecting, he protected them because he was a protector. It was as simple as that.

      Burner could still remember one woman he had failed to protect. That was a long time ago, before he had joined the Union. Before most would have even considered him an adult. It was so far in his past, and yet it was one of his most vivid memories. He always came back to her in the end. No matter how many he helped, he would always remember the one he didn’t.

      He realized he had been silent for several moments and hadn’t answered Sara’s question. “Yeah. Yeah,” he muttered, coming back to the here and now. “I’ve helped people. I mean, usually nothing as dramatic as this. Helped get a loan shark off a family’s case. Stopped gangs from hassling little girls. Once I helped retrieve a kidnapping victim.” He shrugged as though it was nothing. “The kind of stuff my superiors would have considered a waste of my time and talents when I was still in Intelligence.”

      Sara dropped her gaze to the ground. “It must be nice to be able to act with your conscience and help people wherever you go. I got into the Union for the same reasons as you. I grew up near the Deadlands, and Ravagers were a constant problem. The Union seemed like a good way to ensure other young girls don’t go through the same kinds of things I did as a child. It doesn’t always go that way.”

      Burner shifted to look at her now. He took her chin in his hand and gently raised her head so they were looking eye-to-eye. “The only reason someone like me can spend their days helping the little guy is because people like you are keeping them safe from the threats they never see. What you do is important, and from what I’ve seen, we’re all lucky to have you protecting us.”

      She looked at him with wide eyes, and for a while they were captivated by each other, her face in his hand and their eyes locked. And then she leaned in to kiss him.

      Any inhibitions they had were lost in that moment. It was foolish, unprofessional, and more than that, dangerous. At any moment one of the terrorists could wander into the barn and it would be over for them. But they didn’t care. The danger only inflamed their passion, serving as an aphrodisiac as they tore clothes from each other.

      The two operatives who lived by the rules of survival cast caution to the wind and became lost in each other.
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      Burner slept through the rest of the morning. Not rested, not meditated while maintaining his alertness. Slept. One more thing to add to the list of dangerous things you should never do while on a mission mere meters away from dangerous terrorists.

      A sign of just how dangerously unalert he had been was that Sara had apparently left at some point without him noticing. He quickly scanned the barn, just to make sure she hadn’t just ducked behind one of the rusted old pieces of equipment for some reason. She was nowhere to be seen.

      His brain kicked away the sleepy haze so he could concentrate. Wherever she went, it was voluntary. Even if he had been the deepest sleeper in the world, which he wasn’t, a scuffle would have woken him. Plus, there would be no reason for the terrorists to take her and leave him. She also had not wanted him to know she was going. Perhaps she was just being polite and wanted to let him rest, but more likely she had snuck out to do whatever it was she was going to do without him.

      As he located his clothes, memories of the early morning together came back to him. He wondered briefly if perhaps she had regretted what they had done and decided she needed some air. It had been, objectively, an irresponsible and impulsive decision. She could be worried about their ability to remain professional and competent. Operatives had been known to get sloppy when romance was involved.

      No, she didn’t seem the type for that. Even if she regretted the decision, which Burner wouldn’t be able to blame her for, they had both taken stock of each other’s abilities and knew they could rely on each other when guns started firing. A little physical contact wouldn’t change that.

      He hurriedly dressed as he made his way toward the barn door. It was slightly ajar, when he knew they had closed it securely behind them. A small sign she had left him that she had gone out and would return. Burner wasn’t about to just wait here for her, though. There was too much risk that one of them would encounter a terrorist without the other for backup.

      He glimpsed outside while getting his shoes on, and once he was sure the coast was clear, he slipped outside and padded softly around the outside of the barn. He noticed his gut instinct was leading him toward the tree cover. Something must have registered with his subconscious and given him a feeling that she had headed that way.

      It was possible that she had just taken a bathroom break, hence the need for the tree cover. If that was the case, they were about to have an awkward encounter. In fairness to Burner, she really should have woken him so he could keep a lookout.

      Then he remembered an argument they’d had just hours before. She had wanted to contact the Union to warn them that Admiral Thiel was still in danger. He had stopped her from doing it because it was unclear just how far she would have to travel to find a comm signal. Burner wouldn’t put it past her to try anyway when she thought he was fast asleep.

      Burner was going to have to track her through the woods. He again remembered his Union wilderness survival training and moaned about having to put it to use twice in as many days.

      With the morning nearing its tail end, the sun made finding his way through the woods much easier than it had been when he was simply trying to follow a straight path late last night. Not that visibility was a hundred percent. The canopy overhead was still thick, casting much of the terrain ahead in heavy shadow. The focused sunlight in the areas where it did break through in tight beams forced him to shield his eyes as he passed through.

      At first, he was moving by gut instinct alone, but once that feeling started to grow weaker, he had to concentrate to find other signs of her passing through. It was tough to distinguish her marks from those left by others that had been through these woods. He would guess that the terrorists had combed these areas pretty thoroughly when vetting this place to ensure there were no hermits calling it home, or strange recording devices, or anything else that might interfere with the security of their hideout. While these markings were not as fresh as Sara’s, the patches of cut bramble and stomped weeds that nature hadn’t finished reclaiming were an added layer of complexity.

      A footprint in the mud was his clearest indication yet that he was on the right path. It was about her size, and more importantly, the crispness of the impressions showed that these could not have been made more than an hour ago. She wasn’t too far ahead of him, and Burner became hopeful that he could catch up to her.

      Unfortunately, she knew which direction she was going and was able to travel that way at full speed, while Burner was moving slowly to pick up indications of her path. He had to make guesses now and then on a direction based on broken twigs or the directionality of the occasional partial footprint. He was eventually able to get an idea of the general course she was on, and thinking back to his drive up here, he had a fairly good guess where she was going.

      There were a pair of network hubs not too far from the edge of the woods. While they were doing a piss poor job at providing satellite network access to the region, if Sara could hardwire into one of them, she could certainly get a message out.

      Of course, if those hubs happened to be the only solid network access point for kilometers around, there was no doubt that the terrorists had the same idea at some point. They’d have been using the hubs every time they needed to send a message to their associates off-world. And they might take precautions against anyone trying to interfere with those messages. They might even have a way of keeping an eye on the hubs.

      She could be walking into danger.

      A loud rustling caught his attention and made him freeze on the spot. Something large was stomping down grass as it moved in a meandering path. Burner could hear snaps as large branches were crushed underfoot and wooden groans as trees were bent out of the way to allow the creature’s path.

      Burner was not familiar with the creatures that made up the natural ecosystem of the planet and had no idea if such a large beast was a predator or just an oversized herbivore. Experience had taught him one thing: he was better off not trying to find out.

      He was still close enough to the farm that a gunshot could give him away. He pulled out his knife, pressed himself against a large tree trunk, and waited for whatever it was to pass. He heard more large footfalls from the other side of the trunk and the creature slowly lumbered past his hiding spot. Curiosity didn’t compel him to look. Burner restricted his breathing to a silent waft, making himself as quiet as a human could be. He hoped the beast wasn’t using a superior sense of smell.

      After a few tense moments, the creature passed. Burner quickly rushed from his hiding spot to put some distance between himself and whatever it had been. At this pace he couldn’t precisely follow Sara’s tracks, so he had to operate on the assumption that he was right about her destination, and he headed in that general direction.

      He also had to assume that Sara had been skilled enough to avoid an unpleasant encounter from whatever called these woods home.

      About half an hour later, as he was nearing the wood’s edge, he heard something moving in his direction. His fingers tightened around the handle of his knife just in case it was another of the forest’s creatures. Slowly he made his way toward the source of the noise. Climbing up on a boulder gave him a better view of the landscape ahead, and from there he was able to make out the familiar blonde hair.

      Burner tucked his knife away then slowly and casually moved to intercept Sara’s path so as to not startle her.

      As it turned out, she wasn’t close to being startled. In fact, she didn’t seem the least bit surprised to see him there. “You know I had to get this message out,” she said with a shrug.

      While she didn’t add anything more, Burner knew exactly what the contents of that message would have been. As a Constable, it would have been her duty to report all the facts, whether or not they would have been better holding some things close to their chest. She would have told them the admiral was still in danger, and that a man codenamed Stack was the new assassin. She’d have been able to confirm beyond a doubt that the Pharbis was the target, and with the plans they found, where the bomb was going to be planted. She probably even told them the location of the hideout, though they were so far out of Union space here it was unlikely that information would do them any good.

      Burner knew he would have done the same thing if he was still in Intelligence. “Is it done?”

      She nodded. “Yes. Hank just confirmed receipt.”

      He considered telling her off for leaving on her own, for leaving him asleep and defenseless, for betraying an agreement and doing what she wanted anyway. But he realized there was no point. She was not under his command. She was a Union operative, and she should be expected to behave as one.

      “How about we head back before those idiots wake up and catch us sneaking back in?” Burner gestured back the way he had come.

      She put a hand on her hip and gave him a curious smile. “Is that the path you took? Here I thought you were tracking me, but I guess you just got lucky. I came from that way.” She gestured slightly to the left of his pointed path.

      He pretended to be offended by her teasing. “Well, I was tracking you, but I got slightly sidetracked by a walking mountain. Maybe you saw it? It’s about as big as your ego.”

      She held out her hands in a placating way. “Just like an Intelligence agent to make excuses. Not surprising, your wilderness survival training pales in comparison to ours.” She winked. “No need to feel bad about that.”

      With a smile, he reached into a pocket and pulled out a credstick. “I’ll bet you my way takes us back quicker.”

      Sara chuckled. “If you want to lose your credits, have at it. We’ll see whose agency prepared them better.”

      They laughed at the banter as they began to pick their way back through the forest toward the farm.
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      Back at the barn, Burner watched as a transport vehicle pulled up outside the farmhouse’s front door. The door swung open and two men appeared, hauling a large crate between the two of them. They loaded it into the back of the idling vehicle then went back inside and returned hauling another crate.

      Burner waved Sara over to join him at the cracked opening in the barn door. “Looks like they’re finally getting ready to move out.”

      Sara peered through the crack herself, and Burner moved aside for her. “Looks like those two drew the short straws. They’re the only ones doing all the loading. Based on how much we saw they had packed, it’ll probably take them an hour or so to load up. What’s our move?”

      Burner had had plenty of time to think about in the past couple of hours. He’d narrowed their logical options down to just two. “Try to take these two down stealthily, hope the others don’t get suspicious about their disappearance until after we’d had a minute to question them. There are two of them and two of us. Shouldn’t be hard.”

      “To take them down, yeah,” Sara agreed. “But to do it with perfect stealth? All it will take is one shout, or one of the others inside to choose that moment to look out a window, and suddenly we’re engaging the entire group while we’re standing right out in the open.”

      “The other option is to follow them.” Burner gestured to the path in the woods he had trailed Two-Pizzas through. “I left a vehicle at the end of the path. We could get back to it and wait for the transport to take off, and then follow it to wherever they’re going. There’s no guarantee they’re going to the space station. There’s plenty of space on this planet to hide a ship. If we had their ship, we could get flight logs and com records. It’d probably tell us everything we needed to know.”

      “But if they were headed to the space port, we’d have no choice but to try and take them down in a public and crowded place.” She shook her head. “Too risky.”

      “That leaves option one. We make our move now.” He focused his attention on the two terrorists laboring over a heavy crate. “Looks like it’s Two-Pizzas and the Horndog. We could take one each. Which do you want?”

      She grinned. “I’d prefer not to get too close to Horndog’s smell. He’s all yours.”

      Burner sighed. “Fine, he looks like the tougher opponent, anyway. If you mess up taking out the nerd, that would be embarrassing though.” He stole a sideways, deadpan glance at her. She smiled.

      Whenever spies were portrayed in the action holos, they were shown to use stealth takedowns as if it was the simplest and most effective tool in their arsenal. Sneak up behind some unsuspecting criminal, smack them in the back of the head, and watch them go unconscious for long enough for the spy to change into their conveniently properly sized uniform.

      In actuality, taking down a target without being seen and without making any noise to alert others nearby was one of the most difficult tasks in the profession. Real people didn’t act like they did in the movies, staring off steadily into the distance while standing straight so that their skull was in a perfect bashing position. They were fidgety, turned around for no reason, and could sometimes just sense that there was someone else around them. Also, smacking the back of the skull was no guarantee that they were going to crumble silently to the ground. Most of the time it just caused them to stumble and shout in pain. Going for the throat was a more effective method. Cutting off their airway prevented them from shouting, but even that wasn’t a guarantee.

      Burner preferred more deceptive methods if he needed to get close enough to someone to take them down quietly. Disguises were effective, as were distractions, and sometimes just walking up to them confidently while waving “hello” at them like you were old friends would usually work to at least confuse a target so you could get close enough to them for a throat chop. None of those were really options here. The terrorists all knew what he looked like, and that left gambling on a stealth approach.

      He remembered a mission that had him breaking into the personal office of a colonel that had been suspected of taking bribes. The bribes had been to ensure Union presence was light on certain popular Ravager raiding routes. Burner had secured all the data he needed, but in the process he had accidentally tripped a security protocol. The system had locked the building down and filled the room with the colonel’s men. Burner managed to take cover behind the console, but the only path out took him through a young, bleary-eyed soldier. The men had spread out to scan the room, and Burner thought the soldier looked too tired to be perceptive, so he posited that a stealth takedown would allow him to get past him and through the door before the others noticed.

      Burner’s movements had been perfect that day, his feet practically padding on air and his breathing nearly halted. He had gotten within a few steps of the clueless soldier, ready to perform a quick stranglehold while gently lowering him to the ground.

      Then the soldier sneezed. Burner had been just a step from him. One of the others turned and had been halfway through “Gesundheit” when he saw Burner and shouted. Burner ended up not just having to fight his way out of the building but also having to explain in his report why there was thousands of credits worth of damage to Union property and injuries to several soldiers.  One of the problems of operating on home territory. The mission had long served as a lesson to Burner about how quickly things could go very wrong, and it was completely beyond one’s control.

      This time, here at the farmhouse, there was the added complication of a second target. Both had to be taken down at the exact same time. Even a second’s delay would allow the other to shout a warning. He and Sara had to move in lockstep and completely trust each other to do exactly what they needed without any verbal communication.

      They waited until their targets had gone back inside the farmhouse. Nodding to each other, the pair rushed across the yard toward the transport. Burner and Sara pressed themselves on the side of the truck facing the woods and waited.

      Burner focused on controlling his breathing. Beside him, Sara was doing an impressive job of maintaining her composure, though he could see that she too was using a technique to stay cool and relaxed enough to pounce during the long wait. This was the big moment when they would finally begin confronting the terrorists they had been tracking for so long. Their lives, and the lives of thousands of innocents on Pharbis, relied on them. On this single moment.

      Finally, they heard the shuffles of their targets returning with another heavy crate between them. Burner listened to the pace of their approach and timed how long it would be before they reached the transport.

      “And why shouldn’t I complain?” Cade grunted miserably under the load. “This is usually yours and Reginald’s job. How did I get stuck with it?”

      Eggie spoke with a rough voice that didn’t sound as strained as his partner in hard labor. “Because you were told to do it.”

      “You always just do what you are told without question?” Cade breathed heavily from the physical exertion. “If Cypher ordered you to jump off a bridge, would you?”

      Eggie’s voice was close now. “Might as well. If I didn’t, he’d probably just throw me off.”

      The transport shifted as the two began to slide the crate onto it. That was Burner’s cue. With a nod to Sara, he circled around the back of the transport and crept along the other side of it, counting down in his head. This all came down to timing. He and Sara had to strike at the exact same moment.

      “All I’m saying,” Cade continued, obliviously. “Is that my time and talents are better spent elsewhere. I’m wasted on physical labor. Who do you think is going to crack that blonde’s true identity?”

      As his countdown neared its end, Burner slid to the edge of the transport and peered at Eggie’s back. Just a few more seconds.

      Eggie grunted as he pushed the crate into its place. “Well, you sure as shit haven’t managed it yet.”

      Some people just have that instinct when there’s danger, and no matter how quiet you are, sneaking up on them is just not possible. As Burner came around the side of the transport, arms already in position to go for Eggie’s throat, Eggie stopped what he was saying mid-sentence and reached for his gun.

      Sometimes, things are just out of one’s control.

      Burner struck out at Eggie’s throat, but the terrorist was already turning and the strike didn’t hit straight on. Eggie grunted and reached for his throat with one hand while trying to raise his gun with the other. Burner lunged and grappled with the terrorist, pressing the arm against his body to keep him from fully raising it.

      The Union military had an official martial art that taught the basics to every soldier during initial training. It was mostly grappling, trips, and hold-breaks. If you ever questioned your trainer why they didn’t teach all the punches and kicks that were popular in other martial arts, the answer you would get is, “Because if you are resorting to punches in combat with an armed opponent, something has already gone horribly wrong.”

      He could see the truth in those words as he and the terrorist wrestled for control of the gun. Eggie was wheezing as his lungs struggled to draw breath through his bruised throat, but he showed no sign of weakening. Burner laid into Eggie’s side with a flurry of punches as the two of them pushed against each other, trying to shove the other off-balance. Burner struck against hard muscle and was semi-aware that he was probably bruising his knuckles just as badly as his opponent’s body.

      They spun around as their legs tangled against each other. Burner caught a glimpse of Sara, who had more luck sneaking up on her opponent. She had Cade in a neck-lock from behind and was choking the consciousness out of him. The small man struggled and kicked his feet but—despite her smaller size—was helpless against the expert hold. Burner wondered if she would have her target unconscious in time to help him. He couldn’t count on it. Assuming she managed to apply the right amount of pressure on the carotid artery, it would take seven to fourteen seconds for her to slip him into unconsciousness.

      Grounding himself with his right leg, Burner locked his left under Eggie’s right foot. As Eggie pushed forward, his balance became momentarily upset, giving Burner a chance to seize the advantage. He rushed forward with his shoulder, slamming the man back against the transport. Eggie grunted as the impact knocked out what little breath was left in his lungs. Burner pressed an elbow against his opponent’s throat, pinning him against the transport.

      He could feel the terrorist begin to weaken as his brain was denied oxygen. They continued to struggle for control of the gun, but Burner had a tight enough hold on him that Eggie couldn’t hope to raise it. Burner thought he had this one wrapped up, but a trembling in Eggie’s gun arm told him that the terrorist was up to something. Burner looked down at the terrorist’s trigger finger fumbling around the gun’s trigger guard. He had the gun pointed down, aimed directly at Eggie’s right foot, to discourage him from trying to fire it, but apparently that no longer concerned the terrorist.

      Burner went for the coup de grace as that finger found the trigger. His haymaker punch connected with Eggie’s face at the same time as the trigger was depressed.

      The gun fired, blowing most of the terrorist’s right foot to bloody chunks as his eyes glazed over in pain and shock. His body crumbled to the ground while the resounding thunder of the gunshot continued to echo throughout the quiet field.

      Everything was suddenly very quiet. Not even the sound of forest animals broke the absolute silence. On his right, the farmhouse was still. To his left, Sara gently laid the unconscious Cade on the ground. It felt very much like the calm before the storm.

      Suddenly, one of the farmhouse’s windows blew open. Sara and Burner both ducked behind the transport for cover as the ground was peppered with gunfire. Burner felt a bullet cut past his cheek as he slid for cover. He heard the side of the transport get pierced by a rattling succession of the shots. After a few seconds it finally stopped, either for reloading or because whoever was firing realized they were doing more damage to their own transport than to him.

      Burner carefully peeked past the side of his cover. On the ground just a meter from him, Eggie was dead, his body having developed several new holes from friendly fire. Cade had apparently been less unconscious than he had appeared, because Burner caught sight of his feet as he crawled under the transport and out of danger. He popped up on the other side and made a break for the woods. Burner cursed letting him get away, but there wasn’t much he could do from here. He was pinned down.

      A voice called out from behind the shattered window. “Burner! I know you’re out there! Let’s have a chat!”

      The voice was easily recognizable as that of the terrorist leader, Cypher. Burner couldn’t make out any forms through the window, but Cypher was clearly close behind it. Likely he was crouching under the window while reloading his weapon.

      Burner gestured for Sara to take a few steps away from him in case this was all a ploy to get a more accurate idea of where he was. “What do you want to chat about, Cypher?” he called out. “The weather? The latest movies? Or how about you’re an insane asshole who kidnapped me and tried to make me your assassin?”

      “I’ll admit, we got off on the wrong foot, Burner. I underestimated you.” There was something close to respect in Cypher’s voice. “Or, I should say, the Union idiots who wrote your reports underestimated you. The man in those reports would have never tracked me here. Those fools really didn’t know what they had on their hands when they forced your retirement.”

      “Please, you’re going to make me blush.” Burner could tell Cypher was stalling. The faint sound of the farmhouse’s backdoor creaking open served as proof. Cypher wanted to hold Burner there so the others could go around and flank him. They needed to get away from this vulnerable position. But if they left cover, they’d be full of as many holes as poor Eggie.

      He made some hand signals to Sara, gestures taught in the military that represented common commands and maneuvers, telling her to wait until he gave her the signal, then he would cover her while she moved to a position to their left. She nodded her understanding.

      Burner glanced back around the side truck, waiting for the first moment the other terrorists would become visible.

      Cypher continued to speak to him. “You know, this doesn’t have to end this way. I’ll admit, I fucked up when I kidnapped you. I disturbed your retirement, and for that, I apologize. But you’ve already gotten me back, with interest. You tanked my assassination plans. You warned the Union about my intention to bomb the Pharbis. You’ve followed me home and assaulted my men. How about we call it even?”

      “So, what are you saying? I just walk away and you’ll let me?” No sign of the others yet. Burner could feel the sweat beading on his forehead. He felt hot all of a sudden.

      “That’s right. We go our separate ways, and we never have to see each other again. You and that little blonde spy you’ve taken a liking to.” To Burner’s surprise, he didn’t detect any deception in Cypher’s voice. The terrorist was being sincere when he offered Burner a way out.

      That was why the others hadn’t appeared yet. They were waiting for Burner’s response. Cypher knew what the cost of fighting Burner here could be and didn’t want to pay it. He clearly needed his men. It wasn’t a sentimental choice. It was strategic. And strategically he was willing to cut his losses rather than finish Burner off.

      “It’s a very generous offer. Only one problem, Cypher.” Burner clutched his weapon at the ready. “You want to blow up thousands of people for fun. I can’t let you do that.”

      Cypher didn’t reply, but at that moment Burner spotted the second-in-command and the frizzy-haired terrorist coming out from behind the farmhouse. Burner gave the signal to Sara and then emerged from behind the cover, weapon blazing. He sent his first shots at the approaching terrorists. Not having time to aim, he didn’t have much hope of hitting them, but he succeeded in his goal of making them duck back behind the farmhouse, slowing them down.

      Without pausing, he turned his gun on the window and started to fire just as the shadow of a rifle appeared in it. He heard a curse as Cypher ducked to avoid getting hit.

      Sara was already moving, taking the opportunity to clear the distance between the transport and the vehicle Cade had driven here. It was parked at a crooked angle that would give her a better position for guarding their flank. Once she was safely behind it, Burner ducked back behind the transport. He was just in time, as a moment later another window in the front of the house burst open to spray the spot where he had been standing with gunfire.

      He slid around to the tail end of the transport, not wanting to be close to the same place he had just been seen. Gunfire sounded as Sara opened fire on the other two terrorists as they appeared. Reginald took cover behind another vehicle, the one Sara said that the frizzy-haired man had rented. Bullets shattered its windows and opened holes in its side, ruining any chance of the deposit being returned. Killington made an impressive sprint across the field, firing as he went, which pushed Sara back behind cover, and pressed himself to the nose of the transport. It put him outside of Sara’s line of sight and separated him from Burner by the length of the transport’s body.

      Burner held his gun out over the side of the transport and blind-fired in Killington’s direction, before quickly retracting his arm as a similar volley scraped off the tail. By getting within this range of Burner, the former soldier had put them in a tough situation where even glimpsing around the side could potentially lead to a bullet in the head. A blind-fire duel like this was a match of memory, geometry, timing, and most importantly, luck. With the first three skills, you could angle your shots to hit where you wanted without looking. Considering your opponent in the duel was likely doing the same thing, it often came down to the last one.

      Burner’s luck held out longer, and he was rewarded with a yelp as one of his shots found Killington’s hand. The blood splattered gun was knocked from his grip and slid away across the grass. With his opponent disarmed, Burner slid along the side of the transport, his gun out in front of him in a standard sweeping stance. He prepared to turn to the nose of the transport and pull the trigger immediately if Killington didn’t look like he was surrendering.

      The former soldier surprised him by acting first. He came suddenly around the corner with an arm swinging. Burner instinctively pulled the trigger, but Killington was able to knock the barrel out of line before the bullet fired. The shot went sideways. Killington grabbed the barrel and kept it pointed up in the air as the two struggled with it. With his good hand, he pressed the magazine release, causing the gun’s ammo to be ejected.

      Burner was impressed by the expert way that the former soldier performed the difficult maneuver. He might have had a bright career in special ops if he hadn’t left the military to pursue his passion in fanatical extremism.

      Not that his skills were going to protect him from Burner, who fired once more to empty the weapon before letting go. The sudden release caused Killington to stumble, and Burner used the opportunity to kick Killington in the stomach. The soldier slammed hard into the transport. He tried to slam Burner with the butt of the gun, but Burner killed the momentum of the swing by raising both of his arms defensively over his head and stepping into it. From that position, he closed his hands together and brought them down like a jackhammer on Killington’s head. Killington stumbled forward and dropped to the ground.

      Burner picked up his gun then grabbed the fallen magazine and quickly reloaded it. He was just debating whether he should put a bullet in the back of Killington’s head to ensure he stayed out of the fight when he heard a warning shout from Sara. “Watch the front!”

      While Burner had been distracted with Killington, the front door of the farmhouse had opened and Cypher had made his appearance in the flesh. He was taking a big risk. There wasn’t a lot of cover where he was, and it wouldn’t take Burner long to get into position where he could get a clean shot on him.

      That’s when he noticed Cypher wasn’t aiming a weapon but was in the process of throwing something in Burner’s direction. He caught a glimpse of it as it arced through the sky and glinted in the sunlight.

      Grenade.

      Burner was left with no choice but to run as quickly as he could, hoping that Sara had the last terrorist properly pinned so that he wasn’t just rushing through a hail of gunfire. His senses heightened, he was aware of the crunching of the grass beneath his feet as he ran, the heavy groan as Killington fought to his feet behind him to get away, the innocuously soft plop of the grenade hitting the ground near him. He dove.

      BOOM!

      The world went silent and everything happened in slow motion.

      Burner felt a pressure in his head as the blast behind him carried him further, causing him to soar headfirst across the ground as blazing shrapnel cut paths all around him. He rolled as he hit the ground, but the impact was still hard, and combined with the scalding heat and the ringing in his ears, left him dazed and unable to figure out which way was up.

      There’s a shock that the mind goes through when it reorients itself after something like being too close to an explosion. In the Union military, it was called the second blast, because even if someone survived the explosive itself, they were just as likely to be killed in the defenseless moments shortly after.

      That was why, despite Burner’s intense training, or the fact that he had survived one or two close calls with explosions in the past, he still struggled to come to his senses. His brain grappled to prioritize which information to give him as his senses returned. The grass was dry. He was vaguely aware of Sara shouting something at him, but he couldn’t make out the words over the ringing. Behind him, a huge hole had been blown in the side of the transport, and pieces of metal that used to be part of its side lay in smoldering ruins on the ground. There was no sign of Killington, which meant he had either escaped or had been blasted somewhere Burner couldn’t see.

      And the transport was starting to move away. At first, Burner thought that was his dizziness playing tricks on him and making it seem like stationary objects were moving, but as the transport gained speed it became clear that it was actually leaving. Somehow, despite the damage it had taken from gunfire and explosions, it was still operable. Must have been a military make, with all the redundant systems and reinforcement around the core of the engine to allow it to survive war zones.

      As Burner’s vision became clearer, he could make out who was in the transport’s driver’s seat. Cypher. The terrorist leader had used the confusion in the wake of the explosion to make his escape. Burner couldn’t let him get away. His accuracy wouldn’t be great right now, but if he unloaded all of his ammo at the driver’s seat then at least one of the bullets would have to make their mark. He hoped.

      Burner raised his weapon and prepared to fire. That was when he finally heard what Sara had been yelling at him. “Behind you!”

      Burner turned and saw the frizzy-haired terrorist, Reginald, pointing his gun directly at him. There was no cover and little chance of the terrorist missing at this range. Burner leveled his own weapon toward the terrorist but knew he would be too slow.

      The terrorist fired just as Sara came crashing into him from the side, causing the shot to miss Burner. Sara and the terrorist went to the ground together, and the two of them wrestled across the grass, locking themselves together too tight for Burner to get a shot without hitting Sara.

      The sound of another engine turning on pulled his attention. Not far from where the transport had been, Killington had gotten into another vehicle. Burner leveled his weapon at it and fired a few shots at the driver’s seat. Killington ducked behind the console as his windshield was blown in and several holes appeared in the back of his seat.

      Swearing, Burner turned back to the grapple only to find it had not ended in Sara’s favor. Reginald was standing now, blood coming from his nose but otherwise looking steady, with his weapon pointed directly at Sara’s head. She struggled weakly against the foot that was pressing her arm against the ground. Blood dripping down her forehead showed where she had taken a hard hit. Now she was barely conscious.

      “Lower your weapon!” Reginald ordered. “Lower it! I swear, if you don’t lower it, I will blow out her brains just so I can say I took one of you assholes out with me!”

      Burner hesitated, but the look in the young man’s eyes told him that he was not bluffing. He was desperate and would have no problem shooting Sara, even if it meant he died right after. And therefore he wouldn’t live to tell the tale he was hoping for. Somehow Burner figured that pointing out the error in his logic wasn’t going to register with the terrorist right now. Slowly, Burner lowered his gun, but only about halfway to the ground. If Reginald decided to turn his weapon on Burner, he could still get a shot off in time.

      Reginald slowly backed away as Killington approached in the vehicle. Killington did not slow down as he went by Reginald, and the younger terrorist let out a stream of curses as he had to practically jump into the moving vehicle with Sara in tow.

      Burner was powerless to do anything but watch as the vehicle accelerated down the forest path and was quickly out of sight. He was left alone with nothing but a couple of shot up vehicles and an empty farmhouse. The terrorists had scattered and left, and Sara had been captured. And soon, all the civilians on the Pharbis were going to be in grave danger.

      But setbacks, no matter how major, had never been enough to stop Burner. Sure, he was tired, and wounded, and suddenly all alone and without backup. That was all part of the job.

      Taking just a moment to catch his breath, Burner cracked his neck and began to make his way toward the forest path.
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        ABOARD THE UNION SHIP THE LIBERTY WARD, NIMROD SECTOR, UNION SPACE

      

      

      The shuttle bay doors opened, and Stack stepped out into the Liberty Ward. He stretched out his back, grateful for the space to move around after the cramped condition of the farmhouse and the series of small ships and shuttles he had to take to rendezvous with the Ward. He’d like to have said it felt good to be home, but considering what he had come here to do, this was the last time he would see this place. Possibly the last time he saw anything besides the insides of a prison cell.

      A young aide with well-trimmed facial hair that complied perfectly to Union standards for civilian attachés greeted him. “Welcome back, sir. The admiral is pleased with your timely return. He’d like to see you on the bridge as soon as you get settled. Things have been… interesting recently.”

      Stack feigned ignorance. “Oh, really? Ravager problems?”

      The aide glanced both ways and leaned in conspiratorially. “Worse. Terrorists. They tried to assassinate the admiral.”

      He tried to look worried. “Assassinate the admiral? That’s bold. I hope Thiel wasn’t hurt.”

      The aide gave him  a condescending look. “Thiel? Of course not. They say that guy’s bulletproof. Between you and me? They didn’t even get close. These terrorists are kind of clowns.”

      It took all of Stack’s self-control to not punch the aide in his face. “Oh? Surely, if they got close enough to assassinating the admiral for it to be worth mentioning, they must be somewhat dangerous.”

      He got a frustrating chuckle in response. “They didn’t get that close, really. Their triggerman exposed their schemes, so the admiral faked his death and those idiots bought it.”

      Stack decided he should get away from the aide before he showed him how dangerous a terrorist could be. “Sorry, it’s been a long flight. I’d like to get to my room.”

      “Oh, of course. Rest well, sir.”

      Stack descended to the cabin level and walked down the corridor toward his room. He had almost made it the whole way when a firm hand caught him by the shoulder.

      “Robbie, my boy, good to see you back!” Lieutenant Potters smacked his large hand on Stack’s back. “How was the vacation? Where was it you went? Acaridian A?

      He took the abuse with his usual good grace. That meant he hid his grimace by looking in the other direction. “Acaridian B, actually. A lot of tropical beaches, you know.”

      Potters was a bear of man, wide enough that he took up nearly the entire corridor, making him a hard person to just slip past. “Ah, yes, that was it. Said you were going to work on your tan, but your face is still as pale as ever.”

      Stack gave a sardonic smile. “I might have overdone it a bit with the sunscreen. Didn’t want to burn.”

      “Classic Robbie!” Potters had a deep laugh. “Always overthinking everything. Guess that’s why you ended up in admin, eh?”

      Outrank you, Lieutenant. “Yeah, yeah, ‘classic Robbie.’ Hey, can we catch up later? I want to take a nap before I report in.”

      “Of course, of course. Get those Z’s when you can. We’re going to be busy the next few days.”

      With that, Potters moved over enough for Stack to squeeze by. Stack had a particular dislike for interacting with the man, though sometimes it was good to be reminded why he did what he did. The Union was run by imbeciles like him, and other imbeciles like him were responsible for enforcing their rules. It was a shame that such extreme methods were required to resist them, but sacrifices were going to need to be made if people were ever going to be able to live free.

      Even if Stack had to be one of those sacrifices.

      He continued to his room to prepare for his final role in the plan.
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      Burner had to momentarily halt his pursuit when the shrapnel wounds in his legs got to be too much of a hindrance. He sat down in the middle of the path and rolled up his pants legs to get a better look at the damage. He’d taken two cuts on his left leg during the explosion. There was only one on his right leg, but it was larger and Burner could see a faint black glint sticking out of the wound where a piece of metal had become lodged inside it. If he left it in there, it could get infected.

      He pressed down on the wound, causing a fresh flow of blood to start leaking out, to reveal more of the metal shard. When the shard was exposed enough for his fingers to grip it, he carefully took hold and began to pull. It was stuck in there good, and Burner had to be careful when removing it not to open the gash more so that he wouldn’t pass out from blood loss. Pain seared up his leg and down his thigh, but compared to the misery of pulling his own tooth just a few days earlier, it was nothing.

      The shard wouldn’t budge, and Burner couldn’t get a better grip on it, so he started to wiggle it a bit back and forth, opening the wound wider. More blood began to flow but the shard did start to move. He was pretty sure it was a flesh wound and wasn’t stuck in a major artery. If the latter was the case, he would have to leave it in. Slowly though, Burner was able to extract the metal shard. When he had the full length in front of him, he saw that the shard was much longer than he had thought, at least three inches. He was lucky nothing important had been hit.

      A minute later, he had found a clean shirt in the farmhouse and applied a makeshift bandage and was back on his way. The vehicle he had left near the entrance of the forest was right where he had hidden it.

      Unfortunately, the terrorists had a large head start on him. What he had going for him was the large amount of damage the transport had taken. It would be going slow, wouldn’t be able to hover at high altitudes, and would not be able to travel far without repairs. Burner began travelling in the direction of the city, as it was the most logical choice.

      He received the first confirmation of his logic when he spotted patches of black liquid dotting the ground in a straight line toward the city. The transport was leaking engine fluid and creating a direct path for him to follow. Bingo!

      After a while, though, the black stains disappeared, and when they didn’t reappear, Burner became worried that the terrorists might have turned off the expected course and he had missed the sign. He thought about doubling back, but his gut told him to keep pressing on toward the city and he trusted it.

      A few kilometers later, he spotted the transport in the distance. It wasn’t moving and a black plume was wafting out of its engine. That explained why the black stains had stopped: the engine had completely leaked all of its fluid. Cypher had tried to keep driving without it and had killed the engine in the process.

      Burner slowed down as he approached the transport, though he already had an idea what he was going to find. Cypher was gone, probably picked up by Killington when the second-in-command caught up. The back of the transport was open and crates with their lids unhinged were arranged in a chaotic mess nearby. The terrorists had searched for the most important of their supplies and abandoned everything else. At the very least, he and Sara had cost them that much.

      If time had permitted it, Burner would have liked to go through the transport and those crates for any clues that might have been left behind, but Sara had been captured and the terrorists were on their way off-planet. He’d have to try and remember to shoot the local authorities a message so they could come and collect the evidence later.

      He eventually came across the vehicle that he’d abandoned the previous night and sped the rest of the way to the city. When he reached the city limits, a warning message on the navigation console told him that he was far exceeding the local speed limits and that automated speed control protocols would be activated. Burner growled at it. He could have overridden it with one of his cracking tools, but if he sped through a crowded city in a stolen vehicle he might end up in a high-speed chase with the authorities, and that was something he didn’t have time for right now. He let the navigation program pick the fastest route while he tried to place a call on his com.

      To his surprise, he had enough of a signal now for the call to go through. He was connected to a representative of the spaceport. “This is Trion City Spaceport, how can I help you?”

      “You have some very dangerous people who are about to take off from one of your docks.” The navigation console told him that he was ten minutes away, and given the terrorists’ head start, they could be loading up their ship already. “There are either three or four of them, and they’ll be escorting a blonde woman. They should be easy to spot, some of them are going to look beaten up. The one to watch out for is a bald guy in a suit.”

      There was a pause. Burner was worried that he had lost the connection. “Sorry, what exactly do you want us to do?”

      Burner’s jaw clenched involuntarily. It was times like this he wished he still had the authority of his Union rank to give commands. Not that they respected Union authority out here. “Listen, if they get away, a lot of people are going to die. I’m not asking you to confront them. Just don’t release their ship. Keep it clamped to the dock. I’ll be there in just a few minutes.”

      The reply was full of static and Burner knew they were going to lose the connection soon. “Can you give us a better description?”

      “Oh, come on! How many ships are leaving your little spaceport in the next ten minutes that have bald men and half-conscious blonde women loading up?” The only reply was static.

      Burner cursed and slammed the dashboard in frustration. The locals wouldn’t be any help, though he should have expected that. Out here, survival often meant minding your own business, so even if you had proof of criminal activity it was often better to just ignore it.

      He suffered through the following nine minutes journey into the spaceport, wracking his brain for something useful he could be doing to stop the ship taking off.

      When Burner finally pulled into the port docks, he saw Killington’s car with its shattered windshield parked illegally in front. A port employee was directing a tow to take it away. Burner left his car right behind it.

      The port employee tried calling after him as he rushed inside. “Hey, you can’t park here. I’ll have them tow you, too!”

      Burner ignored the threats as he sprinted past the main lobby, down the terminal, and toward the docks. He heard the occasional shout as he brushed past a traveler too slow to get out of his way or when he kicked over a bit of luggage. As he pushed into the restricted docking area, he was aware of Security taking notice of him, but he didn’t have time to slow down and act less conspicuously.

      There were two ships with enough activity around them to suggest they were getting ready for departure. One was a single person short-range craft that was being loaded up by an older woman. The other was a large, modern model that was popular with Ravagers for its number of supported weapons systems and the wide availability of replacement parts. The name Atlantis Falcon was painted on its side in bright red letters. Several figures were walking up the loading ramp into it now.

      That was them. Burner could make out Cypher at their head and Killington bringing up the rear. The pizza loving Cade was with them, apparently having been picked up somewhere in the forest and once again given the task of hauling their gear. Reginald half-carried half-dragged Sara, whose head was drooping like she was half-asleep. She looked even worse than before. They must have done something to her. Sedated her maybe?

      He rushed toward their dock and reached it just as the doors were closing. He ran up the loading ramp, drawing his weapon as he went, and opened fire on the ship’s door. The bullets ricocheted off the tough alloy, putting small dents in the metal but not punching any holes. He pulled his cracking tool as he reached the door, but before he could even load it up, the ship began to beep in preparation to separate itself from the airlock and docking clamps. There was nothing more he could do.

      Burner had been too slow, but he might still be able to catch them before they left the atmosphere. The McGarry wasn’t too far away. He might be able to reach it in time.

      Assuming there were no other obstacles. Which, he saw as he turned back toward the terminal, was wishful thinking.

      A handful of Security enforcers stood waiting for him. They had been called about a strange man running through the private docks, and that man had just pulled a weapon and fired on a departing ship. Their expressions were tense. If Burner so much as hinted at drawing his weapon again, they would have no problem pulling theirs.

      The one who seemed to be in charge, a man with a bushy mustache, stepped forward with a hand on his holster. “Sir, you’re going to need to come with us. Please hand over your weapon and come with us to the security station. We’re going to run your ID and ask you some questions.”

      Burner didn’t have time for any of that. He decided to make a single attempt to reason with the Security officer. “Listen, I’m working with the Union, and right now I’m in the middle of trying to stop some very dangerous terrorists. You need to let me go.”

      The officer looked discomfited. The Union might not have authority out here, but not many would want to be on their shit list. Especially on such a small planet with limited means of defending itself. “We still need you to come with us. We’ll run your ID, and if your story checks out, we’ll let you go.”

      The Union might confirm Burner’s story if asked. Or they might decide to deny everything to keep the terrorist plot under wraps and leave Burner to rot. Either way, it would take too long.

      He gave the officer a threatening stare and watched him wilt under it. “Listen, I’m going to leave now. I highly recommend, for your own sake, that you don’t try and stop me.” He tucked his weapon into the back of his pants and started to walk away. For his first few steps it seemed that his threat had worked. The officer was definitely reconsidering getting involved with what was potentially a dangerous Union agent. Eventually, though, either duty or pride won out, and he gave the order to his men to surround him while stepping in front of Burner himself.

      That didn’t leave Burner with many options besides fighting his way out.

      An important concept when dealing with opponents you’d like to bring down non-lethally is “escalation.” That is, at what point one side or the other starts to act with lethal force, forcing the other to respond in kind. As much as you might want to leave a target alive, if they pulled a lethal weapon on you, self-defense obligates you to do the same. That is why, for non-lethal combat, it was important to finish the fight before escalation could occur.

      Burner didn’t really want to leave a trail of bodies of Security officers who were just doing their job, however much a pain the ass they might be. So, instead of drawing his weapon again, he went with a shock-and-awe approach. Starting with punching the lead officer square in the face and dropping him to the ground. He then lunged at the next closest officer.

      Two punches to the gut and one to the chest sent the man reeling away. A third bravely got in his face and tried to land a straight jab of his own. Burner blocked it. A fourth foolishly grabbed Burner from behind and tried to get him in a shoulder lock. Burner struck out behind him with his elbow, feeling a crunch of cartilage as he connected with his assailant’s nose. With a sweep of his leg he knocked the other from his feet, giving him a good kick on the way down to ensure he stayed there. Pain from the shrapnel radiated up his leg, but Burner ignored it.

      The last standing officer saw his peers go down and reached for his gun in a panic. Burner reached him before he could aim it. One jab to the chin sent the officer stumbling backward until he stumbled back on his tail and came to a rest there. Bewildered, he raised his arms over his head in submission.

      Shouts told Burner that while this batch had been dealt with, more would be coming. He took off at a full sprint away from the terminal and back to the station’s entrance.

      Outside, the tow had returned from moving Killington’s vehicle and was getting ready to hook itself to Burner’s borrowed ride. The station employee gave Burner a smug look and stepped in front of him as Burner went to rescue his auto. “I’m sorry, sir, but you were warned not to park here. If you’d like to collect your vehicle, you will have to contact the tow company.”

      Burner shoved him roughly aside and climbed into the jalopy. He took off just as another wave of Security officers appeared from the entrance.

      This time, he chose to override the vehicle’s speed limit enforcement protocols. He was already in trouble with the planet’s Security, so it couldn’t possibly make things any worse. Pushing the wreck’s struggling engine as fast as it would go, he burned a path through the city limits. As he put distance between himself and the city, he became confident that no one had managed to follow him. If Security had still been after him, he had escaped from the city too fast for them to properly organize a pursuit.

      The McGarry was still sitting right where he and Sara had left it, in a clearing a short distance from the dirt path into the farmlands. He abandoned his stolen vehicle on the path and boarded his stolen spaceship. It dawned on him just how many crimes he had committed over the past few days in pursuit of these terrorists. If the whole saving the galaxy thing didn’t pan out of him, he had a promising career as a ship thief.

      With no undocking protocols to deal with, Burner was able to get the McGarry in the air in a matter of minutes. He ascended high into the city’s airspace. His practical hope was that the Atlantis Falcon hadn’t finished receiving clearance to leave the atmosphere yet. On a small planet like this, air traffic control would be a one or two-person operation. One or two people who might be distracted by the chaos caused at the station when a bunch of Security officers had been beaten up.

      He had only been in the city’s airspace for a minute when a communication forced its way through the ship’s console. “This is Trion City Air Traffic Control to the unknown vessel. We didn’t pick you up coming into the atmosphere. Please identify yourself and your ship.”

      Maybe they were a little more on the ball here than Burner had hoped. “This is Patrick Revalon, flying the McGarry. Sorry, I must have come in at an off angle and missed city airspace on my descent.”

      The navigation feed showed him the normal paths spacecrafts took into and out of the atmosphere. Burner traced them backward, looking for the terrorist ship. If it was still in the atmosphere, then it would be on one of these paths.

      “McGarry, you’re currently flying against the flight paths. We’re sending you an updated map in case yours is out of date or corrupted. Please set yourself to a holding pattern until we give you permission to land.”

      No sign of the Atlantis Falcon yet. Burner became increasingly worried that the terrorists might already be in space. “What was that, Control, I—” He pressed his com to the console and hit a button to flood the channel with static. “I think we have a poor—” More static. “Can’t quite read—”

      The single-person craft that Burner had seen being loaded darted past him on its way out of the atmosphere. That ship hadn’t undocked yet when the Atlantis Falcon had taken off. Burner was becoming more convinced that he had missed them.

      The console flashed a warning sent from the control tower. “McGarry, you are flying in active flight paths and are in active danger of causing a collision with ships leaving the atmosphere. If you do not remove yourself from restricted airspace immediately, we will have no choice but to shoot you down.”

      Burner didn’t bother to respond. It looked like he had missed the terrorist ship, which meant he had to get out of the atmosphere and into space as quickly as possible if he wanted a chance of catching up with them.

      Another ship, larger this time, was picked up by his scanners coming up the flight path. He decided this would be the last ship he inspected before taking off. The console brought up a magnified image of the ship. It bore familiar red paint on its side which formed the words “Atlantis Falcon.”

      The terrorists. Cypher.

      And more importantly, Sara.

      His stomach churned at the realization. The realization that right now he might be more concerned for Sara than he was catching the terrorists, but Burner pushed the thought aside.

      He flicked switches and prepared for pursuit. Another warning flashed across the screen, this one larger and more menacing. It informed him that weapons on the ground were being charged and were being locked on to his ship.

      Burner was really starting to hate this planet.

      He waited for the Atlantis Falcon to go by on its exit trajectory before beginning a pursuit course right behind it. In the commercial ship he was piloting, he was without weapons, disablers, or any other kind of tool he might be able to use to stop the ship. His only option might be to ram it, but even then, its shielding was undoubtedly better than his own. For now, that left pursuit and the hope that an opportunity would arise to stop them when they reached their destination. His only advantage was that the terrorists did not know this ship and would not be looking out for it.

      Or, they might not have been, if Demeter’s Air Traffic Control hadn’t made him extra notable by firing off a few shots from the ground at him. The first went wide by design, giving the pilot one last chance to comply with the tower’s instructions. The flashing console told him that the next shots were coming directly for him.

      The McGarry would not survive a direct hit with anti-aircraft fire. He clenched his teeth and swore silently at the console, but he was left with no choice but to break off his pursuit of the Atlantis Falcon. He quickly pushed the nose down and put it into steep dive as a harsh red glow buzzed past right on his field of view. The ship’s warnings were audibly chiming now to warn him of how close to a direct hit that had been. Being a non-combat ship, the suggestions the automated system gave, such as “distress call” and “emergency landing” were not particularly helpful.

      Burner broke his dive, leveled out for half a moment, and then angled straight up. The interior of the ship shook as the stabilizers struggled to compensate for this sudden change in trajectory. He kept the nose of the McGarry pointed straight up as he now approached the upper atmosphere.

      Exit trajectories are carefully calculated to put as little strain on a ship as possible as it left a planet’s atmosphere and gravitational pull. Angled straight up, a significant amount of thrust and acceleration was required, and the forces applied to the ship as it passed through the upper atmosphere were more extreme. The console informed him that he was leaving the planet at a dangerous course and should adjust immediately. He knew it was going to be close. But he ignored the warnings, even as the ship’s shaking grew more and more violent. The temperature readouts near the nose were near critical. Another warning about the weapons on the ground competed for space on the screen.

      His eyes scanned the instruments in front of him, checking for breaking points in any of the variables. His arms strained against the wheel, pulling the ship in an unnatural position to clear the atmosphere. He was intently focused, carefully ignoring the fact that in an instant any one of a hundred components on the ship might give, turning him and the ship into a ball of fire across the surface of the atmosphere.

      After what seemed like an eternity, the shaking subsided and the temperature dial began to relax. He was out of the atmosphere and gravitational pull of Demeter, and well out of the reach of any ground weapons. The warnings started to shut down as the ship’s systems stabilized and everything returned to controlled levels.

      Burner had lost track of the terrorist ship during his escape, but he had an idea of where they would show up. He set a course for the slip tunnel that would take them in the direction of the Pharbis. He pushed the McGarry to make the interception in time.

      The terrorist ship was waiting for him there when he arrived. The slip tunnel was open behind them, but they had not entered it yet. Instead they looked like they were waiting there, the ship turned so their weapons would be facing at the angle that Burner’s ship was coming from. New warnings blared in the cockpit. The ship had its weapons locked on to him.

      In space warfare, ships are moving fast enough that targeting systems have to predict where in space a ship will be by the time the projectile reaches them. Evasive systems try to use this to their advantage by causing randomized bursts of movement to throw targeting systems off. This creates an effective range, depending on the speed of a projectile. At a far enough distance, the defending ship had too many possible movement choices before the projectile reached them for the targeting system to accurately predict.

      Burner assumed that the Atlantis Falcon was using the best weapons that credits could buy from the standard underworld source. He slowed his ship before reaching their effective range and diverted CPU power to the evasive systems. Without any further warning, the terrorist ship let out a volley from all its main weapons. Burner held his breath as the evasive systems thwarted any attempt to lock on to Burner. The shots all went well wide of the mark.

      The McGarry might not have any weapons of its own to fight with, but if Burner played this smart, he could neutralize the terrorists all the same, just by running out their weapons cache. If the terrorists then tried to close the distance on him, he could make them pursue him to a more favorable region of space. Then he could gain the upper hand.

      Cypher must have realized this as well because he didn’t fire again. Instead, the ship turned and entered the slip tunnel.

      Burner wished there was more he could do at that moment to stop them. Even though he was right on their tail, they continued toward the space station. And they had taken Sara with them.

      He directed his ship toward the entrance to the slip tunnel, bringing the ship’s onboard AI online to do the calculations.

      As it worked, he thought back to the conversations he and Sara had had in the barn. The closeness and intimacy they had found together in the middle of all the chaos and danger. He wondered if there was more he could have done to protect her. His mind played back the last few moments of the battle at the farmhouse, when Reginald had taken her hostage. Had there been an opportunity to take a shot before the terrorist had pulled the trigger? Should he have jumped in the melee between him and Sara instead of taking a shot at Killington? Should they have fought closer together instead of splitting apart?

      It was insulting her to think like that, he knew. Sara was a trained Constable with skills that were almost comparable to his. She knew the risks of the mission, of her career in general, and accepted them freely. Not only did she not need his protection, she didn’t want it. Still, he couldn’t shake the nagging feeling that she was in this situation because of him.

      He tried to force it out of his head so he could focus on the mission. The AI finished scanning the entrance of the slip tunnel. Burner gave the order for it to guide the McGarry into it. It might not be possible for him to stop them before they reached the station, but if he got there at the same time, he had a chance of stopping them from deploying the bomb.

      Unless the terrorists already had another team on the station who had already been given the “go” order. In which case, it might already be too late.

      That thought filled Burner with dread as the McGarry entered slipspace.
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Aboard the Atlantis Falcon
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      The long-range scanners showed Burner’s ship entering the slip tunnel after them. Cypher wondered if his decision to use a civilian cargo ship to pursue them was some kind of insult. He had no weapons, and his basic shields couldn’t even take a single well-placed shot. This should have been an easy victory for them, yet Burner was choosing to pursue at a considerable distance. They were more likely to exhaust themselves of ammo than to hit Burner at this range. Was Burner just showing off that he could pursue them even in a non-combat ship?

      This was getting personal.

      He imagined Burner grinning, mocking him.

      Killington glanced over his shoulder at the scanner readout and broke Cypher’s train of thought. “He’s never going to stop, you know. He’ll keep pursuing us until either we’re dead or he is.”

      Cypher scowled. He didn’t need it spelled out, Even Killington’s face was an insult to him now. The man was sporting yet another bruise over his eye after his confrontation with Burner. Cypher clenched his fist to control his anger. “After the mission is accomplished, it doesn’t matter what happens to us. We just need to hold him off until then.”

      Reginald gestured to the back of the ship, where he had tied up their prisoner. “He won’t do anything to us while we’ve got her. She’s our trump card.”

      Cypher had been surprised, and impressed, when he found out that the young man had captured Burner’s blonde companion. She had proven almost half as dangerous as Burner himself. And Reginald was at least partly right. Burner clearly cared for this woman, and that was going to have an impact on his decision making. Though Cypher was certain that if it came down to it, Burner was the kind of person who would sacrifice the woman to save the lives on the station, however much that might personally hurt him. She would only get them so far.

      At the front of the ship, Cade opened a bottle of wine that he had found when they rummaged through the transport’s crates. Of all of them, he seemed the least impacted by the situation. Physically he was a mess thanks to his run through the woods, with his flowery shirt torn from being caught on branches. His legs were covered in dirt from when he had tripped. Despite that, he seemed as relaxed as ever.

      Reginald scowled at their technology expert as he drank directly from the wine bottle. “Is now really an appropriate time for a drink?”

      Cade gave a little shrug. “Cut me some slack, I’m in mourning. Lost a good friend today, old... Eggie. Hey, what was his real name?”

      Cypher suddenly felt their attention directed his way. All these ingrates should be following him without question, yet they dared to judge him. He had made the decision to take out their enemy while one of them was in the line of fire. Big deal. This was war. It was Eggie’s own fault that he had been caught off guard, and that he had allowed himself to be knocked unconscious. Cade had escaped by faking losing consciousness—a smart move. Eggie’s death was no one’s fault but his own.

      Plus, they’d all be singing a different tune if Burner hadn’t managed to slip away. They’d all be celebrating his quick thinking, decisiveness, and willingness to make a sacrifice.

      “Edward.” Killington looked directly at Cypher as he said it. “His name was Edward, or Eddie, until we started calling him Eggie.”

      Cade raised the bottle. “Here’s to Eddie, then. You were the best crate-loading partner a guy could ask for.” He took a deep swig from the bottle then held it up to examine it. “I almost joined him, you know. Was almost another casualty of the fog of war.” He turned to Killington. “I guess you know what that’s like, eh?”

      He was referring to Killington’s narrow escape from the grenade that Cypher had thrown at Burner. Again, the bigger picture was ignored, the fact that it was the grenade that had allowed any of them to escape. Besides Cade, of course, who had turned tail and run before the fight had even truly started.

      Cypher interjected. “That’s enough. What’s done is done. Focus on right now,” he commanded. “We need to lose Burner, or at least stall him enough that he won’t arrive at the space station until it’s too late. Ideas?”

      They were all quiet, but it was a thoughtful quiet. This was the organization at its best. They might have been mismatched, angry, and always arguing, but their varied backgrounds gave each of them a unique perspective on the situation.

      Reginald tried first. “Maybe we use the woman. Toss her in an airlock, send him a message showing her there and threatening to blast her into space if he doesn’t back off.”

      Killington shook his head. “Even if he complied, he could just stay far enough back to avoid our long-range sensors. That wouldn’t delay him enough. What we need is to send him on a different path. There’s an S.G. Point up ahead that still goes in the direction of the space station. Our current route is considerably shorter than the other, but if we can convince him that we went down the other tunnel, maybe that will buy us some time.”

      Cypher checked the AI’s navigation pane. They were about an hour out from the slip gap point. “It’s a good idea. But how do we convince him we went the other way? Even if we open the rift, his scanners will show which one we took.”

      Cade slid himself closer to the console. “How busy is it?”

      Cypher knew it well, having run the route a dozen times as practice for today. “Busy enough, for the Deadlands. It’s one of the common jumping-off points for ships traveling from the Deadlands into Union space.”

      With a few taps on the console, Cade brought up the ship’s identifying information. “If there are other ships at the slip gap, I can change our broadcast markers with one of them so that Burner ends up following the wrong ship. At least, so long as Burner is reliant on his scanner for tracking us. We’d still clearly be us to a visual inspection, but Burner’s keeping far enough back that he probably won’t see us before we enter the tunnel.”

      Reginald gave Cade an incredulous look. “You can do that?”

      Cade took another swig from the wine bottle. “Switch identifiers with another ship? Yeah, that’s easy. I used to do it all the time to give my ships diplomatic ID’s. Got free parking on a lot of planets.”

      Now that a plan was beginning to form, some confidence was beginning to return to the group. Cypher was glad to see that his organization could still function after a defeat like they had at the farmhouse.

      It wouldn’t be long until they reached the station, and after that it wouldn’t matter what Burner, or anyone else, tried to do. It would be too late to stop their revolution.

      Though if he could find a way to make Burner pay along the way, all the better.
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      Sara drifted in and out of consciousness. Her head pounded and her thoughts floated idly, drifting away from her before she could grab a hold of any one of them. She tried to remember what happened to give her a clue of where she was or where she was going, but nothing came to her. There had been a fight, she remembered that much. But against who and for what, she couldn’t recall.

      A voice from somewhere inside her told her that she had a head injury and it was muddling her brain. It warned her that she was in danger and needed to snap out of it. But the world was too dizzying to be set to rights for now. She just needed a little more rest first. She allowed her muscles to relax and her mind to wander.

      Burner. The name came back to her. His name was important, somehow. Was she supposed to rescue him? Or maybe she was hoping he would rescue her? Oh, well. She’d sort it out later.

      For now she needed to just close her eyes again.
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        * * *

      

      There were three ships at the slip gap point when the Atlantis Falcon arrived. When the rift opened, Cade’s fingers ran across his controls, sorting through data his hijacking program was feeding him from the other ships’ broadcasts. He learned their names, their ownership information, their cargo, where they were coming from, and where they headed according to their navigation settings. He found one of the ships would be taking the S.G. Point that they wanted to trick Burner into.

      In a matter of moments, he had stolen all the identifying data of the target ship. It was criminally easy. Somebody really needed to update the standards for broadcast protocols to compensate for modern hacking techniques. Not that he was complaining. He liked it when his job was easy.

      He made it so that the target ship started broadcasting the identifying markers of the Atlantis Falcon, while their ship would now claim to be The Wanderer, a ship with a simple freelance merchant’s license.

      Once the switch was complete, they entered the next tunnel before Burner could get within visual range. With any luck, they had just sent Burner on a wild goose chase that would waste several hours of his time.

      By the time he caught up with them on the station, it would be too late.
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        ABOARD THE MCGARRY

      

      

      Something about this didn’t seem right.

      Burner’s assumption that the terrorists were heading straight to the space station had so far been accurate to the course they were taking. But now his scanners showed the ship entering a slip tunnel that was not the most direct path to the Pharbis.

      There were two tunnels that would exit close to the station. One would require two more slips to get there, the other three. It would make the most sense for Cypher to take the quickest path as opposed to one that would add pointless hours to the journey.

      It was possible that they had taken the other tunnel in hopes of losing Burner. If they assumed Burner would just continue on to the station directly to beat them there, then they could finish the trip without having to worry about him. Of course, that meant he would be at the station already when they arrived, and that would create a whole new host of problems.

      There was also a chance that their trip wasn’t a straight path to the station. Maybe they still needed to stop somewhere along the way to pick up something. Like the bomb. Slip gap points were often hubs for exchanging black market goods. It would not be unusual to meet up with a Deadlands merchant at one of them. Though how they expected to conduct business with Burner right on their ass, he was not sure.

      But something in his gut told him that neither of those things were the case. Following his instinct, he chose to take the slip tunnel that provided the most direct path to the station.
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        ABOARD THE ATLANTIS FALCON

      

      

      Burner had lost practically no time at all in following them through the right slip tunnel. Once again, the man seemed to have a nearly psychic ability to predict their plans and counter them. They would just have to try something else in the hours between now and when they arrived at the station.

      After several minutes of everyone failing to come up with a decent new plan, Reginald sighed. “Man, Stack sure got lucky, huh. Getting out of here before all this shit goes down.”

      Cypher steepled his fingers in front of himself. “Trust me, you should be glad that you’re not in Stack’s shoes right now.”
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Aboard the Liberty Ward, Union Ship, Nimrod Sector, Union Space
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      Though he should have been used to it by now, Stack still found his Union uniform to be stifling. He had once hoped to never wear one. That was why he had gone into a career in traditionally civilian duties after basic training, acting as a glorified receptionist for the upper brass. He had never expected to be given rank for answering calls and making appointments, and he certainly never expected that his ass kissing would one day land him his current position on a major Union vessel. That was part of the Union poison, though. It wasn’t about promoting the hardest working or the most deserving. It was about who sucked up the most and made the fewest waves.

      At least in Stack’s case, he was going to do something important with his access.

      He left his quarters and quickly made his way to the bridge for his first shift since returning from his “vacation.” He found both the admiral and the captain of the vessel engaged in a heated discussion when he arrived. The captain noticed him when he entered and quickly broke off the conversation.

      Captain Kessek gave him a nod that indicated he had permission to approach. “Commander Roberts. It is good to see you again.”

      Stack gave a salute. “Good to be back, sir.” That was a tough lie to tell with a straight face. “I was told I was needed on the bridge, sir.”

      Admiral Thiel stepped forward. “Commander, there have been some troubling developments since you’ve been gone. I wanted to make sure to get you up to speed.” The admiral then went on to summarize a situation that Stack knew all too well from the other perspective: the assassination attempt, the bomb plot, the organization of terrorists who were trying to destabilize the border space of the frontier. The only new information the captain gave him was that the Union had somehow learned that the bomb was to be planted in the station’s power core. Not that having that information would do the Union any good.

      “We’re heading to the station now,” the captain explained after the admiral had finished. “We’ll be there to attempt identification and intercept any ship with the terrorists on board. We’re to provide any assistance to the Pharbis to stop this plot.”

      The admiral shifted where he stood. “While also watching for any additional threats to my own life,” he added, only half-joking. He rubbed at his chest. “I’ve already been shot once this week and I’d really like to avoid a repeat performance.”

      If you’d just died the first time, you wouldn’t have to worry about it. “No worries, sir. They wouldn’t dare to strike at you here.”

      The admiral nodded but didn’t seem convinced. “Well, I hope your vacation was restful, because these next few days are likely to be rough. Captain, when you have a moment, I’d like to continue our earlier conversation in private.” The captain saluted the admiral before he departed.

      Stack watched the admiral’s back as he left and wondered why no one had ever stuck a dagger in it. There was something else going on too though. The admiral wasn’t giving the whole story. “What was that all about?” he asked, hoping for more intel on what else might be going on in the rank and file.

      Captain Kessek was young for someone with such a high post, only a few years older than Stack himself. Rumor had it that ranking officers used that power to avoid being assigned duty on the borders of the Deadlands due to the danger both to themselves and their careers. That left greener captains like Kessek to fill the role. He was competent enough, and not as corrupt as Stack knew much of the Union brass to be. A decent enough man working in an indecent system.

      But, perhaps due to his inexperience, he didn’t know when he should keep certain things from his subordinates. “The admiral thinks there’s a mole on the ship,” he explained.

      Stack schooled his features into a mask of surprise. “A mole? On the Liberty Ward?”

      The captain looked as incredulous as Stack was pretending to be. “I know, it doesn’t make sense. I know everyone in the crew by name, and not one of them strikes me as the kind of man who would do any worse than inflate an expense report for a few extra creds. But somehow these terrorists have gotten access to highly sensitive information such as the admiral’s schedule. He thinks someone from this ship must have leaked it. It has been the source of some contention,” he finished.

      “It’s hard to believe.” Stack shook his head sadly. “But if the evidence points to a mole, we might have to put our disbelief aside. But, you know, maybe it’s not their fault. Maybe they are being forced. Like the terrorists are threatening their family or something. Even a good man can do bad things when their family is threatened.”

      A mole investigation was inevitable at this point, and Stack would only make himself look suspicious if he was too adamant about resisting it. By supporting the investigation, he not only removed suspicion from himself, but he was able to cast suspicion on the known family men of the crew by positing that theory.

      Kessek looked downtrodden. “I hadn’t considered that. We do know that this group likes to make others their patsies against their will… I should bring this theory up to the admiral. You have the bridge, Commander.”

      Stack made a show of making sure everyone on the bridge was performing their duties as expected. Not that they needed his oversight to perform the same task most of them had been doing every day for years.

      The navigator, a middle-aged man with an unplaceable accent, sat at the console and tapped through maps of the network of slip tunnels in this region of space. After setting the initial course, his job was to continue to update alternate paths as they traveled in case the one they were on became impassable. And also to have courses ready to areas where the ship could receive support in case of emergencies. This way, when a situation changed suddenly, there did not need to be any delay in plotting the next route. The navigator was a friendly guy who liked getting his peers to try the spicy, smelly soy paste he ate for almost every meal.

      By contrast, the communications officer was a young woman who liked to push Union policy about how much make-up you were allowed to wear when you were in uniform. The captain had to write her up on several occasions for crossing that line. She sat at a console with a headpiece on and monitored all the incoming communications channels. Occasionally she would need to run broad scans for any other signals that might be of interest. She was a serial flirt and there were many tales of her promiscuity. As far as Stack could tell, though, no one could confirm any of the stories. Such was life on a Union ship: incestuous, but a hell of a lot more boring than the rumors portrayed.

      The helmsman was an old man who had been helming this ship since before either Stack or Kessek had come to it. He would probably still be working here long after they were gone. Assuming the ship survived the coming days, of course. He seemed as much a feature of the Liberty Ward as the consoles or the engine. He was a man of very few words but quite good at his job.

      They, and several others, went about their tasks as usual, performing their duties with the diligence and professionalism that the Union required. They weren’t bad people, necessarily. Just cogs in a machine that was terribly broken. None realized that they had sacrificed their freedom and individuality to be part of the unfeeling, cancer-ridden body that was the Union. He sometimes wondered if any of them would wake up in the days of the revolutions he and Cypher’s group would be bringing, but he doubted it.

      Once he had finished his show of leadership, he took his seat at his regular console. He adjusted the angle of the screen so that only he could see what was on it. Then he went to work.

      The current settings of the ship’s main systems were detrimental to what he needed to do. As commander, his console gave him authority to change most of these settings, but each change would be recorded and reported to the captain. He uploaded a program given to him by Cade that was supposed to disable the notifications and give him access to those last few systems. The program would take a few minutes to work its magic; it’s only flaw.

      Stack tapped his fingers impatiently as the program dug itself into the root directory of the ship’s systems to disable the security measures designed to counter this exact breach. He could feel himself starting to sweat. This would be impossible to explain if someone caught him. His eyes darted about nervously to the others in the room performing their tasks. The helmsman was idly staring off into space. The navigator was still tapping at his screen.

      “Hey, Commander!” Stack nearly leaped out of his chair as the communications officer seemingly materialized behind him.

      He turned and tried to position himself so that his body blocked most of what was on the screen, but he worried what she might have seen already. “Ms. Fells. What can I do for you?”

      She gave him a curious look and tilted her head as if trying to see what he was hiding. “Sorry, sir. Did I catch you at a bad time?”

      Behind him, Cade’s program continued to compromise the ship’s security. “Sort of. Did you need something?”

      Fells gave him a sweet smile. “I just wanted to let you know that some of the other bridge crew and myself wanted to see if you’d like to have drinks later to celebrate your return.”

      Stack coughed to clear his throat. “Yes. That will be fine. After our shift.”

      She smiled again and turned to walk back to her post. She paused for a moment. “You know, sir, the captain is very uptight about using the network to access adult materials. I’ve been given that warning before. The real thing is better anyway.” She let that suggestion hang in the air as she walked away, a distinct swagger in her gate.

      Letting out a quiet sigh of relief, Stack turned back to his console just as the program finished its dirty work.

      Now it was time for him to do his part.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        ABOARD THE ATLANTIS FALCON

      

      

      Sara returned to consciousness on a cold, metal grated floor. There was a soft hum and a familiar rumbling that her years of space travel told her she was on a ship. She was woozy and felt sick, but at least her thoughts were starting to clear.

      The first thing she needed to figure out was what had happened. Touching her throbbing head, she felt something wet and sticky. Blood. She probed gently around the top of her skull and found several bumps and lacerations. Some of the cuts were older and scabbed over, but more than a few were fresh enough to still be bleeding. She concluded that she had been knocked around.

      She struggled to recall her last memories before everything had become a hazy blur. She and Burner had been in the barn. The two of them had attempted the stealthily ambush of two of the terrorists. A gunshot went off and gave them away. There was a grenade… then she and one of the terrorists wrestled across the ground. And then whiteness. Everything after that was just a blur of ground moving past her. The seat of a vehicle. And now lying on this grated floor.

      So, she had been beaten up and captured by the terrorists. They had escaped and taken her with them. She craned her neck just slightly, fighting off the agony that it caused in her head, and confirmed her hypothesis by spotting the members of the organization sitting at the forward section of the ship. She quickly laid her head back down before one of them could look over to her.

      But what had happened to Burner? It was hard to imagine a scenario in which he just let them get away. Unless he was dead. Or...

      Or the terrorists had used her as a human shield. A more calculating operative would have taken the shot anyway, rather than risk the lives of everyone on the space station. But, she suspected, Burner wasn’t like that. He was strangely soft for a man who acted so hardened.

      Her thoughts started to drift as her consciousness threatened to slip once more under the weight of her head injuries. She had to fight it off. An uncontrolled stream of thoughts slipped past her mind in a dreamlike haze as lucidity escaped her. She saw herself and Burner sitting in the barn, discussing their theories on the terrorists’ grander intentions. Stack, the mole, was off on a secret mission for the terrorist second-in-command. Admiral Thiel. The Liberty Ward.

      Suddenly things clicked for her. Stack was a mole who had had access to Admiral Thiel’s schedule and must work closely with him. Theil based himself out of the Union ship the Liberty Ward. Burner’s theory that the attack’s intention was to start an uprising against the Union in the Frontier border space of the Deadlands.

      And what better way to start a war than having a Union capital ship fire the first shot? Even if they could stop the bomb, the station would be destroyed by the Liberty Ward.

      She had to get a message out.

      Thankfully, her captors hadn’t bothered to remove her comm. Perhaps they saw it as a piece of junk. To be fair, it now had a big crack running through it. Not to mention the damn thing hadn’t worked right since she had picked it up.

      As quietly as she could, she typed a brief message to her handler, warning him about Stack and the Liberty Ward.

      Don’t look back here, she willed at the terrorists just meters from her. Don’t turn around.

      She tried to get the message across in as few characters as possible. The less data the message needed to transmit, the better the odds of it being sent. Unless they were in a slip stream. Her only hope was that they open a rift or exit the tunnel completely.

      She heard one of the terrorists get up from his seat and she quickly tapped the send button before pretending to be asleep again. Fortunately, the one who had gotten up had just been stretching his back and didn’t look over at her.

      After taking a moment to ensure that she was still being ignored, she checked the status of the message. A “message unable to send,” error had been returned to her. Shit.

      There was more activity near the front. “Someone should probably check on the bitch.” Reginald’s voice.

      Desperately, she retyped the message, worried this might be her last chance.

      “If you want something done, why don’t you do it yourself?” That was Two-Pizzas. Cade.

      She hit the send button one more time.

      “Fine.” She heard Reginald get up.

      She closed her eyes and lolled her head in the position she had woken up in. Reginald’s footsteps sounded closer as he walked the short distance to her. She felt him kneel down and examine her. Her breathing was coming rapidly, and she worried it would give her away.

      “She’s still out,” Reginald declared before leaving her alone.

      “There, was that so hard?”

      “Shut up, Cade.”

      Sara risked opening her eyes one more time to check the status of the transmission on her comm.

      “Message Sent.”
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        * * *

      

      
        
        UNDISCLOSED LOCATION

      

      

      A whimsical jingle on Hank’s com alerted him that he had received a message. The soldiers who made up his escort sighed at the ringtone. It was not in keeping with what they expected for someone in Hank’s position. It was because it bothered people so much that he had set it to that jingle. Just his little way of remaining a rebel in a big machine.

      It was another message from Sara. The last one had been the hammer drop about the admiral still being in danger and where the terrorists planned on planting the bomb on the Pharbis. He had immediately relayed that information up the chain of command, and was rewarded, or punished, depending on one’s perspective, by being ordered to get to the space station and offer any support that was needed. That was why he was now on a small Union ship on his way to border territory with the Frontier and two tight lipped soldiers for company.

      He almost dreaded finding out what problems her new message would bring him.

      “Two birds. One assassin. Stack is mole LW”

      The identity of the mole. Or the codename of one, more likely. Positioned aboard the Liberty Ward. That certainly explained a lot.

      He pulled out his pad and did a search of the Union databases for the alias “Stack.” There were only a few entries about a hacker who occasionally broke into classified Union data. Not much was known about him, there were no leads about his identity. There were also no theories posited about what he did with his data.

      Hank closed the database and accessed the ship logs of the Liberty Ward. There was a delay as he came up against the ship’s security system. He knew he just had to wait for his pad to finish its link up. Having authorized access to almost any secured system in the Union was a perk of his job.

      When he was finally granted access, he looked through the logs for recent departures or any arrivals. Today’s log indicated that only one person had returned to the ship after being on leave. That would coincide with travel time from Dobulla. Problematically, this person was stationed on the bridge. That gave him access. It also made it almost impossible to isolate him from doing any damage once they started to move in on him.

      Hank hurriedly checked for the current location of the Liberty Ward and saw that it had been assigned to protecting the Pharbis. Normally, that would be a good thing. The Ward was one of the toughest ships in the Union fleet and its crew were some of the most experienced in combat due to the nature of their posting. But when a member of the bridge crew was a mole, it presented a bigger danger.

      If this mole was able to take control of the bridge, he’d have access to the weapons systems, and what the weapons on a ship that size could do to a space station...

      Two birds. One stone.

      “Oh, shit!”

      He rapidly brought up his comm and placed a call to Special Operations Director Woodstall. Things were worse than they realized, and time was limited.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        ABOARD THE ATLANTIS FALCON

      

      

      “Hey!”

      Sara froze. She didn’t know if her head could take another beating. Her thoughts were still muddled as it was. Any more blows were certain to cause permanent damage. But she didn’t think she had the strength in her to fight back, either.

      She tilted her head toward the source of the voice. Turned out the shout hadn’t been directed at her.

      Reginald stood in front of Cade’s chair as he ate handfuls of something crunchy from a bag. “Are you eating again? Do you ever do anything but stuff your fat face with all our rations?”

      “Sometimes I tell jokes.” He crunched down on another handful and talked with his mouth full, slurring some of the words like a drunk. “Might not need rations after today.”

      The other man grimaced in disgust. “Real classy, Cade.”

      Slowly, Sara made another attempt to check the message on her comm. Nothing. If Hank got the message, he would be making the necessary calls to stop it.

      This was the connection between Stack’s secret mission, the admiral, and the space station, she realized. Stack was going to have the ship attack the Pharbis and take care of Thiel at the same time.

      She wanted to try to get another message out, but the comm became blurry as her vision failed. Her fingers fumbled and she couldn’t find the right buttons. The world started to go dark as her head injuries again took their toll.

      Despite her best efforts to resist it, she one again slipped into the world of unconsciousness.
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Aboard the Atlantis Falcon
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      “He’s still back there, isn’t he?” Reginald wiped sweat from his forehead with his sleeve.

      Killington checked the readouts on the console in front of him. “Yeah, he’s still there. Persistent bastard. But we knew that already.”

      One more plan had failed. They had taken a detour to come close to a planet that was a known hangout for Ravagers and pirates. They had gone through the motions like they were about to dock, hoping to trick Burner into racing to reach the planet before them so he could set up an ambush. They had even piloted the Atlantis Falcon into the planet’s atmosphere on a course with the only operation port.

      But Burner didn’t take the bait. Instead he opted to maintain a low orbit over the planet and wait for them. Compounding their bad luck, none of the Ravagers who would have been monitoring the situation decided to respond to their broadcast claiming that Burner’s ship was a defenseless merchant vessel ripe for plundering. They must have seen it as a trap. After all, why would a ship with no defenses be out in the middle of the Deadlands orbiting a dangerous planet? And why would another ship be announcing it?

      They were in the home stretch now. This was the last slip tunnel before they reached the Pharbis, and Burner was still behind them. All their attempts to lose him, to draw his ship close enough to attack, and to trick him into taking a different route had completely failed. It seemed their hopes of Burner’s engines giving out after prolonged exertion at these speeds also didn’t pan out. Cypher decided that the plan couldn’t be delayed any longer and they would head to the Pharbis with or without Burner in tow.

      As they approached, the attitude of the motley crew became more serious. Pretty soon, everything they had worked so hard for would come to a head. Whether history remembered them as heroes who helped throw off the shackles of the oppressive Union government or as fools whose plans were dismantled would all be decided in the next few hours. Killington kept his focus on the task of piloting, while in the navigator’s seat Reginald updated them on their ETA every ten minutes. Cypher had fallen into something of a meditative silence, seated on the couch with his arms crossed and his eyes closed. Even Cade was being unusually quiet, though he kept working away at his station, obsessively monitoring all the systems he could.

      Suddenly, he burst to his feet and let out a stream of expletives. He rushed to the back of the ship where their prisoner was still passed out, nearly tripping over Cypher’s legs in the process.

      Cypher slowly rose and turned his attention to Cade, who was manhandling the blonde woman to try and get her on her back. “Anything you’d like to share with the class, Cade?”

      The tech specialist searched the woman’s body. “Okay, remember how we thought our guest here might be Union? Well, I’ve been running cross-analysis on all the identities I’ve got for her against Union records, checking for commonalities or coincidences with documented Union personnel. Few results at first. Even with the access Stack gave us it’s tough to find a match without a specific target in mind. But then I created an algorithm that uses a brute-force breaking method to give me wider access—”

      Cypher interrupted with loud clearing of his throat. “Is all of this leading to you telling me she’s Union after all?”

      “Yeah. I mean, I think. Ninety percent. I’ve got a high degree of connection with a Constable by the name of Sara Nolan. No current photos of her in her files but the descriptions sound a lot like our girl. But if that’s true, we have a problem, because I just got an alert about someone making a note in one of her files about her most recent contact from the field. And if that’s the case...” Cade held up her arm and examined the cracked com that they had missed. He tapped the screen and got no response. “Hmm…” His agitation stalled.

      At that moment, the comm lit up and vibrated with a new message. Cade’s eyes lit up in triumph, mixed with terror.

      He closed his eyes and pressed his hands against his nose as he stumbled away. Apparently, the woman was only pretending to be asleep, made her move, and had slammed the heel of her hand into his nose.

      Deftly, she pulled herself to her feet, looking unsteady now but determined. She immediately made a lunge for Cade’s weapon. Killington cursed and set the ship to autopilot. Reginald was already on his feet and rushing toward the back too.

      Before she had even made it two steps, Cypher had caught her by the arm and pulled her back. She resisted, twisting her wrist in a well-practiced hold-break motion, and kicked out at Cypher’s kneecap. Cypher grunted as the kick landed, but he didn’t flinch or recoil even an inch. His hold on her arm remained firm despite her attempts to break free. She threw a punch with her free hand and he caught it in an open palm.

      They grappled like that for a minute, the operative’s desperation fueling a strength that hadn’t seemed possible in her current state. But Cypher was larger, stronger, and just as fiercely determined. He twisted her arm around her back and pulled her into a shoulder lock. The other arm, the one with the comm, was forced to extend in Cade’s direction. “Any time, now,” he grunted.

      It took Cade, who was still reeling from the strike to his face, a moment to realize what was expected of him. He slowly reached over to remove the comm from her wrist. She tried to lash out, to stop him, but Cypher tightened his hold and forced her still. Cade was able to slip the device from her wrist and slowly backed away with it.

      The operative managed a strained laugh despite her position. “You idiots. The Union already knows everything. Your plans are fucked. All that’s left now is to take bets on whether it's Burner or spec ops that takes you out first.”

      Cypher growled, spun the woman around, grabbed her by the face, and slammed her head into the wall. Her unconscious form slumped to the ground.

      While Cypher stood over the woman’s body, huffing with rage, Cade hurried back to his console with the cracked comm. He managed to get it open easily enough and hooked into his workstation. It took him just a few minutes to crack the device’s meager security measures and access its recent broadcasts. “These are specifically encrypted Union frequencies. No doubt about it: she’s a Union Constable.”

      Cypher was still fuming. Killington took it upon himself to ask the follow-up question. “Can we read the messages they exchanged?”

      “In what timeframe?” Cade scratched his chin. “I’m not familiar with this encryption algorithm, and the key isn’t in any of the intel that Stack has given us. Must be unique to the Constables. If I had a few days I might be able to decrypt it, but in the time we have left…” He shook his head. “Not going to happen, even with my skills.” He looked back to where Cypher still stood over the unconscious agent. “Doesn’t really matter what the messages say, though, does it? We know she’s Union and she’s been feeding them everything about us. We need to get rid of her. I say blast her out of the airlock and be done with it.”

      “No.” Cypher’s voice was chillingly calm now. “We can use her.” He knelt down and put a hand on the unconscious woman’s cheek, a strangely intimate gesture. “Yes, I believe we will get great use out of you, won’t we, Constable Nolan?”

      Killington’s console beeped with an alert, forcing his attention back to the screen. “We’re nearing the end of the tunnel. Everyone strap in. We’re going to be there soon.”

      The brightness of slipspace gave way to the darkness of space and in front of them a massive space station materialized. Their target: The Pharbis.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        SPACE STATION PHARBIS, NIMROD SECTOR, DEADLANDS

      

      

      The Pharbis and any Union personnel on board should have received ample warning that there was a terrorist threat. They would also have instructions to screen any incoming ships with high levels of scrutiny. It was apparent that some of them were doing their job by how long Burner was being kept in a holding pattern while his identity was verified. But that didn’t seem to apply to his targets, who his scanners caught docking almost immediately after entering the space around the station. Burner did his best to warn the station about who had just docked there, but it seemed his messages were ignored.

      After more than ten minutes in a holding circuit around the station, he began to worry about problems with his own clearance. There were a number of reasons why the authorities on the Pharbis might have an issue with his credentials. The Union could have mentioned him by name as someone to deny access to. Sara’s handler, Hank, had warned them to not get involved and specifically not to show up at the space station. But that had sounded more like a request than an order. Besides, Burner was technically a private citizen and didn’t have to obey such a command. It was also possible that it was the ship that was flagged and not Burner. The ship had been stolen, after all, and might even have another bulletin placed on it from its antics leaving the atmosphere of Demeter.

      Wouldn’t that be ironic. For me to travel halfway across the galaxy chasing terrorists, only to get stopped by the people I’m trying to protect while the terrorists destroy them?

      He gripped the steering handles impatiently. If this was a planet he was orbiting, he might have chosen to find a decent spot away from the ports, risking whatever wrath would come his way for entering the atmosphere without permission. With a space station though, he didn’t really have much choice in the matter. The only way on or off was at the docks. If he wasn’t given permission to land, he would just have to keep circling the station until it exploded.

      Finally, fifteen minutes after he had first requested landing permission and twenty minutes after the terrorists arrived, Burner was given the go-ahead and a dock number. The process after that turned out to be relatively uneventful. There was no sudden rush of authorities banging down his door as soon as the ship was clamped, no demand over his comm for him to step out of the ship with his arms over his head. In fact, no one seemed to care about his docking at all. He didn’t even receive a customary message over comms welcoming him to the station.

      He hurriedly stepped out of the ship and into unfamiliar territory. During his time drifting about the Deadlands, he had wanted to avoid the Union as much as possible. This made places like the Pharbis, which might technically be in the Deadlands but had strong Union feel, unattractive options. For many it was a center of cultural and economic trade between the Union and the private interests of the Deadlands. The size of the docks and the number of ships it could hold was a testament to the importance of the station to many in the region.

      Even if the docks were almost empty right now. Word had gotten around that something was happening behind the scenes of the station and those with their own ships had taken off already. The interference with the terrorist plot had saved at least that many. It was only a small consolation to Burner, who knew there were thousands more who lived and worked on the station who would still be killed if the bomb went off.

      As he marched through the docking bay, he began to formulate his next move. The terrorists had a solid head start on him now. They wouldn’t be able to just walk to the core, not with as much security as the station had right now, which would buy him some time. If he could prove his identity to the Union officers around, he might be able to take a more direct path to the core.

      Then there was the problem of what to do about Sara. In his gut he knew that Sara was alive. It made sense for them to use her as a hostage. If it came down to it, he knew that Sara would want him to sacrifice her if it meant saving all the lives on the station. Burner wasn’t sure he could do that. There had to be some way to get her free. She was tough enough that she just needed a moment’s opportunity to break her way out.

      Assuming she was even conscious when he found them. There was a lot he didn’t know about how the final confrontation was going to pan out, and unfortunately the time for information gathering had long passed. He was in improvisation territory now.

      He stopped dead in his tracks when he spotted the Atlantis Falcon parked nearby. The terrorists would be long gone by now, but he had other things in mind as he approached the ship. He gave an appreciative whistle and an approving nod as he stepped toward it, acting like the stereotypical ship enthusiast getting all excited at seeing another impressive vessel.

      “Sir,” a voice called after him. “If that’s not your ship, I’m going to need you to step away.” One of the station’s security officers was giving him the tired look of someone with much more important things to do than babysit a wandering visitor.

      Burner turned to give the officer a friendly smile. “Was just taking a moment to admire this beaut.” He gave the hull of the ship a couple of light pats. “You think that’s the original finish?”

      The officer sighed. “I don’t know. Now, if you don’t mind…”

      Burner raised his arms defensively and walked away from the ship. His goal there had already been accomplished anyway. With a subtle movement, he tucked his tiny remote detonator into his top pocket. He knew that those charges he had found in the terrorists’ weapon cache would come in handy.

      Quickly, he made his way to the station’s main hub. There, the levels of the station ran up and down in a wide arc, curving at a gentle angle to create a dizzying spiral effect. Shops, restaurants, and entertainment lined the spiral at the current level. The signs pointed out that up above was the residential district, while down below was administration, security, and maintenance. Burner knew that was also where the station’s power center would be.

      As Burner made his way downward, he saw crowds of people gathered around men in station security uniforms. Behind them, on screens that hung down from the spiral’s next level, bold black text was posted over the station’s logo.

      
        
        All Clear. The Threat Has Passed. Please Resume Your Daily Activities.

        - Station Security.

        

      

      Burner approached one of the crowds and was able to hear the officer giving a completely bullshit excuse to the civilians. “Again, on behalf of the station administration and security, we would like to extend our deepest apologies for any inconvenience the sector closings may have caused. It was just minor electrical trouble that made those sectors temporarily unsafe. The issues have since been resolved and those sectors have reopened. We thank you for your understanding.”

      People were asking the officer questions, some of which made it apparent that they didn’t buy the line they were being fed. But the security officer stuck to his story and refused to change it. Burner doubted he’d have any better luck in getting the truth out of him. Not without straps and some dental tools, anyway.

      He scanned around and his eyes ended up locking onto a Union officer who was watching the crowds from a secure alcove. The officer had a comm in his hands as he watched for any sign of the crowd’s restlessness.

      Burner approached him with the stride of someone in authority. “Jack Burner, Union Intelligence.” He lowered his voice as he got within speaking distance and pulled the officer into his confidence. “Intelligence is requesting an update on the bomb threat. Am I to understand that the bombs have been located and disarmed?”

      The officer blinked in surprise and confusion at the sudden question from a man who appeared out of nowhere. Burner could almost see the gears spin in the man’s head. He wasn’t authorized to speak on the matter, but an Intelligence operative would outrank him and compel him to answer. Burner hadn’t provided any form of ID, but he had brought up the bombs, which civilians wouldn’t know about since the official story was about electrical troubles. Burner guessed the man was running a calculation, factoring in potential damage to his career for pissing off an Intelligence operative and the consequences of sharing information that he wasn’t supposed to share.

      His pupils contracted when his decision was made. “Ye-yes. We did a complete sweep of the station and located four. All in public places that are usually crowded. A bank, a popular park, an apartment complex, and one of the docks. Terrorists were probably trying to kill as many people as possible.”

      Burner kept his posture straight, the position of authority. “And the one at the core?”

      The officer shrugged. “We received a tip that the core might be a target, but our sweep didn’t show anything. The guard has been doubled and an order was issued that not even maintenance gets in and out until the all clear is given. It would be impossible for anyone to slip in, much less with a bomb.”

      Burner nodded to the officer and continued down the spiraling path. He had confirmed that the bomb hadn’t been planted yet when the sweep occurred, meaning Cypher was likely going to plant it himself. The other bombs were probably decoys. They had succeeded in tricking both the Union officers and the station security that the threat had passed and caused them to lower their guards. The venues the officer had mentioned wouldn’t have caused maximum casualties at all. Not by a long shot.

      He still wasn’t sure how Cypher planned to get past all of that security to the core, but that officer had been right about one thing. The terrorists were looking to kill as many people as possible.

      He had just underestimated how many that was.
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Space Station Pharbis, Nimrod Sector, Deadlands
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      “Sorry, this area is currently off-limits.” The access corridor to the engine maintenance section of the Pharbis was being guarded by a group of five Union soldiers in full uniform and an additional six members of station security. The soldiers took a standard guard formation, two in front to turn back civilians, two flanking either side of the corridor, and one to provide backup. The security officers stood behind them in a less organized cluster. The head Union soldier called for Cypher and his followers to turn back long before they had descended fully into the corridor.

      Cypher’s group did not slow. They continued down the path toward the corridor without so much as acknowledging the soldier’s warning.

      The soldier put a threatening hand on his holster. “Sirs, we are going to have to ask you again to turn around. This area is off-limits. If you do not comply, we will be forced to take you into custody.”

      The terrorists reached the corridor’s level and continued forward. The lead soldier drew his weapon, and the others around him followed his lead. There was a sense of nervousness about them. They had been made aware of the possibility of armed terrorists trying to force their way toward the core. The prospect of getting into a gunfight here hadn’t seemed real until this moment.

      The men walking toward them weren’t making any threatening gestures or pulling any weapons, which was the only thing that stopped them from giving into their twitchy trigger fingers and unloading at them. The lead soldier tried one last time. “Last warning. Take one more step and we’ll—”

      The rest of what he said was drowned out by the sound of gunfire. The Union soldiers were so focused on the men approaching that they had been completely unprepared for the attack that came from behind. For three seconds the corridor was filled with the resonating sounds of the gun shots that claimed the lives of five Union soldiers, but due to everything being evacuated there was no one around to hear.

      One of the security officers came forward, carefully stepping over the body of one of the fallen soldiers. The barrel of his gun was still smoking. “Welcome to the Pharbis, Cypher. Me and the boys have been keeping it warm for you.”

      Cypher didn’t spare a second glance for the fallen Union soldiers. If they hadn’t died here, they would have died shortly later in the station’s destruction. They had bound themselves to their fates when they decided to pledge their loyalty to the authoritarian Union regime. “You did well to get you and your men this duty, Blaise. After our recent setbacks, it is good to know someone can still be relied on to get their job done. Is everything set up?”

      “It is. Or, it was.” Blaise looked back down the corridor toward engine maintenance. “Some higher-ranking Union officials came through earlier. I think they were with the Constables. Had to let them through. Didn’t want to blow our covers before you arrived. They seemed pretty certain that they were going to find a bomb. They might have located it already.”

      Cypher growled and looked back to see Reginald carrying the listless Constable into the corridor. The burden of carrying her had caused him to lag behind the rest of the group. Cypher knew it wasn’t a coincidence that the Constables had beaten them here and knew where to find the bomb. That bitch had given it all away. He would have to be sure to properly thank her when she awoke.

      For now though, they had to keep moving. “Maybe we can still beat them there,” he mused. “Otherwise, we’ll need to improvise. Blaise, you and your men cover our back. Burner can’t be that far behind us, and you need to be ready to hold him off if it comes to it.”

      Blaise nodded without hesitation. Like the rest of them, he was ready and willing to die for this cause.

      They rushed down the corridor and into the maintenance sector. There they realized Blaise’s fear turned out to be justified. A number of Union officials surrounded the reactor and were moving the explosive material out of the core chamber. There were at least twice as many men as Cypher had with him, and they were armed with the latest in Union weaponry. In addition to wearing thick armor to potentially shield them from explosive blasts, it would also serve to protect them from bullets. Even if Cypher’s group managed to get the drop on them, the battle wouldn’t end favorably.

      It was time to improvise. Cypher glanced at his field liaison. “Did you set aside some of the explosives as I instructed?”

      Blaise gestured to a side passage. “There’s a storage area that I cordoned off where I hid the rest of it.”

      In his head, Cypher churned through his memorized plans of the station. “There’s another floor that runs underneath the reactor, isn’t there?”

      “Yeah, the exterior access.” Blaise pointed down another passage. “If maintenance needs to do work on the outside of the station. There’re some suits and an airlock down there for work on the exterior of this sector.”

      Cypher nodded sharply. “We’ll collect the rest of the explosives and head down into the tunnels. We’ll plant them directly under the reactor. If we can cause a breach that opens the reactor up to space, we’ll still get the result we wanted. Oh, and Blaise?”

      “Yes, sir?”

      “Any Union fool so much as looks in our direction, end them.”
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        * * *

      

      The bodies of the Union soldiers were still warm when Burner arrived. He wasn’t that far behind, then. The fact that the soldiers were shot from behind concerned him. Unless the soldiers all happened to be looking away at the exact moment that Cypher arrived, Cypher must have had inside men on the station already prepared for his arrival.

      That was how he intended to access the core.

      It would seem Cypher’s plan had one big hole in it, though. Burner stumbled right into the large collection of Union officials gathered outside the core. From behind cover, he observed as explosive material was being moved safely away from the core. Cypher’s plants had indeed managed to set the explosives in the core, but the Union had neutralized them before they could be detonated.

      Given how Cypher and his men’s bodies were notably absent, and the lack of evidence of any sign of a battle, it was safe to assume Cypher had chosen a different route when faced with the Union presence here. But Cypher was far too stubborn to just give up. He would be looking for the next best place to plant the explosives.

      Burner closed his eyes and forced up memories of the station’s plan from his brief glimpse back at the farmhouse. He remembered an alternate path that had been marked as being of interest to the terrorists. It ran underneath the maintenance sector and the reactor.

      The access tunnels. That’s where Cypher would have gone.

      Burner considered for a moment calling out the Union officials and trying to enroll them in chasing down the terrorists, but he realized it would cost him too much time. Best case scenario, he convinced them of his story, but it would take them so long to verify who he was that Cypher would blow up the station before they even started after him. Worst case, they’d shoot him on sight and he wouldn’t even live long enough to see the station destroyed.

      He decided he’d be heading after Cypher alone. As it had been when he started, so would it end.
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        ABOARD THE LIBERTY WARD, UNION SHIP, NIMROD SECTOR, UNION SPACE

      

      

      Cade’s program had worked its magic. Along with Stack’s knowledge of Union systems and protocols, he wound up with complete control of all the ship’s subsystems from his console. He had the weapon systems prepared to go before the Liberty Ward came out of slipspace.

      The navigator gave the announcement that the ship was nearing the end of the tunnel, and the helmsman confirmed their arrival once they reached the space near the station.

      The captain took his seat at the main console. “Get me the head of station security and whoever’s in charge of our Union boots on the ground.”

      While the communications officer did her job, Stack did his. He fired up the weapons system targeting the station.

      Even suppressing the weapon notifications to the bridge, he couldn’t hide such a massive power draw for long. A message came over the coms for the captain from engineering. “Sir, was there an order for weapons live? Our main guns are online and getting ready to fire.”

      The captain jumped out of his seat. “Absolutely not. Shut it down this instant.”

      A pause. “We’re working on it, sir. Our consoles here have been locked out of the weapons systems by an override authority on the bridge. We’re trying to shut down the weapons manually by physically cutting the power to them, but that’s going to take us a minute. Might not be in time to stop it from getting a shot off.”

      Stack almost felt sorry for the captain as he scanned the room around him with a face quickly losing its pallor. “From the bridge?”

      “It’s got to be the mole,” Stack declared. He knew being too silent in a crisis situation would only make him seem suspicious. He just needed to stall for a few moments. “Someone up here must be abusing their access to take charge of the weapons system.”

      Captain Kessek looked to each of the leading officers of the bridge in turn, panic in his eyes. He hadn’t been trained for this. Other threats, yes. But this?

      He called down to security. “Security, this is Kessek. I need you to lock out access to the ship's subsystems for all the consoles on the bridge. Then I need you to tell me which console has been connecting to the weapons system.”

      Without delay, Stack found his console locked up in front of him and all of his access revoked. It was precisely how he expected an unimaginative officer like Kessek to react. That’s why he had already set the weapons to continue their firing sequence without further input.

      The captain learned this a moment later when he saw the weapons were still drawing more power. “Damnit! The only way we are going to shut it down is to figure out which console is running the fire sequence. Security, give me some good news.”

      “Just a moment, Captain,” came the response on the comm. “Whoever did this tried to cover their tracks and ran a pretty elaborate masking program. Almost got it stripped, should have an answer for you in a sec.”

      Stack could feel himself sweating as he watched the moments count down to the station’s destruction. He avoided looking the captain in the eye, afraid his expression would give away his mix of nerves and excitement. Instead, he pretended to be examining the bridge crew as if trying to find the mole.

      Security piped up over the com again. “We got it, Captain. I can’t believe it, but it’s one of the officers’ consoles.”

      Twenty seconds till the weapons fire.

      “It’s Fells’ console, sir.”

      Stack had to feign a look of astonishment as all eyes turned to the pretty young communications officer. Of course, he had known what their search would find. He had set up the program to use Ms. Fells’ console as a dummy in order to mask his own movements. It made him feel a little guilty to do that to the poor woman, but she was the only one of the bridge officers who had close enough family to match with the theory that Stack had put forward earlier.

      Fells got up from her seat, her eyes wide, ready to protest her innocence. She didn’t get a single word out before the captain shoved her roughly aside to get at her console. Security returned access to the console to him so he could stop the fire order.

      He scrambled at the console.

      The weapon fired.

      He was too late.

      The viewscreen filled with a massive explosion. A high-pitched siren screamed to inform the crew of the dangerous way the ship was shaking from proximity to the blast, though the stabilizers were doing an admirable job of keeping things level and damped inside.

      The view screen pixelated and then went white as the ship’s sensors lagged from the flash of the explosion outside. Stack fought his instincts hard. He wanted to throw his arms up in triumph. He clenched his fists discretely instead and focused on his breathing.

      Victory!

      All the hard work. The risks. The sacrifice. And now finally. Finally…

      Kassek slammed his hand on the console in frustration. Ms. Fells was still attempting to stammer something about her innocence, but it wasn’t going to do her any good. Potters and another security officer whisked onto the bridge to take her into custody. They dragged her off to be held until she could be officially interrogated and investigated for her crimes. As she was hauled away, her eyes caught Stack’s for just one moment. In that moment, they widened with realization. If only she had figured it out sooner.

      “Someone update the Admiral,” the captain ordered to no one in particular. “Tell him the weapons were fired but the perpetrator has been contained.”

      He turned his attention back to the viewscreen, waiting for it to reveal how much damage their ship had done.

    

  







            34

          

          

        

    

    






Space Station Pharbis, Nimrod Sector, Deadlands

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      “We’ll do the video here.” Cypher paced around the mostly empty chamber like a director examining his set. “Put the lights over there and film against that wall. We’ll get more explosives in the shot that way.”

      His teams had planted heavy explosives all around the chamber—the ceiling that was directly below the core, the exterior wall that had nothing but space on the other side, and the support pillars that were the chamber’s only natural feature were all primed and ready to be detonated. All that was left now was to create a video to inspire the next generation of freedom fighters.

      Cade wasn’t so sure though. He could see from the uneasiness of the others that he wasn’t alone in that feeling.

      Despite the beating he had taken the other day, Killington was still the one who felt it his duty to say what the rest of the team were thinking. “We don’t really have time to film a video, boss. Everything is set up. We should be thinking about trying to get clear while there is still time.”

      Getting clear sounded good to Cade. The more he thought about the timetables they were working with, the more this was starting to sound like a suicide mission. That wasn’t what he had signed up for.

      Cypher glared at Killington. “We’ve been over this. The video is the most important part of all of this. Without it, everything we have done is for nothing.”

      Not content to wait for the others to follow his orders, Cypher grabbed Sara from Reginald and dragged her over to one of the pillars. She was conscious now, but still weak and barely standing. Despite her half-hearted struggling, Cypher didn’t have any trouble restraining her.

      “Smile, pretty, you’re about to be a star,” he cooed menacingly. “When people see how easily cowed one of the Union’s big bad Constables is, they’ll be less afraid of resisting the tyranny.”

      Reginald was shamed into action. He grabbed the lights and started setting them up as Cypher had instructed. Blaise and the rest of the fake security officers snapped into action next. They helped set up the camera and the broadcasting equipment, like a team of worker ants.

      Killington and Cade didn’t move. They exchanged a glance of continued concern. A moment later, Cade shrugged, as though deciding that his best chance of survival now was to help the stubborn Cypher get what he wanted as quickly as possible. He went to help set up the broadcast.

      The brave second-in-command decided to try one last time. “How would it be for nothing if we didn’t do a video? We’d still have destroyed a major space station, still have lit a spark under all those who stood for freedom but were too afraid to fight for it. This video, it’s just vanity.”

      He’d pushed too far.

      Cypher’s face crumpled and his anger flared, making the veins in his neck stand out. “It’s not vanity!” he screamed, his face turning even darker red as he exploded. “This is about explaining the flaws in the system! This is about having a platform that people have to listen to, for once, and using it to tell the universe how fucked everything is. It’s our one chance to make them understand!”

      They glared at each other, Cypher with rage erupting from his face, but Killington with a look of fatherly disappointment.

      Killington pulled out his comm to check the time. “Well, I suppose none of it is going to matter in a minute, anyway. Tell you the truth, Cypher, I never contacted Stack to tell him the mission was off. His mission is still on. He’ll fire on the station from the Union ship, and thus incite a war between the Deadlands and the Union. That’s how you affect change.”

      Warning sirens started to ring as a preprogrammed emergency announcer told the occupants of the station to prepare for imminent impact.

      Cade leaned over to Reginald. “Ever get the feeling that our leaders have two completely different plans? If Killington wants the Union to be forced to take responsibility for the destruction, then Cypher’s video would actually get in the way. Though both of their plans seem to involve killing us, so I’m not sure which I like more.” Reginald hesitated with a camera in his hand. He didn’t know whether to carry on with his instructions or stop and watch what was about to happen. Cade on the other hand was captivated by the possibility of violence between the two alphas. He watched intently, oblivious to the warning blaring around them.

      Cypher drew his knife and pointed it at Killington.

      Then came the moment of impact. If they had been on a planet, Cade would have assumed they were in a quake. The entire station shook. Steel creaked audibly and raucous crashing sounds could be heard where things on the higher levels collapsed and fell over. The lights flickered on and off as the station’s power grid threatened to buckle under the strain.

      Just as suddenly as it had come, the shaking ceased. The deck steadied beneath their feet. The lights came back on as the power stabilized. Everything went quiet aside from the low hum of the recycled air.

      The station was still standing.

      The voice from earlier came back on to announce that the station’s shields had held up during the assault. It then proceeded to give a list of instructions for where those injured in the turbulence could seek medical attention. Next it advised everyone to keep away from any buildings that had withstood major structural damage, and for those who might be trapped to shelter in place and await rescue.

      Killington and Cypher stood there, stunned.

      A beat passed.

      And then they lunged at each other.

      Cypher pulled his arm back to launch his knife at his second-in-command. Killington was already reaching for the weapon that was holstered at his side. He was a quick draw, and if he hadn’t tried to reach for it with the hand that Burner had shot earlier that same day, he might have even been able to get a shot off before Cypher’s knife reached him.

      As it was, he was too slow, and Cypher slammed the knife into his chest. In an extra twist he buried it to the hilt. Killington looked more dumbfounded than hurt. His mouth moved to form words, but nothing came out.

      The aggression in Cypher’s face started to recede. A half smile of sadistic satisfaction crept onto his lips. He slowly pulled the knife from the soldier’s chest. Then he plunged it in again. And again. And again. He was grunting, yelling, screaming, as he stabbed his former second repeatedly in the chest, stomach, neck, and face. Blood ran down Cypher’s arms and splattered his face. Somehow, Killington kept standing up through all of it, as if his body hadn’t quite realized that it was dead yet, the pulling out of the knife pulling him back over his center of gravity after each thrust pushed him back. It was only after Cypher had finished with his frenzy that the mangled corpse that had once been Killington dropped to the floor.

      Ignoring the stunned and frightened looks of the rest of his men, Cypher calmly wiped the blood off his blade with his shirt, adding one more bloodstain to the many. Then he turned his attention back to the others. “Well, what the fuck are you all standing around for. We have a video to shoot.”

      They scrambled into action.
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        * * *

      

      Burner had lost the assholes.

      He had been fairly confident in his guess that Cypher had led his men into the tunnels below the engine. His suspicions had been confirmed when he saw signs of their passing, notably an expended cartridge from a weapon that was standard issue to most security forces. But the station’s tunnels were labyrinthian in nature. Burner had only a brief moment to glance at the plans of the station, certainly not enough time to memorize such a complex maze. The terrorists, either by intention or dumb luck, had managed to avoid leaving any other traces for him to follow. He was now relying entirely on his sense of direction to navigate roughly in the direction of the core.

      How much time he had wasn’t clear. With their head start, Cypher’s men could have planted the bomb and detonated it already, though doing that would have killed them, too. They hadn’t come past Burner in the tunnels yet, so they hadn’t tried to make their way back to their ship.

      The one thing he could think of that could be stalling them was the video. Burner had seen the broadcast equipment all stacked and ready to go while casing the farmhouse. Cypher had the right amount of ego and penchant for flair to go through with filming his psychotic home movie even after the situation had changed. Burner had assumed the filming equipment would have been abandoned when their truck full of supplies had broken down, but it could have been one of the things Cypher had pulled from the back.

      That meant Burner had at least until they finished filming and uploading Cypher’s manifesto. Cypher had come all this way to do this himself, instead of leaving the task to his plants, just to film that video. He wouldn’t half-ass it, either. He would make it a production. Complete with props and...

      Hostages. Burner hoped that Cypher hadn’t learned the truth about Sara’s identity yet. That would be a coup, executing a Constable for all to see.

      As he was halfway through that thought, the entire station suddenly started to shake. He worried he was too late already and the station was about to tear itself apart.

      The station managed to withstand whatever had assailed it, and a voice assured the occupants of the station that the shield had managed to hold.

      When in the field, Intelligence operatives were constantly taking in new information and reforming their theories on their enemies’ plans and motivations as new data became available. It was easy for them to get lost in thought, which is why it was important for them to maintain rigid awareness when approaching a dangerous situation.

      It was a lesson Burner had apparently forgotten. His mind was trying to assemble the pieces of the recent explosion with his existing theories, and he was just coming around to wondering if the Union mole might have had something to do with it when he rounded a corner and very nearly bumped into a man in a station security uniform.

      The suddenness of the encounter stunned both of them. The officer was holding his weapon. It had been recently fired, Burner could tell, from the heat emanating from it. One of Cypher’s plants no doubt.

      The officer turned his weapon on Burner and started to shout. “Here!”

      That was as far as he got before Burner’s knuckles made contact with his throat. Burner simultaneously reached for the officer’s weapon hand and pried his fingers from the trigger to prevent him from accidentally firing. The officer stumbled back, gasping to draw breath from his crushed windpipe. Burner caught him as he fell to keep him from making a racket hitting the ground.

      The half shout he gave, however, was enough to attract his closest ally, whom Burner heard rushing over. Burner grabbed the officer under both arms and swiftly dragged him around the corner just as he heard someone else enter the tunnel.

      “Maxi?” The new arrival, also dressed in a station security uniform but clearly another of Cypher’s subordinates, carefully stalked down the tunnel. He had his gun drawn as he took one careful step after another. “Maxi, if this is another one of your jokes, it isn’t the time. You’ve seen how fucking terrifying Cypher is today. Quit messing around.” He sounded as though he hoped this was just his friend dicking about.

      Burner kept himself pressed against the wall around the corner, carefully listening to the sound of the approaching footsteps. The second officer came closer. In a careful motion, he peeked around the corner.

      The most common disarming technique used in the military was the quick reach-and-twist, a method in which you quickly grabbed the opponent’s weapon around its handle and twisted. When a wrist is rotated to a painful degree, the hand reflexively opens, thus forcing them to lose their grip on the weapon. This method had the added benefit of putting the weapon in your own hand, allowing you to quickly turn it on its original owner.

      Burner had put his own spin on the move that he had perfected over the years. Instead of reaching for the weapon, if he was close enough, he would reach for his enemy’s upper forearm and twist at the elbow. This served not only to angle the weapon’s barrel away from him, but to give him leverage over his foe from the elbow to the shoulder. He found that while more difficult to perform, it worked better on trained soldiers who had been taught to expect the reach-and-twist and how to counter it.

      That was why, despite the second officer’s care in using a proper double grip on his weapon to prevent it from being easily ripped away, Burner was able to quickly disarm him, get him into an armlock, and smack him on the back of the head with his open weapon. When one blow didn’t knock him unconscious, Burner struck him again, this time opening a bloody wound on his head.

      Burner laid the two officers’ bodies out of sight of the tunnel and crept onward through the tunnel, knowing he must be close now.

      It got warmer the closer he got to core. He knew the core gave off a lot of heat, and he figured that the station designers had not seen the need to cool the air heading into the service tunnels since they would rarely be used. Burner was already sweating through his shirt. He wondered sardonically if Cypher had brought sweat-resistant make-up for his shoot.

      He saw two more station security officers standing guard where the tunnel connected to some more open room beyond. They hadn’t yet spotted Burner, who was carefully peeking from around a bend, but they were both facing his direction. There were no other paths forward he could see, and he had no possibility of sneaking up on them. Whatever happened next was going to announce his presence to everyone in the room.

      Burner still had the element of surprise on his side.

      It was time for an ambush.

      Burner had his every move carefully planned before stepping into sight. First, he levelled his weapon at the guard on the left. Before the two terrorists had a chance to comprehend what was happening, he squeezed the trigger three times. All three shots hit the guard center mass. He gave a half yelp before his voice was gone. The other guard cursed and raised his weapon but didn’t have enough time to fire it before Burner’s bullet found his head.

      Before the bodies had even finished dropping, Burner was in a full sprint. A third security officer predictably appeared at the room’s entrance with his weapon raised. Burner shouldered into him, knocking the barrel of the weapon high and causing the shots to be fired into the ceiling. As the terrorist struggled to right himself, Burner pressed the barrel of his gun in his stomach and fired twice. He doubled over, clutching futilely at the blood pouring out of him.

      The element of surprise had been expended, and Burner spun to find the closest cover before what was certain to be a barrage of bullets fired at him.

      He only had a second to take in the core’s chamber before an impact like a sledgehammer struck him in the face. His vision swam and he was just barely able to make out the form of the security officer that had clocked him. The observant part of his mind made note of a few things. First, this guy must have been waiting for him at the entrance’s blind spot, making him cleverer than the others. Second, he was a full hand bigger than the ones Burner had already taken down. And third, the floor was coming up to meet him awfully fast.

      A moment later, Burner found himself flipped on his back with an ache in his jaw reminiscent of his cavity. The large officer put a boot down on his chest and pressed with a painful amount of pressure, forcing the air out of his lungs. The barrel of his gun was pointed directly at Burner’s head.

      “I’m going to put one bullet in you for each bullet you put in my men,” the officer growled.

      There are a few situations for which no amount of training or experience will ever properly prepare you. These are the situations in which the best advice is “don’t find yourself in that position in the first place.” It’s those moments when you’re at someone else’s mercy and just the pull of a trigger away from having your life ended.

      On instinct, Burner launched a straight jab directly above him. The punch connected with the officer’s groin and elicited a pained squeak. The pressure on Burner’s chest lightened enough for him to roll away just as the trigger of the gun was pulled.

      Burner bounced to his feet just in time to meet an enraged charge from the guard. They grappled, both trying to push the barrels of their weapons in the other’s direction. Burner gambled on releasing his weapon and using his open palm to smash the officer’s nose. The officer recoiled and released his own weapon. Burner was able to spin it around and put a shot through the guard’s chest.

      He turned to find the next threat but saw nothing coming. Cypher and his loyalists were nowhere to be seen. Well, except for Killington, who was lying dead with a multitude of stab wounds over his body.

      Then he spied Sara tied to a pillar near the far wall.

      Assess.

      Cypher’s camera equipment was set up around Sara, the lights bearing down on her face. On the wall behind her, as well as on the pillars and the ceiling, were small square packages that Burner recognized as the high explosive.

      Did Cypher already film his video and leave? If so, this place could detonate at any moment. But no, there was only one way back and they hadn’t crossed Burner’s path.

      It was a trap, then. They knew Burner would be coming and the rent-a-cops weren’t going to be able to stop him. They also knew that Burner would try to save Sara. Once he crossed into the center of the room, they would pop up on all sides of him.

      Plan.

      Operatives are not action heroes. It was the final lesson every recruit had to understand before they became real operatives. They would run you through simulations with no path to success to drill in the idea that sometimes operatives in the field had to make sacrifices for the sake of the mission or to save their own lives. It had been Burner’s most difficult trial, and the only course he had been required to repeat. He didn’t accept that fact that sometimes a hostage just can’t be saved, or that people could be trapped beyond help, or that an operative’s imperative to complete the mission took priority over taking time to save a wounded civilian. He adopted the tactics they expected though—just to pass the course the second time. But he never truly bought into the idea.

      Assessing the situation he now faced, Burner knew exactly what those instructors would tell him right now. The first priority was to protect his own life and complete the mission. The cost of failure was too high. In this case it meant the destruction of the station, the loss of thousands of civilian lives, and a war between the Union and the Deadlands. The right move was to take a careful circuit of the room that would keep him from getting surrounded, even if doing so would put a defenseless Sara in the middle of the inevitable firefight and likely get her killed. One sacrificed life to save many.

      Burner couldn’t accept that. He supposed, at the end of the day, he wasn’t an operative anymore. So, he might as well be an action hero.

      Act.
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      Burner was aware he had put himself at a number of disadvantages. For one, he wasn’t sure exactly where the enemy was going to attack from while he was out in the open. For another, he was surrounded by high explosives. At any point, the terrorists could decide to call the fight a draw and detonate the core, killing all of them. Between the wound on his leg and the ringing in his head, he was hardly at his full potential.

      Yet the thing that concerned him the most was the heat. Already his face was covered in sweat, with beads dripping down his forehead and threatening to sting his eyes. He hadn’t drunk any water since leaving the ship. Extreme physical activity, such as combat, could accelerate the onset of heat exhaustion, which brought with it weakness, dizziness, and confusion. If the fight ran on for too long, he might be reduced to a state where he couldn’t finish it.

      He had to focus.

      And he had to be fast.

      Just then the first of the terrorists popped out of their hiding spots behind the surrounding pillars, unloading their weapons at him. One on his right, one on his left, one to his upper right.

      Burner doubled back, the move too rapid to be graceful.

      It was some distance back to the closest cover, but going any further forward risked getting Sara into the middle of the path of fire. He had his own weapon in one hand and the guard’s stolen weapon in the other. He sprayed both of them on full auto at his enemies.

      The shots were wild and un-aimed. Despite his best efforts as a young soldier, he had never managed to prove his instructors wrong about how impossible it was to properly aim with two weapons at the same time. But the experience did allow him to keep relative control over the weapons’ general direction of fire. It didn’t give him too much hope of actually hitting any of the terrorists, but he could get close enough to disrupt their aim and force them back into cover.

      Many of the shots came dangerously close anyway. One ricocheted off the ground just centimeters from his foot. Another grazed his arm so close it cut his sleeve. Then, just as he was reaching the relative protection of another pillar, one of the bullets found him.

      Getting shot felt a lot like getting speared with a hot fire poker. While also being struck with a crowbar. There was the moment of impact where the force of the bullet knocked him in whatever direction it was travelling. That passed, leaving only the burning pain and the feeling of wetness as blood escaped from him.

      He took cover behind the pillar and examined the wound. The bullet had pierced the meaty part of his left shoulder. There was no exit wound so it must have become stuck on bone or muscle. The pain was bad, but nothing Burner couldn’t fight through. The loss of the full use of his left arm was a bigger issue. He could no longer hold it steady when he extended it, making it useless for firing a weapon. He let the guard’s weapon drop to the floor.

      Blood loss and dehydration were other immediate concerns. He could hear the terrorists circling around him, their footsteps growing slowly closer as they moved from cover to finish off their wounded opponent. He needed to move, but at the rate he was losing blood he would collapse before he got far. As quickly as he could with one good arm, he removed his coat and wrapped it around the wound. Not a great solution, but hopefully it would slow the bleeding enough for him to survive the fight.

      The frizzy-haired terrorist appeared on his right side. Another set of footsteps was close, just on the other side of the pillar. But whoever was supposed to be flanking Burner’s left did not make an appearance. He made a break in that direction just as Reginald opened fire on him. Reginald chased after him despite yelled protests from Cypher to stay in formation.

      Both he and Reginald ran across the chamber, guns blazing. Burner was at a disadvantageous angle, having to aim over his shoulder to fire behind him while the terrorist could fire straight-on. Fortunately, the young terrorist didn’t seem to have much experience with shoot-on-the-run tactics. Firing a weapon while running at full sprint was a completely different beast from firing it while stationary.

      The terrorist slowed down enough to take a more controlled shot. That was a mistake. He made himself an easy target. One quick shot took the young man in the chest and sent him stumbling backward.

      Burner reached the safety of his target pillar just as Cypher appeared to get a bead on him. He dove for cover as bullets flew behind him—

      And came crashing into another terrorist, the pizza-loving Cade. The two stumbled together in an awkward embrace, nearly going to the ground as one, until Cade’s back slammed up against the pillar. Burner pushed himself away to give himself room to raise his weapon.

      “Whoa, whoa, whoa!” Cade dropped his gun and held up his hands defensively. “Easy! Easy! I don’t want to fight. I was missing you on purpose earlier, and I disobeyed my orders to cover the flank so you’d have room to maneuver.”

      Burner’s eyes narrowed on the nervous man. He couldn’t tell whether the sweat he was covered in was from fear, from lying, or from the heat. Probably a mix of all three. “Why would you do that?”

      Cade gave a nervous cough. “The boss is a little more unstable than I thought when I signed up. I joined completely for the credits, I’m not ashamed to admit it. Never really cared about the cause. Now it looks like Cypher might be ready to go full martyr, blowing up the station with us still onboard. I can’t spend my credits if I’m dead. I can disable the detonator if you can—”

      Whatever Burner’s role was in Cade’s plan was lost as a bullet pierced Cade’s back. He dropped like a sack of potatoes.

      Cypher laughed. “That’s what all you traitors get! First Killington, then you! Am I the last one to truly believe in what is right!?” Sadistic righteousness dripped from his words.

      Burner aimed his weapon back at Cypher but saw that Cypher’s gun was now directed somewhere else. Toward the back of the room. Toward Sara.

      The remaining terrorist shook his head. “This game between us ends now, Burner. It’s been a... blast,” he said poignantly. “You’ve been a worthwhile opponent, but there are bigger things at stake here than you or me. We’re talking about the fates of billions of people who live under oppressive Union rule, of hundreds of millions more they will subjugate if left unchecked. Freedom versus authoritarianism. Right versus wrong. That’s what has to count now.”

      Burner kept his weapon fixed on the psychopath. “Put it down, Cypher. You’re right, this is over. It can either end with your surrender or with a bullet in your head.”

      Cypher gave a disappointed tsk. “We both know better than that, Burner. You know that if you pull that trigger, I’ll pull mine just out of spite. Both me and the bitch will be dead. If you were a true believer of the Union ideals, you’d take that shot, saving the station and stopping a war with a single sacrifice. But I know that you’re not. You have your own set of values, your own code that you follow. I’ve seen it in action. You won’t sacrifice the woman.”

      Burner deliberately remained stone-faced. Focused. Menacing. “You want to bet on that?” His finger ran along the trigger like he was itching to pull it. Which he was.

      “Yes, as a matter of fact.” Cypher had a vicious smile. “I will bet my life on it. Three seconds, Burner. In three seconds, I’m going to kill this woman if you haven’t put down your weapon. One…”

      Burner’s mind raced. He didn’t have a solution. No clever plan lined up. Even if he tried to surprise the terrorist by firing suddenly, reflex could still have him pull the trigger and that would be Sara gone. This was taking too long. If he didn’t act now, he’d tip his hand and show Cypher that he really wasn’t in control.

      Burner spoke. “Do it and you’re dead.”

      “I am willing to die for my cause, Burner. Are you? Two.”

      Every instructor, mentor, superior, and handler that Burner had ever had during his time in the Union screamed at him to take the shot. He heard Sara’s voice and realized that was happening for real. “How do I know you won’t just shoot her anyway?” The question was weak. He knew it. He’d blown the psychological game Cypher had him engaged in.

      Cypher’s reaction was unreadable. “You’re just going to have to trust me. Besides, the bitch and I still have a movie to finish. I’d prefer not to kill her now if I don’t have to. But looks like I will. Three.”

      “Wait!”

      Cypher’s head was cocked toward Sara as he almost took the shot.

      “Alright.” Slowly, Burner knelt and dropped his weapon to the ground.

      It was, without a doubt, a stupid move. Reckless, emotional, illogical, all the things he used to get chewed out about in his reports. But as long as both he and Sara were alive, there was still the possibility of new options becoming available.

      If Sara died, all those options faded away.

      Burner was taking a huge gamble on Cypher’s flair for the dramatic. If the terrorist wanted, he could easily just shoot Burner now and get on with his plan. But you didn’t become the kind of person who demanded filming a manifesto on location of a bombing if you didn’t have a huge ego. He had to count on his ego as being his weakness. Even if he could get Cypher talking, it would give Burner some time to think of a way out. Another option.

      Cypher grinned. “Now kick the weapon over.”

      It was a good sign that Cypher hadn’t shot him yet. Burner did as he was instructed.

      Then Cypher surprised him by dropping his own gun. In its place he drew his knife and began moving toward him. It was only as he got closer that Burner saw the blood splattered across his face and arms, giving his grin a savage, almost maniacal twist.

      The terrorist stopped just outside of Burner’s reach. “Do you know why I chose you, Burner? Why, out of all the Union records we had access to, I decided you would make the best assassin?”

      Burner watched the position of that knife, remembering the wounds he had seen on Killington’s body. “My dashing good looks?”

      “It’s because I thought you might get it, in the end.” Cypher gave a dramatic sigh. “Sure, you were a prime candidate because you showed a stubborn streak we could use to set you down the path. But I also sincerely hoped that you would see the bigger picture, and when you did you would side with us. Your whole career was built on uncovering and stopping Union corruption, and eventually that same corruption ended your career. You know better than most the kind of cancer that lays at the heart of the Union. And yet you still chose to fight for it, in the end. Why?”

      “You don’t get me nearly as much as you think you do.” Burner shifted his weight to his good leg. “This was never about the Union to me. The whole government could go belly-up tomorrow and I wouldn’t lose any sleep. This was about people. Thousands of innocents on this station, millions more to die in the war you want to start. They’re not pawns you can just sacrifice to get your way. That’s not how we get change. That’s just psychotic.”

      He expected the attack to come after insulting the madman’s ideals, but instead Cypher took a deep breath. Almost as if he wasn’t bothered. His gaze drifted over to Killington’s body. He looked sorrowful. “Change always requires sacrifice, Burner. If we’re lucky, we can make that choice ourselves, but sometimes you have that decision made for you. You must be willing to pay the price if you want to protect your ideals. That’s why I’ll win, Burner.” He raised the knife toward Burner’s throat. “And why you’re going to die.”

      Disarming an enemy coming at you with a knife was very different from disarming one with a gun. For one thing, grabbing the knife from the front is only going to cut your hands. Similarly, while the goal of wrestling over a gun is to keep the barrel pointed away from you, with a knife the entire length of the blade is dangerous. Spacing was important. But, Burner reflected, power is important too.

      Strength was something Burner was running a little low on. The heat and blood loss were both taking a heavy toll on him. But he was far from down.

      Back on his feet in a flash, he danced out of the way of Cypher’s first slashes, using his good leg for quick bursts of speed to keep out of reach of the blade. Cypher came in for an overhead hack, and Burner raised his arms over his head to block the attack at the wrist. Pain shot up his shoulder and he almost didn’t have enough strength to stop the point, which ended up hovering an inch from his face. Cypher retracted and twirled the blade in his hand, changing his grip to make a straight thrust.

      This is what Burner had been waiting for. Cypher tried to thrust his blade into Burner’s gut. Burner shifted his body sideways to let the blade just miss him, then reached out and grabbed Cypher by the wrist. Cypher reflexively pulled back to avoid being put into a hold. Burner let Cypher’s wrist slide away and locked his hand on the knife’s handle as it came past. With a sideways twist and an upward tug, he pulled the knife away. There wasn’t enough time for Cypher to react before Burner turned the knife, and then using a flick of his own hips, Burner powered the knife into his chest.

      It was a perfect reversal, so flawlessly performed that they could use it in Union training manuals. Of course, those manuals would probably leave out the part where the enemy completely ignores being stabbed and keeps coming at you anyway.

      Cypher barely flinched at having several inches of steel buried in his chest. He launched himself forward and assailed Burner with a devastating barrage of punches. It was all Burner could do to raise his arms in defense to keep his face from taking any of the hits. His wounded shoulder couldn’t keep up with the pressure and his guard dropped enough for Cypher to land a devastating blow to his jaw.

      Burner’s head swam as he wondered if perhaps Cypher had taken something, in preparation for a fight. Or maybe he had some disorder that meant he couldn’t feel pain. The thoughts flashed as he stumbled back and crashed against the pillar. He couldn’t beat Cypher like this. It was all he could do to keep on his feet, much less try to compete with Cypher’s fury in hand to hand combat. Though, now that he thought about it, he didn’t need to.

      He took two more body blows and let himself fall to the ground. It didn’t take much acting on his part as his body was tired of being on its feet anyway. There was more effort required to not shut his eyes when he landed.

      Cypher’s eyes gleamed with triumph. He pulled the knife from his own chest, giving only the smallest groan from the pain. In his eagerness to finish the fight, he didn’t see Burner’s arm reach out to where the fallen tech specialist lay.

      Burner’s hands closed around Cade’s weapon and he got off a desperate shot as Cypher arced his arm back to throw his knife. Burner’s shot hit the terrorist in the leg. Cypher roared and dropped the knife as his body buckled forward.

      It took Burner a moment to force himself into a sitting position and level the weapon at him. In that time, Cypher had pulled something out of a pocket.

      A detonator. And Cypher’s finger was on the trigger.

      Cypher glared at Burner. “It’s a shame I won’t be able to finish my video after all.” His words were steady despite the shaking of his body. “Killington must be laughing from beyond the grave. But I still win. Goodbye, Burner.”

      The world was still as Cypher pushed the trigger.

      Burner felt the dread and finality of the moment sweep through his awareness. A sense of loss, of unfinished endings reeled through his being. In less than a moment, it would all be over. Finished… and there wasn’t a damn thing—

      Nothing.

      Cypher yelled a curse and pushed the button again, to no avail.

      From behind Burner came a cough, then a pained laugh. It was Cade, who was still breathing despite his gunshot wound. “Oh... did I forget... to link up the detonator... silly me.”

      Cypher’s face turned dark red as the words hit him. Then he looked suddenly ashen as he realized that Burner still had a gun pointed at him. He turned to run. Burner fired.

      “No!” someone shouted. Apparently, Cade wasn’t the only of Cypher’s men still living. Reginald leaped in front of Cypher, taking several shots aimed at his boss. He fell to the ground as Cypher limped away down the tunnel.

      Burner didn’t have the strength to chase him. He pulled himself to his feet and weakly stumbled toward Sara. By the time he had her untied, he was reliant on her for support.

      “That was really fucking stupid, Burner,” she muttered as she put her arm around him. “Heroic, but stupid.”

      He chuckled. “Same thing.”

      From his near-death position on the ground, Cade called out to them. “The bomb... still active... if Cypher finds the right frequency... could still blow it.”

      Sara exchanged a troubled look with Burner. “How do we disarm it?”

      Cade was wheezing, barely clinging to life. “There’s a schematic... on my comm.”

      Burner needed Sara’s help to get over to Cade. He rested against the pillar while going through the files on the terrorist’s comm. “Looks like there are five receivers. They need to be disabled in the right order or the whole thing goes as part of a safeguard system.”

      Sara frowned. “Who thinks of that crap?”

      Cade wheezed. “Sorry.”

      “I think I know which is which.” Burner compared the schematics to the explosives set up around them. There was a pattern they would want the detonations to follow if they wanted to ensure that those three blasts set off all the surrounding explosives.

      Sara looked at him skeptically. “You think?”

      He shrugged. “Pretty sure.”

      “Good enough.” She turned to face the chamber. “Just tell me where to go first.”

      Burner used Sara as his hands as he had her go through the chamber disabling the receivers. First came the one on the central pillar. Then the one on the outer wall. The third was further down the same wall.

      When Burner didn’t instruct her on the fourth, Sara looked to see if he was still conscious. “Everything okay?”

      He blinked at the schematics, hoping for some clarity to come to him. “I’m alright. Just a little less sure about the last two. There’s one on the ceiling and one on the far pillar. I think the ceiling should be last, but either one would work as a detonation sequence.”

      She looked up at the ceiling, where the engine core was located not a few feet above. “Taking a gamble. We could leave it and try to get Union bomb disposal guys here.”

      Burner grimaced. “Unless Cypher blows the station before they get here.”

      Sara nodded. “It needs to be us. What does your gut say?”

      His instinct, at least, was clear. “Ceiling last.”

      “Ceiling last.”

      She walked to the back pillar, located the receiver there, and without hesitating to give them a chance to second-guess the decision, she disabled it.

      They had chosen correctly.

      With a sigh of relief, she made quick work of the last receiver on the ceiling.

      “And with that, the day is saved.” She walked back to Burner to help him with his injuries. “Too bad Cypher got away, though. Maybe we’ll get lucky and one of the Union officers out there will be smart enough to stop a guy covered in blood, sporting a knife and bullet wounds.”

      Burner patted his front pocket. “I wouldn’t worry too much about Cypher.”

      She gave him a quizzical look but didn’t press him. Instead, she turned her attention to the other matter at hand. “And what about Admiral Thiel?”
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      Admiral Thiel stepped onto the bridge to find a bunch of nervous officers chattering with each other. He cleared his throat. They stopped long enough to give him a proper salute.

      “Status report,” he demanded. “What the hell’s been going on?”

      Ship Security Officer Potters stepped forward. “Sir, we had an incident where control over our ship’s weapons was temporarily hijacked and they fired at the station. The station’s shields held and the guilty party, Communications Officer Fells, has been taken into custody. The Captain is in his office filing a report on the matter as we speak.”

      Theil nodded and left the bridge crew to return to their gossip so he could get more information directly from the source.

      Captain Kessek was seated behind his desk but he didn’t seem to be filling out any reports. He leaned heavily on his desk, his head in his hands, lost in thought. When he finally caught a glimpse of the admiral, he jumped to his feet to salute.

      “At ease, Captain.” Thiel shut the door to the office behind him. “I’d like a moment to speak to you candidly, if I may.”

      “Of course, Admiral.”

      Theil gestured for the captain to sit and did the same. “Run through the day’s incident with me from the beginning.”

      The captain did, sparing no detail of the crisis they faced earlier and how close they had come to destroying the station they had arrived to protect. “Thankfully, due to an earlier warning they had received from a Constable in the field, the station’s shields were being run at double capacity. Damage reports are minimal and there are no confirmed fatalities. Things could have been much worse.”

      The admiral nodded. “It sounds like you did everything right when the situation turned, and you managed to get the culprit in custody. Good work.”

      Kessek peered over Thiel’s head at the glass door of the officer. “Actually, sir, there’s one more thing I feel I should tell you. Please face me and don’t react.”

      The admiral did as he was requested, nodding just slightly.

      The captain lowered his voice. “We do have someone in custody, but Fells claims up and down she didn’t do it, and frankly, I believe her, sir. It just doesn’t play. I think if someone had been coercing her into being a saboteur, she would have confessed by now.”

      Thiel understood the need for secrecy. “So then, who?”

      “That’s where this is going to get difficult. Fells claims she saw something that made her suspicious, but she had disregarded at the time. She claims she saw Roberts doing something on his console that he didn’t want anyone else to see, and that he got jumpy when she almost saw his screen.”

      The admiral’s eyebrows arched. “Roberts is the first mate, correct? That’s a hell of a rank to raise those kinds of accusations about. Is he still on the bridge?”

      “Yes, sir.” Kessek’s eyes flashed toward the door. “He’s been sticking close to my office.”

      “To keep an eye on if his story is holding up, perhaps.” Thiel sighed. “Well, if it’s true, we can’t just leave things be. But we also have to be careful. We can’t bring that kind of charge against a first mate without evidence.”

      “Actually, sir, I was hoping that was something you might be able to help me out with.” The captain steeled himself for what he was about to suggest. “I wanted to see if I could use you to draw him out. Like you said, right now we only have suspicions, and those were raised by the person that all the evidence is against right now. If we’re going to figure out whether Roberts is guilty or not, we’re going to need to provoke him.”

      Thiel saw where this was going. “By dangling me in front of him.”

      The captain didn’t respond.

      Thiel exhaled. “Well, at least you convinced me to wear the protective under suit. But I’m getting kind of tired of being used as bait. No one should have to dangle themselves in front of potential assassins more than once a week. I think next time contract negotiations come up, I’m going to get that in writing.”

      The captain smiled wryly back at his commanding officer. He had a lot to learn from this gentleman.

      Within an hour, the captain set the plan in motion. A debriefing was called, officers and security personnel only. A handful of select security officers that Kessek trusted were let in on the plan so they could be ready.

      The admiral stood at the front of the bridge and started to speak. He didn’t have a speech prepared, but one of the things about rising in the Union ranks was you got very good at pulling shit out of nowhere. You’d never make it past colonel if you couldn’t stand up in front of a room at a moment’s notice and give an hour-long lecture on a topic you weren’t prepared for. And the great thing about having reached the top rank was that everyone was forced to stand in rapt attention, no matter how much of what he said was nonsense.

      He was in the middle of his third batch of integrity metaphors when the bait was laid. One of the security officers, feigning discomfort in her side, removed her weapon holster and laid it down on the table in front of Roberts. Much of the attention in the room shifted to the officer, who was groaning in pain. It would be the perfect opportunity for a would-be assassin. The weapon was right there in front of him. Enough people were distracted that no one would be able to react before he fired a shot at Thiel. Thiel still hoped this charade didn’t end in him getting shot.

      Unfortunately, like many hopes, it didn’t work out that way. Roberts pulled the gun from the holster and fired two quick shots at the admiral. He almost got off a third before security tackled him.

      Thiel groaned on the floor as for the second time that week he would be dealing with bruising from his protective vest being shot. He supposed he should consider himself lucky that the assassin had followed his Union training and aimed center mass. If he had thought to fire a shot at Thiel’s head, the plan would have ended badly.

      The admiral was helped to his feet while Roberts was taken away in cuffs. Security officer Potters was shaking his head as he led the assassin away.

      Thiel was hunched as he made his way over to Kessek. “Well, I’d say that’s resounding proof, wouldn’t you, Captain?”

      Kessek shook his head in dismay. “Last person I would have expected, but now that I think about it, it makes sense for it to have been someone of his rank. That explains how the cell always had so much information. Thank you again for your help, Admiral.”

      “Anytime.” He groaned as the freshly forming bruises pained him. “Actually, scratch that. Next time, you get shot.”

      “I’ll put it on my schedule, sir. Excuse me, I have something important to attend to.”

      “Sure, don’t let my near-death experience keep you.”

      With that, the captain retreated to his office to send an important message.
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      Cypher waved off the “help” of the Union officer who mistook his hobble as an indication that he was another victim of the buildings that collapsed. He had to be careful not to let anyone get too close, or they might see that his hastily bandaged leg concealed a bullet wound, or that his chest injury seemed an awful lot like a stab wound. That would raise questions he didn’t have time to stop and answer right now. While he hadn’t seen Burner behind him, he didn’t doubt the stubborn fool was coming for him already despite his own grievous injuries. He would be determined to stop Cypher if it was the last thing he did.

      And it would be. Cypher still had the detonator. The traitor Cade might have decided to not link it with the receiver, but Cypher knew enough about the technology to do that himself. Once he was a safe distance away, he would have his hard fought victory.

      He’d have to film his manifesto at a later date, of course. In it, he would take responsibility for the attacks and rile the masses with his logic and passion. It unfortunately would not have the same effect as a video shot on location, with the added prop of a Constable operative as hostage. But it would plant a seed of revolution, and if he needed to conduct further attacks in order to make that seed sprout, so be it. Next time he’d have to be more careful about who he recruited, though. Too much incompetence and treason in this group. That was the only reason his plans failed to gain traction. A more loyal, professional bunch would have had no trouble carrying out his orders.

      He breathed a sigh of relief when he reached the Atlantis Falcon, which was still docked where he had left it. A small, paranoid part of him had been worried that Burner might have located the ship and done something to disable it. It couldn’t have happened, as the same security officers he had bribed to be sure he could dock right away had also been paid to keep an eye on his ship for him and keep unwanted people away.

      Cypher boarded the ship and prepared the firing up sequence. Those same bribed officers gave him immediate clearance to leave despite the enhanced alert and chaos on the station. What some people will do for credits. A shame they will never be able to spend any of them.

      The ship’s computers began an automated undocking sequence as the station’s clamps were released. He used the time to reflect on his recent hardships and decided, as much as it enraged him, that he was actually glad for the struggles Burner and his companion had inflicted on him. He had never been so challenged before, so tested both physically and mentally by an opponent.

      He had been overconfident, that much was clear now. The mistakes that had been made, while more the fault of his underlings than himself, were inexcusable oversights. How was he to be the voice of the rebellion that would spark across the frontier and beyond if he allowed such things? He knew better now.  It wouldn’t happen again.

      Burner had honed him, sharpened both his skill and resolve. In his future attacks, his organization would be run more strictly, his plans would allow for more contingencies, and his methods would be more merciless.

      In a way, he owed a debt to Jack Burner. Maybe he would say something nice at his funeral service. If he had one.

      He watched as the screen displayed the growing distance between his ship and the station. Soon he would be at a safe range to link his detonator to the receivers below and turn the station into a fireball. The fire that would spark a new era.

      “Goodbye, Burner. We won’t meet again.”
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Observation Lounge, Space Station Pharbis, Nimrod Sector, Deadlands
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      “Ah! Watch it with that needle. That spot’s still really sore.”

      The Union medic who was tending to Burner’s wounds didn’t seem to mind his discomfort at all. “Well, if you’d come back with me to the medical station, I could apply a proper anesthetic. If you insist on doing this here, you get what you get.”

      Burner grimaced as another stitch was pushed through his bullet wound. “And miss this view? Not a chance.”

      He and Sara were both still in the blood-stained, sweaty, and disheveled clothing that they had come out of the tunnels wearing. This made them oddities among the well-dressed patrons of the station’s observation lounge and bar, an upper-class establishment that typically only served the wealthiest of the station’s merchant class and guests. It took Sara flashing her Union credentials for them to be let inside. The bar’s patrons did their best to ignore the strange intrusion to their high society living. They’d only recently had their comfort returned to them after being informed that the danger to their lives had finally passed. Not that any one of them bothered to thank Burner for it.

      The bartenders and servants also made an effort to ignore the bloody messes that had wandered into their place of employ. Occasionally they would cast a glance at Burner, as if warning him not to try and push his luck by placing an order. Burner didn’t care. He didn’t come for the drinks. Like he had said to the medic, he came for the view.

      It truly was an impressive sight, worth whatever amount of credits the patrons normally had to pay in order to witness it. A clear, glass-like plate shaped into a dome served as a giant telescope, making the stars above seem much closer than they were. It also allowed Burner to read the names on the sides of the ships coming and going as well, which was the more important feature. Traffic was picking up now that word was getting around that the danger had passed, but he was looking for a ship leaving, not coming.

      Sara’s comm alerted her to a message just as the medic was packing up his supplies. She waited for the medic to get out of earshot before putting it on speaker so Burner could overhear.

      “This is Captain Kessek of Union Ship Liberty Ward,” the voice on the comm declared. “Is this Nolan?”

      She gave Burner a quick look for permission to include him in this conversation, and he nodded. “This is Constable Nolan. I have you on speaker with former Intelligence operative Jack Burner.”

      “Good, that will save me from having to make two calls. I understand that you are responsible for the warning we received earlier. I wanted to express both my and the admiral’s thanks for your timely information.”

      Burner gave Sara a little shrug. They both knew that Sara had acted on her own to get that information out.

      “Does that mean the danger has passed on the ship?” Sara inquired.

      “Yes. The mole, First Mate Roberts, was taken into custody and has already admitted under questioning to being the hacker known as Stack. We’re getting all the information we could hope for out of him, including the locations of all of the organization’s hideouts, identities of other conspirators, and how Cypher moves his credits. This week is going to be full of arrests and seizing of assets.”

      Both of them gave relieved smiles to know that the danger they had been chasing across the galaxy had finally been dealt with. Or, mostly dealt with. Only one thing remained to be done.

      “Well, sounds like you have a lot on your plate, Captain. I won’t keep you. Thanks for the update.” After respectful parting words, Sara disconnected the call.

      Burner leaned forward, being careful not to put too much weight on his injured leg. “Sounds like just about everything is under control.”

      “Just about.” Sara looked up at the dome and the space beyond. “Is it time for the celebratory fireworks?”

      He checked the time on his comm. It had been long enough since he had seen a certain ship pass by. He pulled out the detonator from his front pocket and held it out to her. “Would you like to do the honors?”

      With a knowing smile, Sara took the detonator. They both looked up at the dome as she pulled the trigger.

      The darkness of space above them changed to show Cypher’s ship coming apart. The station’s siren began to sound again in response to this latest incursion. Around them, the well-dressed patrons of the observation lounge ran for cover, not realizing that the dome was probably tougher than any other part of the exterior of the station.

      Burner and Sara just smiled as they watched the fireball bloom and just as quickly die out.

      Now it was over.
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        CLASSIFIED UNION SITE, SPACE STATION PHARBIS, NIMROD SECTOR, DEADLANDS

      

      

      It’s Union policy that everyone involved in an operation receive extensive debriefing. This was true even for an off-the-books “asset,” as they liked to refer to people like Burner now. Ostensibly, this was to make sure their records were as accurate as possible so that moving forward into the cleanup and prosecution phases things were clear. In Burner’s opinion, it was more about making sure everyone had their story straight to cover the asses of those who made questionable judgment calls in the line of duty. If an official inquiry ever came down, certain individuals wanted to make sure that their careers weren’t in jeopardy.

      That’s why moments that might have seemed inconsequential in the grand scope of things, such as the moment Burner and Sara first made contact, had to be gone over many times, with a multitude of leading questions.

      “Are you sure you pointed your weapons at each other, or was the situation just tense enough that you thought weapons might be drawn?”

      “Who invited who to lead again?”

      “And that’s when you were given a full accounting of your responsibilities and privileges as a Union asset, correct?”

      Burner had been through it all plenty of times from both sides of the table and knew how to play ball. At the end of the day, he had no desire to cause any additional waves, so he allowed himself to be led where they wanted. He kept enough awareness to ensure they weren’t trying to box him in to any corners and get him to confess to something they could charge him with, but it seemed like they were playing it straight with him.

      He probably owed some of that to Sara’s handler, Hank, who was seated across the table and looking bored out of his mind. As the representative of the Constables at the table, who had officially headed this operation, he was technically in charge. Whether he wanted to be or not. He let his counterpart from Intelligence, an officer named Garret, do most of the questioning, only chiming in if he wanted to lead the conversation away from an area he thought might be problematic.

      Such as the nature of Sara and Burner’s relationship.

      On record, they were merely agent and asset. While romantic involvement with an asset wasn’t officially against Union operational rules, it was highly frowned upon. Emotional attachment can be used to question judgement calls and objectivity.

      So, they danced around the issue, and Burner conveniently left out the parts where sacrificing Sara would have been the tactically superior and safer move and he had decided against it. Those actions would only lead to more difficult questions.

      When Hank and Garret were satisfied with the answers, the debriefing could officially come to an end. Technically, after the questioning by the officers, the operatives were allowed to ask questions back. This was typically considered bad form, since anything the officers thought was relevant to the operatives should have already been brought up. Being concerned with the aftermath of an operation you were no longer a part of was particularly frowned upon, since, as far the Union was concerned, once your role in the operation was finished, it no longer concerned you.

      Burner disagreed with that assessment, so while Sara politely passed her opportunity to ask any questions back, Burner started with one of his own. “Do you have a full accounting on all the terrorists we identified?”

      Garret’s face crumpled as though Burner had just passed gas, but Hank leaned in to respond. “All accounted for. Killington and Reginald confirmed dead on the station. The body of the one referred to as Eggie was recovered from their hideout. Video surveillance shows the leader, Cypher, getting onto the Atlantis Falcon before its destruction, and all the logs we have recovered from the ship confirm he was still onboard. While there’s not enough of his body left to identify, we feel confident in declaring him deceased. First Mate Roberts, aka Stack, is in custody and is cooperating fully with our investigation. Cade was rushed to an intensive care unit, but reports say that he is considered stable. Once he is recovered, he’ll face similar charges.”

      The mention of Cade, the pizza-lover who had seemed out of place among the hardened criminals and murderers, sparked Burner’s next question. “Will Cade’s family be allowed to see him? He has children. It’s going to be rough enough to learn about their father’s crimes, but it would be even worse for them if he was hauled off to a black site to never be seen again.”

      The distaste in Burner’s voice had not been directed at the Union. It had been directed at Cade and all the parents like him who didn’t think about how their actions could affect those they were supposed to be caring for.

      Hank didn’t blink at what Burner knew must have been considered an inappropriate question. “I’ll see what I can do. We recognize that Cade’s decisions near the end played a role in the safety of the station, and that won’t be overlooked. It is likely his crimes will mean spending the rest of his life behind bars, but I don’t see a reason why his family shouldn’t be allowed to be on the other side of those bars.”

      Garret started to rise, an attempt to hint to Burner that the debriefing was over and he should finish up his questions. But Burner continued with his inquiry. “The assassination of Admiral Thiel was central to the terrorist plot. Are you confident that the danger to him has passed?”

      The Intelligence officer sighed and sat back down. “Roberts confirmed that he was the only mole on the ship. We didn’t take his word for it, of course, and did a thorough sweep of the ship’s personnel and console logs, but we’ve found nothing to raise suspicion. We’ll have the admiral under increased guard for a few weeks to be on the safe side, but we’re confident that the assassination plot has been foiled.”

      One more question. Burner directed it at Hank, feeling like he wouldn’t get a straight answer from Garret. “The plot was foiled, but there were several public explosions, and many witnesses who saw a Union ship fire on a neutral space station. What’s the reaction in the Deadlands been like?”

      Hank’s expression showed that he understood what Burner meant by the question and didn’t like it. Despite that, he answered honestly. “Tensions are running high right now. Thankfully, there were no civilian casualties. Even so, Admiral Thiel and much of the Union command thinks it would be best if the Union reduced its presence in the region, at least for a while. We will be greatly reducing our numbers in the neutral zone and moving back our patrols along the border. At least, for the time being.”

      He didn’t voice the thing that made him so uncomfortable, but Burner was able to deduce it easily enough. The Union was effectively giving up its plans of expansion into the Frontier. Or, more accurately, they were indefinitely delaying those plans. In that way, Cypher, and the attack he had led, had been successful. It might not have been the revolution he was hoping to start, and the Union had not really been weakened, but the overarching goal of protecting the Frontier and the Deadlands from Union domination had been accomplished. And no one liked the idea of terrorists getting their way.

      Satisfied, Burner indicated he had no further questions. Before he could leave, Hank stopped him. “Burner, a moment, if I could. Or can I call you Jack?”

      He rarely went by his first name, when he bothered to use his real name at all, but there didn’t seem to be much of a point in arguing. “You’re just going to call me what you want anyway, aren’t you?”

      Hank didn’t deny it. “Jack, I know your time in Intelligence ended poorly, but it’s a crime for your talents to be wasted when there’s so much good you can do. If you’d consider it, I’d like to offer you a place with the Constables.”

      It was a surprisingly tempting offer. Surprising also in that Hank was willing to let him and Sara continue working together, despite the obvious complication that presented. Additionally, these past few days had reminded him of something he had forgotten working in Intelligence. As someone who investigated military crime, he had seen the worst that the Union had to offer. The corruption. The arrogance. The malice. After he left, he saw the freedom offered by the Deadlands as a sort of salvation.

      But that wasn’t the full story. The Union, when it was represented by the right people, could be a force for good in the galaxy. People like Sara, willing to risk their life to protect others. Or Hank, who Burner could already tell took his role as a protector of order very seriously. Meanwhile, the lawless, survival of the fittest mentality of the Deadlands gave rise to psychopaths like Cypher and the people who would be willing to support him.

      They were two worlds diametrically opposed. Order versus chaos. Law versus ingenuity. Security versus freedom.

      And Burner knew that he didn’t belong exclusively in either of those worlds. After all, while today the Union might have been the good guys, some day in the future they might be the villains, as so often they had in the past. And on that day, people like Burner would need to be ready to stand up to them.

      Burner dropped his gaze to the floor for a moment, before looking back up at Hank. “I really appreciate the offer, but I’m afraid I’m going to have to pass.”

      Hank gave a faint smile and held out his hand. “I understand. If you change your mind... well, I’m sure someone with your skills will find a way to contact me.”

      Burner returned the handshake. “I’ll keep it in mind.”

      Garret was giving Burner a suspicious look. “So then what will you do next, Burner?”

      He gave a shrug. “Take a trip. Or maybe I’ll take advantage of the unique setup here on the Pharbis for a while. Who knows?”

      They exchanged a few formal parting words, with Burner being thanked for his service and a reminder that they will be in touch if something new arises. Then Burner left, passing Sara, who was heading back in.
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      It had been nice of the Union to put Burner up in such an expensive hotel room. He knew it had been so they could keep tabs on him while he remained on the Pharbis, but even still. They could have just as easily done so in one of the cheaper hotels. Burner suspected that Hank had a hand in picking his accommodations. He was really growing to like that man.

      He was enjoying the view from his balcony when he heard the door to his room open. No one else should have a key, and hotel service would have knocked. He wasn’t worried, though. If it was someone who was looking to do him harm, they could have opened the door much more quietly. There was one person he had been expecting a visit from that didn’t need a key to get into places.

      “Hello, Sara,” he said without turning around.

      The blonde woman stepped up onto the balcony beside him. It had been a few days since they had last seen each other. He knew his decision to turn down Hank’s offer might have come as a shock to her. Might have even felt like a betrayal. He had decided to give her some space and let her think it over. If the week had ended without him seeing her again, he would have known that she had moved on.

      He was really glad that she hadn’t.

      “You going to offer me some of that or are you going to drain it all yourself?” She gestured to the bottle of wine that Burner had set out. It had been found among Cade’s possessions when the Union raided one of his storage units, and the former terrorist had requested it be gifted to Burner. It was probably the best wine Burner had ever had.

      He poured his guest a glass. “You’ll see why I would want to hoard it.”

      She looked skeptical, but one sip quickly changed that. “I might just have to steal this and run away.”

      Burner grinned. “I’d find you.”

      Sara gave him a challenging look. “Would you? I’m pretty good at disappearing.”

      “And I’m pretty good at finding people.”

      She sighed dramatically. “Then I guess I have no choice but to stay and share the rest of this bottle with you. Such a shame. But first, I need to freshen up a bit. Don’t even think about finishing that without me.”

      Without waiting for permission, she turned to use Burner’s bathroom.

      It was good to have her back.

      Burner turned his attention back to the view, grateful for this moment of respite from the chaos of his travels.

      The beeping of his comm portended an end to that peace. He checked the device on his wrist and groaned.

      
        
        
        -Jack Burner – I have a request for you.-

      

        

      

      He had refreshed his comm’s contact information recently. That someone had already discovered the number and linked it to his real name was problematic. At least whoever this was had the courtesy of asking him for a favor, instead of kidnapping him and then making demands.

      The sound of the shower being turned on caught his attention and tempted him, as strongly as he had ever been tempted, to simply let this one go. Refresh his contact information again and take a well-deserved vacation with a very beautiful woman to some far-off planet with no worries.

      But his damned curiosity would never allow him to do that.

      In spite of his better judgement, he sent his reply.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        JACK will return in DEADLAND WANDERER, available to preorder now on Amazon.

      

        

      
        For more updates on this series, be sure to join the Facebook Group, “J.N. Chaney’s Renegade Readers.”
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        The Renegade Star Universe

        Click the titles below to reach the book’s Amazon page
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        The Renegade Star Series

      

      

      They say the Earth is just a myth. Something to tell your children when you put them to sleep, the lost homeworld of humanity. Everyone knows it isn't real, though. It can't be.

      

      But when Captain Jace Hughes encounters a nun with a mysterious piece of cargo and a bold secret, he soon discovers that everything he thought he knew about Earth is wrong. So very, very wrong.

      

      Climb aboard The Renegade Star and assemble a crew, follow the clues, uncover the truth, and most importantly, try to stay alive.
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        The Last Reaper Series

      

      

      

      When a high value scientist is taken hostage inside the galaxy's most dangerous prison, Halek Cain is the only man for the job.

      

      The last remaining survivor of the Reaper program, Hal is an unstoppable force of fuel and madness. A veteran amputee-turned-cyborg, he has a history of violence and a talent for killing that is unmatched by any soldier. 

      

      With the promise of freedom as his only incentive, he’ll stop at nothing to earn back his life from the people who made him, imprisoned him, and were too afraid to let him die.
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        The Orion Colony Series

      

      

      

      Humanity’s Exodus is about to begin.

      

      When half of mankind revolts and demands more opportunity, those at the top decide on a compromise: they will build the first colony ships and allow those who are willing to discover new worlds to leave and start over.

      

      Twelve ships are built, the first of which is called Orion. Many are eager to go, but only one hundred thousand are chosen for each vessel. Far from Earth, a new life awaits, and it promises the prosperity they’ve always wanted.

      

      But still, resistance stirs, eager to sabotage this new expansion effort, threatening the promise of a new life. As Orion moves through the void of space, towards a distant world, its passengers must fight for survival in an unprecedented conflict. 

      

      Win or lose, their future will be forever changed.
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        The Fifth Column Series

      

      

      

      After a soldier is left for dead, Eva Delgado's life begins to unravel.

      

      The truth of what happened remains a mystery, and the government will stop at nothing to keep it buried.

      

      Together with the unit's medic, Eva finds herself branded a terrorist and enemy of the State, hunted by two opposing governments.

      

      When the pair uncover a plot that could have ramifications for the whole galaxy, they know they have to act, but it will take all of their training, cunning and just a bit of luck to do what no one else has achieved.

      

      But what do you do when every secret begets another? And how far will you go to find the truth?

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      
        
        Nameless (Abigail’s Story)

      

      

      

      Abigail and Clementine were just a couple of orphans looking for a home. 

      

      But when the two girls witness something terrible, they have no choice but to leave their orphanage and go into hiding. The only person willing to take them in is a man named Mulberry, but his home isn't the safest place for two innocent children.

      

      Abigail and Clementine quickly discover that their new caretaker is the head of a guild of assassins, and the two are thrown into a whole new world of danger. To survive, they'll need to adapt, focus, and learn how to survive in a world of killers.
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        The Constable (Alphonse’s Story)

      

      

      

      My name is Alphonse Malloy, and I see everything.

      

      From a simple glance, I know your hobbies, what you ate for breakfast, how well you slept, and whether or not your wife is secretly seeing the high school biology teacher when you're not around.

      

      I can't explain how or why I get these feelings, only that I know they're true. 

      

      All the little secrets you're too afraid to tell.

      

      Sometimes, that means helping people. Other times, it means staring down the barrel of a loaded gun.

      

      I wish I could tell you I was using this ability for good.

      

      I wish I could tell you a lot of things.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        The Constable Returns

      

      

      

      Alphonse Malloy may just be the smartest man alive.

      

      A year has passed since Alphonse joined the Constables, but his work is only just beginning. In order to graduate and achieve full Constable status, Alphonse will need to complete one final mission.

      

      When new information about an old enemy arises, Al and his mentor Dorian must head deep into the Deadlands in search of answers.

      

      But in a galaxy of secrets, the truth is often more elusive than it seems.

      

      As the search continues, Alphonse's talents will be pushed to their absolute limit, and he'll need everything he's learned to make it out of this one alive.
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        Warrior Queen (Lucia’s Story)

      

      

      

      On a lost world, far removed from Earth, a group of humans struggle to survive.

      

      Two thousand years after their ancestors lost control of a hidden genetics research facility, the descendants of mankind have been reduced to a tribe of two hundred survivors. They fight, kill, and die in an endless cycle, all in the hope that things will get better.

      

      Lucia is one of these colonists and the daughter of the tribe's leader, the Director. Together with several other candidates, she must soon undergo a trial to decide her father's replacement. The winner will shape the future of the entire colony.

      

      But the trial is dangerous, meant to test each candidate's wits and strengths to see who is truly worthy. To claim victory, Lucia will need to venture out into the tunnels near the city to search for lost artifacts known as Cores--small but powerful devices capable of harnessing endless energy.

      

      But there are monsters here, waiting in the dark, and they are always hungry. Beware the Boneclaw, Lucia's father use to tell her, for it lives only to kill and to feed.

      

      Lucia must do whatever it takes, learn as much as she can, and fight with every ounce of strength if she hopes to make it through the day.

      

      Forget winning the trial. The real challenge is staying alive.
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        Resonant Son Series

      

      

      

      30 floors of nightmare fueled action. An ex-cop with nothing left to lose.

      

      After losing his job and family, Flint Reed finds himself in the middle of a terrorist attack. With nothing but his wits and experience as a former Union police officer, he must do everything he can to stay alive.

      

      As he soon discovers, however, there are also hostages, and no one is coming to save them.

      

      All hope falls to Flint.

      

      But as he fights to navigate the building, the real answers begin to unravel. What are the terrorists really after, and why are they so intent on getting into the vault?

      

      Experience the beginning of the Resonant Son series. If you're a fan of Die Hard, Renegade Star, or the Last Reaper, you'll love this epic scifi thrill ride.
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        Galactic Law Series

      

      

      

      Lethal force is authorized.

      

      In the wild space of the Deadlands, Taurus Station is where miners and tourists come to play, and the ravager gangs follow close behind. Out here, far from the civilized world, the Law has a name.

      

      Gage Walker is the son of hard-nosed asteroid miners. Brash, rough, and crude, he's one of the few deputies working the station.

      

      Still a rookie, Walker is tasked with the security of a mining magnate's daughter, an easy job that quickly takes a turn for the worst.

      

      The ravager gangs want her, and it falls to Walker to find out why.

      

      In a chase across Taurus Station, Deputy Walker must prove he's fit to wear the badge and issue his own form of justice...one body at a time.
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        Deadland Drifter Series

      

      

      

      When a dental appointment goes sideways, former Union Operative Jack Burner wakes to find himself drugged, and imprisoned.

      

      And he's given a choice: assassinate an Admiral... or allow himself to be killed.

      

      With no other option, Jack reluctantly accepts the mission, only to find himself being trailed by a mysterious blonde woman... and she may or may not want him dead.

      

      As if dealing with a terrorist group wasn't enough.

      

      With the fate of the Admiral and thousands of lives on hanging in the balance, Jack stands in the middle of an event that could ignite a war on the edge of the Deadlands and Union Space.

      

      Despite his exceptional abilities, training, and tenancy, even Jack has little to no chance of preventing this particular powder keg from exploding.

      

      He's going to need a miracle.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Get a Free Book

          

        

      

    

    
      Join the conversation and get updates on new and upcoming releases in the Facebook group called “JN Chaney’s Renegade Readers.” This is a hotspot where readers come together and share their lives and interests, discuss the series, and speak directly to J.N. Chaney and his co-authors.

      
        
        Join the Facebook Group

      

      

      He also post updates, official art, and other awesome stuff on his website and you can also follow him on Instagram, Facebook, and Twitter.

      For email updates about new releases, as well as exclusive promotions, visit his website and sign up for the VIP mailing list. Head there now to receive a free copy of The Other Side of Nowhere.
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      Enjoying the series? Help others discover the Deadland Drifter series by leaving a review on Amazon.
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