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LAST SEASON IN GALAXY’S EDGE

			It began with the slow decline of the Legion—the greatest fighting force the galaxy had ever known. After emerging victorious in the Savage Wars, the Legion found itself underfunded, misused, and rotting from the inside out thanks to the House of Reason’s disastrous “point” program.

			But despite its decay, the Legion’s beating heart remained: hard men forged in the Battles of Psydon, Kublar, and Utopion, along with the unending wars against the MCR, zhee, Cybar, and Black Fleet. Soldiers molded in the likeness of Tyrus Rechs. Men like Ford, Chhun, Masters, Exo, Bombassa, Owens, and Twenties… legionnaires willing to stand up and lead the Legion in a battle for its very soul.

			These men, and many more, fulfilled the cause of Article Nineteen, defending the Republic against enemies both foreign and domestic. Toppling a murderous dictator and the seedy government that had callously drenched the pathway of his rise with the blood of the fallen.

			Now, a galaxy groans in uncertainty as what is old and right and true seeks to be rebuilt. As liberty yearns to be rekindled. The Legion has survived its darkest hour… but will it survive what awaits in the darkness beyond?

			Hang around the edge… and wait.



	

Prologue

			It annoyed LS-50 how much the marines talked. Not because he didn’t understand why they were prone to it—they were three hours into an overnight shift guarding a secure installation on the Sinasian world of Shangri-La. It was dark, sleepy, and devoid of any of the distractions a young man with raging testosterone might want. All personal effects had been surrendered at a checkpoint two clicks away. Which meant no books to read or listen to, no checking the nets, nothing to distract already lonely kids who were farther away from home than mankind once ever thought possible.

			These young marines were bored out of their minds and worse, convinced that this was a safe place to be stationed. That they could indulge the boredom through idle chit chat because what was the worst thing that could happen anyway?

			“Maintain noise discipline,” LS-50 whispered through his bucket’s externals, grinning at the two marines when they jumped at the voice coming from the shadows. 

			The hullbusters fell quiet, looking in the shadows for him. He thought about coming out and reminding them of the need to stay alert at all times. He had a speech in mind for them. Something his sergeant had told him he’d learn good and well himself if he ever made sergeant. 

			“Probably you’ll get offed by some donk first, though,” his sergeant had said.

			But LS-50 never did get offed. He had a legionnaire’s share of close calls, but he was still alive. He wondered if the same was true of that sergeant. 

			The legionnaire moved down into the rifle pit manned by the two marines. It was time to pass on his old sergeant’s wisdom. These kids weren’t Legion, but they were under Legion command in the same way most of what remained of the Republic Navy was now in Legion control. Only the Army remained outside of the Legion’s immediate command; their job was the defense of New Republic worlds. That was how things were set back up after Article Nineteen swept the gameboard clear.

			“Sorry ’bout the noise, Sergeant, ”mumbled the first marine, his face flushed even under the moonlight.

			LS-50 gave a single, slow nod. Because he knew. He remembered what it was like.

			First, he knew the thrill and wonder of being tucked away on a Sinasian world. To even be here at all said a lot about how much things had changed between the Sinasian government and the Legion under Commander Chhun. But the initial thrill wore off within a day of arrival. Because once you take in the ancient architecture, the pagodas, the stupas, the jade dragons… you realize that there is nothing for a nineteen-year-old kid to do. Nothing good, anyway. Which left the hullbusters with no choice but to talk about what they’d rather be doing, what they had—allegedly—already done, and what they planned to do once their sket security assignment was over and they finally got the opportunity to do what they were trained to do.

			Which was kill. 

			Hullbusters were killers. Same as Legion.

			“You know why you boys are here?” LS-50 asked the marines.

			“No, Sar’nt.”

			“Neither do I. And it don’t matter. You’re not here for you. You’re here because it’s where the Legion wants you to be. Your part in all of this is doing what the Legion needs you to do. All you have to do is your job. Watch. Quietly.” LS-50 stood. “By the time the pair of you make sergeant, you’ll have learned that good and well. It ain’t ever about what you want it to be. And if it is, that’s lucky. Don’t go lookin’ for it. Waste of time. Just remember, it’s about what it is.” 

			The legionnaire paused. Remembering the line that came after, when his sergeant had told him the same. Probably you’ll get offed by some donk first, though.

			LS-50 decided not to say that part. It was another man’s line. Not his. 

			He climbed back out of the pit, his back exposed to whatever lay beyond among the glowing white lilies and dense forest. Feeling for a moment like he was on the lines. Battling for the Legion again in a far-off world at galaxy’s edge. Only, this was no line and there was no enemy out there. 

			But the Legion wanted him here. Wanted these marines here. Something needed watching. It didn’t matter what. Didn’t matter why.

			The legionnaire continued moving along the gravel path that circled the temple, walking on the creeping grass off to one side to avoid making a crunch as he went. He had a faint hope that what he’d just told those two marines would stick. That they’d see the wisdom. But that was just pride trying to fluff him up. Make him think that he would get through to those young men the way his sergeant had failed to do for him at the time. The real truth in what he said was this: You’ll learn it good and well by the time you make sergeant if you don’t die before then.

			For now, they were too young. Too strong. Too fast. Too invincible to listen. The galaxy was there for them. Everything that had ever happened up to this point in time… it had happened in preparation for them. That was the way youth thought. That the galaxy was theirs for the taking. The sergeant knew it well.

			It takes a little wisdom to realize that it’s you who is there for the galaxy.

			The marines waited almost four minutes after LS-50 left before they started talking again.

			“I’m sayin’,” said the first marine, a kid from Dorn IV named Tyrone Chow, “that we trained to be kelhorned killers. Pop a ship open and eat up whatever sket-heads are cowering inside. So why they got us walking circles around the Lotus Emperor’s tomb or whatever?”

			He at least spoke more quietly this time. So did his buddy. But if you were out there, waiting, you would have still heard them. Even if they couldn’t hear you.

			“That’s what I’m sayin’,” the other marine agreed. Because all the young marines were always sayin’ something. “Demons on deck. Yeah, we missed the fighting on Utopion against the Black Fleet, but damn. I didn’t join no peace-time corps. You know they almost invaded Kublar, right?”

			“Clint?”

			“Nah. Truth. It’s what I heard, anyway. New Republic worlds and Legion generals was split. So Legion Commander Cha-hoon straight flipped a credit chit. It came down on the ‘peace’ side. Heard he was pissed.”

			“I bet. You know his story, right?” asked Chow.

			“Everybody knows his story.”

			“If it was me, and all my buddies got killed… boots on the ground like yesterday. Payback time, bitch.”

			“Listen to you. Talkin’ like you a general. Your ass can’t even spell college.”

			Chow tsked and gave his buddy the stink eye. “Warfighter, man. That’s all. Natural born killer. Don’t need to spell nothin’.”

			Private Chow, a proud Republic marine for all of thirteen months, thought about the truth of that statement. Warfighter. Natural born killer. It was all true. He just needed a chance to prove it. Until then, arguing about it was all he or his buddies had. He sat in the darkness, waiting for his buddy to challenge him on his claim.

			Because there was no way any self-respecting hullbuster would just nod their head and go along with a statement like that. Warfighter. Natural born killer. Chow would’ve called out his buddy if he’d said something like that. You always did. Just like you always knew, deep down, that for you it was true. An opportunity was all that was needed.

			He waited.

			Nothing.

			“Hey, man.” Chow looked at his fellow marine, whose head was down like he was looking at his boots, hands still on his rifle. “Hey. Wake up, kelhorn.”

			Chow gave his buddy a shove. Watched him fall over into the bottom of their rifle pit, his weapon dropping down on top of him, lying across his chest like some kind of final touch. A Repub marine commissioned to rest in peace.

			The young marine, Tyrone Chow, first in his family to get off of Dorn IV, peered into the darkness, eyes wide. He didn’t see anything. So he thought, Did my buddy just have a stroke or something? And when he looked down to check, that’s when everything went dark. Real quick. 

			Fade out. 

			[image: ]

			Two intruders dropped into the rifle pit, the marines at their feet. The woman looked down, then to her companion, who was cloaked in the night. Invisible to the naked eye. Invisible to sensors. A ghost like her.

			“Alive?” she asked.

			“Ending their runtime was not necessary.”

			The woman pursed her lips. This wasn’t how she had done things. Wasn’t how she’d been trained. Not in the long run.

			She made a case for finishing the job. And hated herself for making it. “We still need to get out once we get in…”

			“Irrelevant. Any resistance we encounter will be from our exit pathway. It will not be from these men.”

			The woman tried to think of a counter to this. A way to win the argument. To justify her words. Which was odd. She didn’t want to kill these young marines. She felt a sudden flush of shame and wondered what her father would think. He had been a legionnaire. KTF, right?

			Except… these marines weren’t the enemy. 

			The shame came back. Hot and bright. How did the galaxy arrive at a moment where humanity and compassion were better exhibited by a machine than by a human?

			“We should keep moving,” said the machine. “Their patrol blind spot will only last a few more minutes.”

			That much was indisputably true. And even that time was shorter than they’d calculated thanks to the patrolling legionnaire who’d stopped to chat with the marines. They needed to move.

			“Right. Let’s go.”

			They climbed out of the rifle pit and moved quickly to the gravel path, each springing over it in a single leap and landing quietly in the grass and moss lining the opposite side. There they crouched, listening for some clue that they’d been discovered. 

			Nothing. Just the soft chirp of a single cricket that sat in a lantern lacquered in red paint that reflected the light of two guttering torches mounted on either side of a stone temple pagoda. There for luck. Something she felt they would need to get deep inside and back out.

			“I enjoy that sound. The chirping.”

			The woman paused, startled at her companion’s voice. At the break of noise discipline. She remembered at last that he spoke directly into her mind. A neural comm link. But old habits…

			“Praxus…” she said. “The mission.”

			“Yes. The mission. But also the sound. The small creatures. It’s all connected. The cricket’s fate is our fate.” Praxus looked to the heavens. “If we fail.”

			“So let’s not fail by hurrying up.”

			“Yes.”

			She followed him up the steps, her armor bending the light, making her invisible save for the slightest shadow swaying with the spasms of the torches’ fire, and even that was indistinguishable from the natural shadow cast against the stone stairs. Praxus was similarly hidden. 

			A pair of legionnaires made rounds, circling the outer court of the temple. They would reach this position in three hundred seconds, and by then the two intruders would be gone.

			The inside of the temple was nearly black until one approached the center of the great pagoda. There, lit by thousands of candles, was a carved relief of the Dragon. Sinasia’s former hope, whose spirit was said to have inhabited Sinasia’s delegate when that bold stroke was made to free the cluster of worlds from the Republic’s harsh grip. 

			This was a place for no legionnaire, despite the newly forged relationship that came from the fall of Goth Sullus and his Imperial Republic. Outsiders of all kinds were forbidden from setting foot inside the inner temple. The legionnaires knew this, and thus kept a wide berth out of respect to their hosts—but the Sinasians themselves did not leave the area unguarded. 

			An elderly monk in a burgundy robe kneeled in the middle of a tiled circle, keeping vigil despite his closed eyes. He was alone amid the candles, before the image of the Dragon. His head was shaved. His face was bowed. He didn’t move. Seemed to be a part of the temple. A painted statue.

			Praxus walked straight toward him, still invisible, hidden by the sort of technology that was eschewed by the people of a place such as Shangri-La. 

			The woman watched him go, feeling a pang in her stomach because engaging the monk, the honor guard, wasn’t part of the plan. 

			“Don’t kill him,” she thought to Praxus.

			Praxus stood before the monk and paused to look back at her. “I would not.”

			He said it with innocence. There was no hurt pride at the suggestion and no sense of moral superiority that she would bring up the subject of killing the old man, who had just started to let out a low, buzzing hum. Not quite a tune. Just one note.

			The woman again felt that sense of… not shame. Embarrassment, perhaps. Though she knew, confidently, surely, that Praxus would wonder at this feeling of hers. For him, the exchange was merely a swapping of information. A blending and clarification of separate data streams produced by two unique minds. Did Praxus mean to kill the monk? 

			No. Praxus did not. 

			Confusion averted. Very good. Very good.

			Move on.

			But that was the difficulty. Because at nearly every turn since this ordeal with Praxus had begun, as the galaxy heaved around them, he had been an unyielding paragon. And yet, he was no pacifist. Death was to come. Had to come. And the simple truth of it all was… she looked for it. Was ready for it. And Praxus, he waited for it. And was content with its absence.

			And so she hung between wondering if Praxus was naïve and ought to be more like her… and wondering if she had lost her way, and Praxus was showing her the road back.

			Praxus lowered onto both knees, facing the monk now. He rested his hands in his lap, matching the monk’s pose. Still invisible. 

			The monk’s eyes remained closed, head down. The steady buzzing hum of a note deepened an octave. Then went back up. 

			And then he opened his eyes. Blue and milky. Dead. The eyes of a blind man.

			“Would you show yourself?” the monk asked. The old man’s voice carried an ancient quality. As though these words on the wind were far older and far wiser than that which could be earned in a single lifetime.

			To the woman’s surprise, Praxus dropped his cloaking, leaving him visible to the naked eye. Not that this would mean anything to the blind man, but it meant something to her. And to any legionnaires who might happen to use their buckets to look inside if they could. Praxus was breaking a carefully laid-out plan, eating up limited time with whatever was happening here. And she had no doubt he would soon break their noise protocol as well.

			“I have done so,” Praxus said, aloud. 

			His soft voice seemed to boom and echo inside the temple. The woman grimaced and listened for footsteps of legionnaires on alert, but none came.

			“Good,” said the old man.

			“You cannot see me,” Praxus observed.

			“No. I cannot.”

			“Because you are blind.”

			“I am.”

			“Why then did you ask me to show myself?”

			“It is not to see the outward, to judge beauty or design. But to know the inner person. Why did this one hide, like his companion still in the shadows?”

			The old man turned, directing his sightless gaze at the woman, who took a half step back, feeling naked and exposed. Then he turned his attention back to Praxus and continued.

			“Do you come without secrecy? Do you come as who you truly are? That is rare. That is worth much. I would see it.”

			“I am named Praxus. And I do not seek to hide anything… from you.”

			The old man nodded and again turned his head to face the woman. “And will you be joining us?”

			She hesitated. Then she walked forward, still cloaked, and stopped to stand just outside the circle the old monk kneeled on. Time was passing, and if anyone found the two marines, or if they woke up early, surely an alarm would be raised, and then someone might send in a Sinasian to check the temple. If that were to happen, better that they see only the old man and not a guest. But Praxus had changed all that. So, better that they see the old man and a single guest. And better that she have room to operate if it came down to a fight.

			Praxus gestured at her. “She is helping me. Her name is—”

			“MmmmMMMmm,” hummed the old man, a buzzing melody. “Her name is hers to give. Do not take it from her.”

			Praxus looked down and to the side, and the woman could register his confusion as he thought this over.

			She decided to bring the conversation to its point. “We’re here to stop them. From coming. They are still coming.”

			“Mmmmm.” The old man gave an inflective groan of acknowledgment. He held out an open palm to Praxus, plaintively. “Your people sought to help them. Gave their bodies to them. Surrendered what souls they had to become a vanguard of much death.”

			Praxus blinked, and the woman understood why. How could the old man possibly know?

			His head tilted in a curious, cautious look, Praxus said, “The Cybar were led astray by a heretic. And were both enslaved and destroyed by Goth Sullus for it. I am now all that remains of the Cybar. And I reject the heretic’s teaching. I desire good. I desire life.”

			“I’m dedicated to helping him stop them,” the woman said. “And what you guard… is critical. Surely you know.”

			The old man gave no indication of what he did or didn’t know. He looked at the woman with his milky blue eyes for several moments. “You desire a good thing. But it is not all that you desire.”

			“I don’t think anyone desires only one thing,” she said.

			“To succeed in what you have come to do… your desire must be focused.”

			The woman dropped to a knee, inside the circle now. “If that’s what it takes… I’ll do it.” 

			The old man smiled. A pleased, grandfatherly smile. “And yet, still you hide.”

			She decloaked, removed her helmet, and brushed her hair back with her fingers. “My name is Andien Broxin. Praxus and I need your help.”

			No one spoke for several seconds after that. A row of candles guttered from a soft, lily-scented breath that floated in from outside. None of their lights went out.

			With a grunt, the old man stood, and Praxus and Andien rose as well. The monk pulled aside his robes and stepped back, revealing an iron ring set into the floor. 

			“This is too heavy for an old man.”

			Praxus nodded, stooped to grab the ring, then pulled up a two-foot-thick circle of solid marble from the floor like a cork from a bottle. The grinding of stone against stone seemed deafening to Andien. But still, no one came. And now they had access to what lay beneath without having to navigate their way through the guarded subterranean complex. 

			How had Praxus known? Why didn’t he tell her? That would have to be a question for later.

			Her eyes, cybernetic implants, immediately deciphered the darkness for her. Just beneath the opening was the very top of a great machine. The secret pride of Sinasia. 

			She shared a look with Praxus, who, though he was himself a machine—a Cybar—had taken on the appearance of a human, using the same technology that had made the Cybar replicants. Andien knew one had been made of her. And yet Praxus was not a copy. He was his own being—his own man. The image of who he thought of himself to be. Who he wanted to be. Nobility without arrogance. Strength without brawn. He seemed great and yet vulnerable. Indistinguishably average.

			A curious design.

			Praxus set down the heavy stone cap, which Andien’s implants estimated to weigh nine hundred pounds. The data flashed in her mind. Not something she had to read, something she just knew.

			The old man stood by as they knelt over the opening. Andien could feel the draft now. Could smell the deep, wet fragrances of the underground. 

			Praxus pulled out a thin, glowing strip from a small hard case. The strip, a data membrane, shimmered and cast a blue light around his hands. He held it out to her. “You should put it on.”

			“Why me? This is your… creation.”

			“It seems fitting. You are a female. Its mother.”

			Andien felt a sudden pang of emotion in the back of her neck, the tightness that precedes tears. For reasons only she knew. She nodded, took the membrane, and placed it gently atop the great war machine—the last of the Samurai mechs. The membrane flashed and that flash spread across the machine’s surface in what appeared to be luminous circuits that penetrated beneath its armor and glowed in every seam.

			Praxus smiled and reset the stone with a thud. He faced the monk. “It will take some time before it wakes. I do not know with certainty if the time we have left will be enough. Will you guard it? Will you keep it safe?”

			The old man nodded and returned to his place kneeling above the opening. “I will remain here like a mother hen upon her eggs. I will protect… the Dragon.”

			



	

01

			CARTER

			CHASING GHOSTS

			If you’re counting all the subtle little clues that Big Nee isn’t shy about spending his credits, add the freighter I’m sitting in right now. It’s a brand-new Naseen model LAK-32 light freighter. Yes, the LAK-32s were retired about twenty-five years ago, and yes… it’s still brand-new. 

			We got word that Little Miss Most Wanted—an Endurian spy who goes by “Honey”—is on a deep space station called Rotho-Nops. Odd name, I know. The place is independently owned, a rarity these days. Rotho and Nops are the names of the two old smugglers who decided to go in on it together once upon a time. It’s the kind of place a spacer can get emergency repairs done while gulping down—if not enjoying—a hot meal that is, if nothing else, different than the chow available on the ship. And if you’ve got the credits, you can also find yourself sleeping in a slightly less-cramped bunk than you’ll find on your average deep-space hauler. Maybe even someone to lie next to you for a while. 

			Places like this are lifesavers for those who find themselves spending time away from colonized planets. And, as with any self-respecting waypoint out in the dark, it has a night market. All these places do unless they’re run by the Republic. According to intel, it’s a modest one. 

			That’s an important detail we’ll go over later.

			But first, this ship I’m in. Like I said, it’s a brand-new old ship. Purchased at auction by Team Nilo, completely stripped by Team Nilo, and then turned into the sort of craft that any smuggler in his right mind would gladly enter into indentured servitude to get his hands on. 

			Why the effort? So my Black Leaf Kill Team, as it were, can infiltrate a deep-space station most of the galaxy never has and never will hear of. And do so without drawing attention to ourselves. Because this one, this… Honey—she can’t get away.

			So it’s Spare no expense for Carter’s team followed by a flurry of Yes, Mister Nilos from Surber and the rest of the Black Leaf people who make the gears on Team Nilo keep on turning.

			And the big question on my mind is: how do we know she’s even here? Because this woman is a ghost. We left Kublar for a little R&R with the family knowing that bringing her in was going to be high on our priority list once it was back to the grind. That’s been more than true. Seven raids, each with can’t-miss intel. And all seven times… Honey ain’t home. 

			There hasn’t been so much as an exchange of gunfire. The closest we got to that was a shouting match with a security chief who really didn’t want to be doing his job on the day when my team showed up to his docking facility, heavily armed and in defiance of his company’s well-meaning but toothless blaster-free workplace orders.

			It got tense until it became clear that all the shouting was two parts I’m begging you, please leave and one part I’ve got to look like the baddest man on this station in order to justify my salary.

			And Honey wasn’t there. So we bounced. No shots fired. The security chief keeps his job and gets to mumble about being too old for this.

			We’ve gotten close. I think. A couple of times anyway. But none of us have gotten eyes on her. She’s our own personal white whale—speaking of which, what does that even mean? Does anyone even know why we say it? I have yet to find a single person who can explain the phrase. It’s like the word kark. I know it’s an expletive and I know the old leejes love to say it—kark this and kark that—but nobody knows what language it’s from or what it means. We could be saying “wedding dress” for all we know. And then you run into the species who actually uses kark in its proper context, and suddenly we’re all a bunch of armored idiots proposing to the native population left and right.

			I’m going off repulsors here. The point I’m trying to make is light-years away. When I have time, my mind wanders. And time is what I have in abundance. So… bear with me.

			See, this space station requires that every ship be tractored into its docking berth after some drunk spacer went ramming speed a few years back and caused a very bad day for a lot of people. So our bot pilot guided us into position and now the galaxy’s oldest and slowest beam is pulling us to our destination. Seriously, I could suit up, get out, and push us there faster. 

			I’m watching the station via external cams, wondering if this time, Honey really and truly is here. Black Leaf’s intel network has leads.

			“Best we’ve had in months,” according to Brisco, who kindly shared that info over an open comm connection… because he’s Brisco.

			Working in Black Leaf, I’ve learned to take my intel when and where I can get it. Nilo is great. But as a military organization, let’s just say the corporation is still finding its way. 

			Remember how I said the night market on station was important? Well, it’s really more of a smuggler swap meet. Yeah, you can buy weapons that the old House of Reason didn’t want you to own, but we’re only talking subcompacts and personal blasters with more punch than they prefer. You’ll never find a nuke. Let alone a pair of MAROs—I couldn’t believe that story once the Republic declassified what happened over Kublar. 

			Stinking Nether Ops. 

			Anyway, it’s a good place for luxury knockoffs or exotic pets of the sort that aren’t supposed to leave their planet of origin. It’s a modest night market. Not the sort of Gomarii or zhee terror market where literally anything is offered for sale. But that’s key. Because if it were like that, we might not have tracked her down.

			Word is she showed up and tried to fence some Savage tech but folks on station were too scared to even touch it and didn’t have the kind of credits she wanted anyway. Black Leaf had put out its feelers for precisely that sort of thing; Nilo has plans, and as best I can tell, Savage tech is a crucial element in those plans.

			Someone on station heard what Black Leaf was looking for and so they got on comms and delivered the tip in exchange for a potential reward. And now my job is to see just how rich that reward proves to be. Because if it catches us the Endurian, we’re talking some serious credits for a single comm call. 

			Life-changing credits. Big Nee credits.

			My team is set and ready, waiting for the freighter to dock so we can go into the station and get this job wrapped up. I look them over, just to be sure we’re ready to go out there and KTF if necessary. Nilo wants Honey alive, but we always KTF when necessary.

			“Lash,” I say. 

			The big man looks up at me. He’s wearing a gray vest over a tank top, massive arms exposed. Black cargo pants and boots, blaster pistol slung at his hip and a small ruck with a subcompact, some fraggers, and a few other surprises. 

			That’s all fine. It’s what he’s got in his hands that prompts my attention.

			“You can’t take that with you, man.”

			Lash looks down at his heavy SAB. “Thought you wouldn’t notice.”

			“I did. And so will everyone on station. We’re a spacer crew, not a kill team.”

			“Only,” says Lana, “we are a kill team. And if we’re trying not to be noticed,” she hitches a thumb at our newest team member, “why would we bring him?”

			Pikkek licks his eyeball. “Say… k’kik… Pikkek fly ship.”

			Abers drops his head, but there’s a smile on his face. He’s had the most trouble adjusting to the fact that a koob was placed on our team. Especially after his buddy Easy was done in by one of the very same species. But we’ve learned that what we’ve thought of the koobs and what they are in reality… well, it’s complicated.

			“Ain’t no one on that station ever seen a koob for one,” Abers says. “But they heard of y’all. And they know for sure that you ain’t flying no karking ship.”

			There’s that word again. Wedding dress. See how ridiculous it is?

			“I drive… k’k… hoo-vahr bike. Fly ship same.”

			“You fly this ship and we all big die,” I say, wanting to end the discussion before it gets going. “Let’s focus. Lash, you can keep the SAB within arm’s length while you’re watching the ship, so long as nobody sees it.”

			That suits the big man fine. He nods in agreement.

			“We’ve gone over station layout,” I say, bringing up a hologram of the small, circular station all the same. “Lots of places to hide. The good news is that all roads off station ultimately go through the docking corridor we’re about to occupy. With Lash holding that down, we can be sure to have at least one good shot at stopping her if she slips through our patrols.”

			“She ain’t gettin’ past me,” Lash rumbles.

			An overhead comm chime sounds and the bot piloting this boat says, “We are now locked in docking stasis. Stand by.”

			The clunk of the magnetic docking tube sealing itself to our outer hull has us all searching the padded ceiling, squinting against the daylight glow of the overhead lights. You find out how easy it is to grow Vitamin D deficient without supplements when you spend too much time among the stars. But the lights help mentally, and the pills handle the chemistry.

			“Okay. Let’s get into position,” I order.

			One by one, the team moves aft to the overhead docking portal. I punch in an authorization code and a pneumatic ladder telescopes down from its recessed spot. “Lana, you’re up, then Abers and me. Pikkek and Lash to follow.”

			“That makes sense,” Lana says, putting a foot on the bottom rung and hoisting herself up. “No guarantee Lash and Pikkek will even fit through the hatch.”

			She starts to climb. Abers tightens his ruck and starts up after her.

			“Remember,” I say, “things get too wild, there’s a pair of assault shuttles loaded with mercs… but let’s keep those guys waiting. In and out, no one the wiser.”

			“Rog,” says Abers, whose climb has stalled out. “Just gotta wait for Lana to figure out how to open a hatch.”

			She kicks at the air in front of his face, looking down and smiling when she gets the involuntary flinch she was after. The hatch releases and I watch her disappear up the docking tube that leads directly into the space station.

			I follow closely behind Abers, resisting the urge to race up the ladder, if only because I want to burn some energy so I don’t look wired once I get on station. We’ve been chasing this target for so long, there’s an odd feeling of hype at the thought of finally bringing her in. I can feel my heart rate climbing. That’s not uncommon before I do something that could get me killed, but I’ve gotten to where I usually don’t notice it so much. Not this time. I can feel it in my throat.

			The tube lets out into an independently sealed hatch—an airlock that doesn’t open to space, but stays sealed in the event that a ship takes off before the docking tube is properly disconnected. The room has a spartan chair, a water cooler, and one of those machines that will dispense snacks or incredibly hot, awful kaff. 

			“Looks like you get to live the cush life, Lash,” Abers says as the big man emerges from the docking tube. 

			Lash grunts and moves to the machine, stowing his SAB behind it so as to make it invisible to anyone who looks inside the airlock’s view window.

			I’m at that window now. These docking berths form an outside ring around the station. The interior ring contains all the shops, bars, motels, and the permanent living quarters of those who’ve made this place their home. The walkway between the airlock berths and the shops is meant for pedestrians, but wide enough for a pair of combat sleds to travel side by side. More than enough space for crews to walk without ever having to bump shoulders. I’m not sure if that’s wasted space or smart design. Spacers who spend too much time traveling the stars get rowdy once they’re off ship—probably always been that way. Better to give them ample room.

			I check the blaster holster strapped to my side. I’m not crazy about wearing my weapon this way, but it’s what people expect to see. I’ve done enough dry-fire exercises for it not to be a problem… it’s just not my preference. 

			“All right,” I say, moving to the docking controls. The hatch to our ship seals, granting us the ability to open the blast door to the station. I stand by the release button, ready for us to head inside. “Nobody draws attention to themselves. Lana and Abers, check the watering holes. Pikkek and I are gonna stroll around the concourse. Regular updates, but don’t make it obvious.”

			The team’s on board, so I open the door, expecting the usual hiss and lightning-quick retracting into the recessed ceiling. Only this one moves slow, its motivators geriatric. The door is waiting for death but keeps soldiering on because replacements aren’t coming out here. I’ve felt like that door more than once in my life.

			There’s a light buzz of conversation and business outside. A piercing laugh echoes from a joke that probably wasn’t all that funny to begin with. I don’t see a lot of people, just a few moving lazily along the corridor. When I look left, I can see the concourse curving to the right. Probably a ten-minute walk to travel the station full circle.

			Without another word, Abers and Lana move left while Pikkek and I go right, hoping that we don’t meet in the middle unless that’s where Honey is. A couple walks by us, hand-in-hand. Something doesn’t feel right but I can’t place my finger on what it is exactly. 

			Maybe nerves. Or a premonition.

			I hear the piercing laugh again. It’s identical to the first time. I know some people have signature laughs, but I’m talking absolutely no variation. I look around, and the amount of people I’m seeing compared to the buzz of noise this station is giving off, the din of conversation… it isn’t matching up. 

			What passes for ears on Pikkek’s face seem to wriggle, opening wide the way a human would flare their nostrils. I see the koob look up at the station’s ceiling.

			“Why hoomans do this?”

			“Do what?” 

			“K’kk… k’ik. Make sound k’kik like kaptok.”

			“Kaptok?” I mentally search for the translation because I know that word. Gathering? Busy?

			My eyes go up to where Pikkek is looking—it’s an overhead speaker. There’s the laugh again. The noise, the din, the buzz… the laugh. It’s all being piped in on repeat so this place sounds busy.

			Why would anyone do that? 

			And then that artificial ambiance is killed with the sound of blaster fire back in the direction of Lana and Abers.

			“Contact!” Lana shouts.

			Pikkek and I spin to rush toward the sound, only to find that a pair of humans who’d just walked past us now have blaster pistols drawn on us. They shoot, and Pikkek goes down.
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			They were going for the sweet spot on the koob, the narrow portion of skull just above the eyes. That’s a kill shot. But these two—whoever they are—choked. Actually, they double-choked because not only did they fail in killing Pikkek, they both fired on the same target. Somehow I doubt they simply hate koobs, seeing as how now they’re turning their weapons on me. 

			I draw and fire, tagging one of the shooters in the head. He goes down hard and I can see a flash of panic on the other guy’s face. He clumsily brings his pistol around on me, but he’s holding the thing like he’s afraid it’s going to give him a disease. Arms out straight, locked. No fluidity in his movements.

			I put two bolts in his chest, adding a third in his head once he’s on the ground. I check my six and don’t see anyone, but there’s still shooting happening where Lana and Abers are.

			“Two EKIAs,” I report. “Pikkek is down.”

			“Engaging,” is the only reply I get from Abers.

			I do a quick check on Pikkek. He’s gripping his shoulder, and the fishy smell of a fresh wound tells my nose what my eyes already see. He’s bleeding. But he’s alive. Only one of the shooters hit his target, and it isn’t bad.

			“C’mon,” I say, hauling him up. “Back to the dock.”

			Pikkek growls something in koob. He sounds more angry than hurt. Finally, some Standard croaks out of him. “K’kik… help big die!”

			“Help them big die later,” I say. “You can’t even lift your arm.”

			He puts his blaster pistol in his off hand and pushes me off of him gently, to show that he can move without me hauling him along. I check behind us again—still no followers. Although this feels like a random act of violence, this is clearly a setup. 

			My thoughts are switching gears. How many and is the Tennar among them?

			We reach the docking bay and have to jump back as the heavy vending machine is thrown out into the middle of the floor. Kaff begins pooling beneath it as Lash steps out, SAB in his arms, and sets up facing the direction we just came from. “I got you covered.”

			I nod and hurry toward Lana and Abers, letting them know we’re coming in. We find them covering behind heavy cylindrical planters that double as waste receptacles. Beyond them are about eight shooters in motley armor, but none in an entire suit. I see a guy with boots here, a vest there. A random arm and shoulder… not at all professional.

			But they are dug in pretty well, shooting from alcoves or from inside shops where the station’s curvature gives them suitable cover. The same goes for us; we can withdraw to a point where they won’t be able to shoot unless they’ve invented a blaster bolt that can curve around corners. I leave Pikkek—more like order him to stay—safely out of the line of fire before running up to Lana.

			“Seven ops down and no shooting,” she says by way of greeting. “Remember when you were complaining about that?”

			A blaster bolt zips overhead, sending sparks showering down from its termination point behind us. 

			“I take it back,” I say, gesturing to Pikkek. “Check him out. I’ll take over here.”

			Abers and I send automatic bolts from our subcompacts as Lana hurries to the wounded koob.

			“You call in the teams?” Abers asks as he changes charge packs.

			“About to,” I say, keeping the fire up until he can get back on things.

			I hear the former hullbuster mumble about how he should’ve just brought his N-18, and then he’s back at it, picking off a woman in an open brown trench coat with one leg encased in white armor and a white chest plate that she’s wearing like a half-shirt. He hits her in the exposed abdomen, a gut shot, and she goes down with a scream. A skinny, shirtless, neurotic-looking guy runs to help her. I drop him for his efforts.

			These aren’t Nether Ops, and it isn’t just the bad tactics and funky dress code that’s cluing me in. The incoming blaster fire is wildly inaccurate. So who are these guys?

			My mind is trying to do too many things at once, and I need to focus. First, call in the Black Leaf QRF. Yeah, the Legion would be monitoring what’s happening and help would already be on the way, but this isn’t the Legion. 

			“This is Trailblazer Actual. Requesting—”

			“Oh, hey, Carter,” Brisco cuts in. “Did you find the target already?”

			“Send in the QRF!”

			“Oh, yeah, sure. No problem. Pretty heavy stuff? I can hear the blaster fire—”

			“Now! Out!”

			I cut my comm and bring up my subcompact. “That’s getting old.”

			Abers and I keep the shooters at bay. They’re getting tentative, holing themselves inside airlocks or storefronts, afraid to do much more than stick an arm out and squeeze the trigger—a little spray and pray. Occasionally one will hop out and take an aimed shot, but we’re making sure they don’t get the chance to hop back in. That only seems to weaken their resolve. I count at least six shooters that we haven’t hit who are out of charge packs or have quit the fight altogether. It wouldn’t take much maneuvering to clear these kelhorns out completely.

			Trouble being, my team isn’t exactly at full strength.

			“Lash,” I call into the comm. “Sitrep.”

			“Nothin’.”

			“Roger, out.” 

			We both know that if these guys—however many of them there are—make a play on us, it’ll likely be by circling back. So, can’t call Lash forward. Need that big gun to repulse any assaults.

			Lana is my next check-in. “How’s Pikkek?”

			“Yeah, he’s okay, I think,” she says, hesitation in her voice. “I don’t know Kublaren biology as well as I’d like…”

			“What does he say?”

			“Oh, he wants to fight.”

			That’s good enough for me. “Send him up and then join Lash.”

			“Copy.”

			A moment later Pikkek is doing that funny koob run-hop. 

			“I push up!” he calls. “Big die!”

			Abers and I keep up the rate of fire, which has virtually cut off any return fire. Pikkek is easily able to leapfrog us into an open airlock farther around the station. That’ll give him a clearer picture of what’s around the bend.

			A sudden flurry of blaster fire zips toward the koob. He leaps out of the way, landing on his stomach and then crawling back behind me. 

			“Is many!” he croaks, his eyes rolling and bulging in surprise.

			Given the number of blaster bolts sent his way, I know he’s not lying. There’s a whole lot of trouble around that bend. But they’re not pressing. Could it be that they’re overestimating how many of us there are?

			We brace ourselves for a counterassault, knowing that all we can do is hang on and hope the QRF arrives in time. But our foes don’t press. 

			“I think these guys are scared to mix it up,” Abers says. “Gotta be it.”

			Pikkek rifles through a messenger bag he has strapped around his chest. He fishes out a grenade. “Fragga-boom, k’k.”

			“Hang on,” I say, holding out a hand to stop the koob from running forward with the weapon.

			Now, there are a couple of things that can go wrong with detonating a grenade inside a space station. The concussive blast in a place as old as this could cause a micro-breach, which would turn macro pretty quick. Given what I’ve seen so far from this floating relic, I don’t have a lot of confidence its breach containers would get the job done. Maybe if we’re lucky the doors would close in time for the cleanup teams to step inside. Maybe.

			But there’s another thing that gives me pause, and that’s the fact that this station is supposed to be a privately owned, independent place. It’s not under the control of any known crime organization, government, rebels, or pirates. It’s one of those spots where honest people try and scratch out a living away from overbearing government control. 

			And obviously, the owners of such a place would have no reason to start shooting at us. 

			My best guess, then, is that someone tried to strong-arm the station—maybe pirates looking to convert it into a place of their own—and we showed up at the wrong time. If that theory is true, and we just happened to show up in the aftermath of a pirate attack, it’s possible the original crew and patrons of this station are alive and waiting to be ransomed. And if so… well, I don’t want Pikkek tossing fraggers for them to eat.

			“Save that trick for now, Pikkek,” I say. “No idea if there are any civilians mixed in back there.”

			Pikkek licks his eye and stows the grenade. I can tell he’s obeying the order because I’m a mukta and his team leader, not because he agrees. “Everyone… k’kik… Big die one-ah day.”

			“Contact!” Lana shouts, her report amplified by the high-cycle fire spewing from Lash’s SAB.

			The noise of the weapon is distorted, echoing like a stone skipped down an ice cave, giving it an otherworldly, pew-ew-ew-ew-ew sound.

			Nothing is happening here whatsoever. The group around the corner isn’t charging. I haven’t even seen a face in a minute. 

			“Abers,” I say, “go help. But be ready to haul ass back here if I call you.”

			“On it.”

			Abers is off and Pikkek moves to take his firing position. A guy with a patchy red beard peeks around the corner and gets sent hiding by a burst of blaster fire from the koob. 

			Pikkek growls at his subcompact. “This one not shoot-ah straight… k’kk.”

			He prefers his slug thrower, I know. Just like I’d love to have Mel with me right now. But it ain’t happening unless we make a dash to the ship and back. 

			Lash’s blaster fire continues to pump its steady stream. So either the attackers are really pushing—and really dying—or he’s keeping up enough fire to make them think twice about another charge. Whatever is happening, it’s intense enough that no one is calling in the situation to me and I’m not going to break in to satisfy my curiosity.

			That satisfaction only lasts until the next wave of blaster fire erupts. It sounds like a full-blown war zone. I’ve got to check in. Just when I’ve just opened my mouth to ask for a SITREP the comm chime goes off in my ear.

			“Hey, Carter! It’s Brisco. Forgot to say: QRF is docked and should be breaching any minute, so… don’t kill them.”

			“You seeing Black Leaf?” I call to my team.

			“Not seeing anything,” Lana says.

			Lash’s SAB spins down. Quiet doesn’t come with it. There’s still fighting, but it’s farther up in the station. 

			“I think that’s our QRF,” I tell the team. “Wait one.”

			I hit my comm, making a mental note of all the failures that need addressing—again—as part of my after-action report. The one that stands out right now is having an armed quick reaction force and no way to communicate with them. “Brisco. Put me through to the QRF.”

			“You got it, Carter.”

			“This is Trailblazer Actual,” I say to whoever is on the other end of the line. “We have secured the section of station containing bays eight through eleven.”

			“Copy, Carter.” I don’t recognize the voice, but they apparently know me. “Stay put for now. Situation in hand.”

			“Roger.”

			Well, that’s hindsight. And I’d rather have too many men on hand for a job than be wishing for more guns once things go pear-shaped.

			It’s over in the span of four minutes. We get the comm calls that the QRF is entering our field of fire, and soon armored Black Leaf mercs are marching prisoners—yeah, these have to be pirates—into holding areas.

			There’s no sign of Honey.
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			“Carter,” a voice calls out to me. 

			I turn and see Hopper standing, holding his rifle, a big grin on his face. His voice isn’t the same, though. It used to be deep and rugged. Now he sounds like a totally different guy. If I didn’t know him by sight, I’d think he was someone else.

			“Hopper,” I say, pulling him in for a hug. “Didn’t think I’d see you back this soon.”

			“Docs got me patched up well enough.” He points his chin to the ceiling, revealing a scar. He taps at it with a gloved finger as if it wasn’t obvious. “They told me I could get back at it or wait until the scar healed. So here I am.”

			“I dunno, man,” I say, raising an eyebrow. “If you were gettin’ paid to sit in bed…”

			“Can’t pay me enough to just lay there. So what happened here?”

			“The usual. What happened to your voice?”

			“Oh, yeah. That’s the other side effect of leaving the treatment program early. The rebuild they did on my throat sort of switched things up a bit. No idea if I’ll ever sound the same as before. Now answer my question, man. What the hell went down?”

			I pop the collar of my leather spacer’s jacket. “We show up like this to scope out the target. These kelhorns start shooting. Either a setup, or wrong place, wrong time.”

			“Guess we’ll find out soon enough,” Hopper says, rejoining his team as they march more prisoners to wherever—maybe the shuttle. “Surber’s here and he’s looking for answers.”

			“Wonderful.”

			“We’re living the dream, brother. See you around.”

			“Yeah, you too.”

			I walk over to Pikkek, who’s taken out his black tomahawk and is twirling it menacingly at the passing prisoners. They do their best to put some space between themselves and the vicious-looking koob. Most of the galaxy only knows this species from holofilms—they became overnight monsters after what happened to Victory Company. Default bad guys in the FPS sims. A welcome addition to the galactic pantheon of villains—alongside the Savages and the donks—in those films that people watch but would never get nominated for an award. 

			“No killing prisoners, Pikkek. Black Leaf policy.”

			His throat sac inflates, flashing a brilliant hue of purple. “Maybe one-ah… try escape. I ready.”

			“You’d love that is more like it.”

			Pikkek does his croaking laugh. I’m not sure if that’s actually how a koob laughs, or if it’s just something he does to break down the barrier between species. 

			“How’s your arm holding up?” I ask.

			He raises it. If it hurts him to do it, he’s not letting it show. “Hold up high. I fine.”

			“Still, have Lana take another look.”

			“Is… k’kik… order?”

			“Is what you need to do to avoid a boot in your ass.”

			Pikkek licks his eye. “I go see her, Mukta.”

			“I’m comin’ with you.”

			We move along the corridor and find Lana with Lash, Abers, and a couple of the QRF mercs. They’ve gotten the kaff machine back to its standing position and are trying to coax it into giving them its last reserves.

			“Think you’re gonna have to lap it up off the floor if you want any,” I say, heading straight for Lana.

			“Hell nah,” Lash rumbles. His pants and shirt are soaked. “I had to lie in that stuff. Practically burned my nuts off.”

			“Flavored,” Lana quips as she examines Pikkek’s arm. “How are you feeling?”

			“Feel like… k’kik… arm shot.”

			She nods. “The QRF’s shuttle has an auto-doc onboard. It should have the ability to do a full scan based on your physiology.”

			“Skinpack-ah is good.”

			“I’d rather we check anyway. C’mon.”

			Pikkek licks his eye and watches for me to give my approval.

			“Go on,” I say. “Nothing happening here for a while, I’m betting.”

			Abers has his weapon ready. “Eight ops, no Honey. This is gettin’ old, man.”

			“Maybe she’s on station,” I say. “Hiding somewhere.”

			Abers scoffs. He doesn’t buy what I’m hawking. Neither do I.

			“So you want us to help them QRF boys with the search?” he asks.

			“Might as well make ourselves useful,” I say. “Surber is inbound, so we’d best look busy anyway.”

			“Ain’t inbound,” growls Lash. “The man is here.”

			I put on my most plasteen smile. “Super. I’d better go find him before he starts calling. Which way?”

			Lash points a finger. I nod and follow the direction.

			“How about us?” Abers calls after me. “I’m not tryin’ to have a meeting with Surber.”

			“Like I said, make yourselves useful. Help those two kaff hounds do whatever they were supposed to do before they got thirsty,” I say, pointing at the two mercs. If I had to guess, these two were basics before joining Black Leaf. They look at home standing around and doing nothing.

			I’m spared from having to ask for any further directions as I wind my way across the station and see two of Surber’s men guarding a door. I can tell they’re his men because they wear that casual uniform he likes his bodyguards to wear. Tan slacks and a tight synthetic polo, plus one of the new BL3X hybrid rifles that Team Nilo developed. Think a blaster that charges bullets instead of micro-particles if you’re unfamiliar. They’ll punch through Legion armor—or so I keep hearing—and then keep on going.

			The door is open and I can hear a faint conversation between Surber and some schlub as I approach.

			“Surber inside?” I ask, already knowing the answer.

			“Wait here,” says the guard. He’s devoid of all humor and stares straight ahead like I’m not there. The guy’s a stiff. I miss Errol and Wick. At least they rolled their eyes at me in times like this.

			“Sounds like he’s in there,” I say, mostly because I’m in a mood. “So are you saying I gotta wait here for confirmation, like someone needs to go inside and check, or are you saying…?”

			The guard lets out a sigh of frustration. “Yes. He’s in there. Now wait.”

			It isn’t long until a couple of Black Leaf mercs bring out an ener-chained guy in a trench coat and assorted armor—one of the punks who ambushed us. As they lead him down the hall, Surber’s new security leans around the corner and stage-whispers that I’m outside.

			“Next on my schedule,” Surber says from inside the room. “Come in, Mr. Carter.”

			He sounds pleasant. The way he does when he’s about to make life just a little bit more miserable for the contractors working under him. I’ve barely found a place to set my rifle down, taking a seat across from where he lounges on a black leather couch, when Surber gets right to the point.

			“You and your team are shoving off, Carter.” He gives a smile that falls somewhere between looking like he thinks that’s a favor and the exact opposite. Search me for which it is. “We’ve decided to take you and your team off of the pursuit of this… Honey.”

			I grunt. “Okay. Why?” 

			“Because, Mr. Carter, you haven’t found her and we haven’t the time to keep you looking.”

			“All due respect, but—”

			Surber smiles and shakes his head. “You don’t mean that. What you mean is, ‘I’d like to disrespect you by speaking my mind, but I’d better go on and ask permission first.’ There’s a bit of bad blood between us that hasn’t quite circulated out of your system, isn’t there? That time on Kublar. When I reminded your team of their obligations. Out there among the dead.”

			There’s a lot more to it than that. But yeah, that was a dick move. All I want to point out is the failure of the intelligence Black Leaf is relying on. Even though I know they’re aware. They have to be. With a mind like Nilo’s at the head of the operation… that’s not the sort of detail that would go undetected.

			If ops like this keep happening, though, someone’s gonna end up paying for it.

			“A courtesy,” Surber continues. “Better stated, a reminder. Your lot was working with Nilo unawares out there under that hot desert sun. And the reminder you received was his idea. Because, Carter, and here’s the truth: your team needed it. So I delivered it.” He leans back and crosses his legs before sweeping out his arms, finally resting them atop the sofa. “And look what you have to show for it now, Mr. Carter. Cock of the bloody walk and paid like thieves. No… there’s no need for bad blood, Mr. Carter. I’ve done you a service and expect to be repaid.”

			Here he leans forward, his face cruel. Dark, large, yellow teeth flashing with menace. “And you’ll pay it by doing what you’re kelhorned told.” He relaxes and considers the cut of his immaculate jacket. “So, no, Mr. Carter. All that’s due isn’t the respect you were pretending to offer before speaking your mind. All that’s due is for you to get up, leave my office, as it were, and make sure your team goes home or wherever the hell it is they spend their free days. Which is no concern of mine.”

			“Home?” I ask. I immediately feel imbecilic for having repeated the word. 

			Surber smiles. “Home. Long enough to prove to those two little girls of yours that their daddy is more than a smiling face on the family holos. And long enough to give your wife something to keep going—and for you to keep warm—because after that it’s a long haul through the stars. Because you won’t be coming back until your team finds the one we’re after.”
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			Mel doesn’t say much on the ride home from dinner. She doesn’t have to. Instead my wife leans her head on my shoulder as we move through downtown, a satisfied smile on her face. And I know it’s not just the food. It’s this. All of a sudden, this unexpected… togetherness. The type you say you’re working for, and then, in those moments of clarity late at night with the bills piling up and life making its demands, you wonder if all the work is just keeping you from it. Could we be happy with a simple life on some edge world? Could I?

			The sled makes smooth progress on the lower roads, and I feel a sense of pride alternating with guilt because it’s expensive and it’s paid for and it’s mine. 

			We’re keeping on the street level instead of climbing to the higher repulsor lanes so the girls in the back can see the lights and watch the people moving along the sidewalks. Where we live, like most of the galaxy, is predominantly human. But downtown is where you’re most likely to get a flavor of the whole wide galaxy and see other humanoid species that once must have been odd to those first hyperdrive explorers, but are now common. More or less.

			The giggling of my daughters tells me they’ve spotted something—or someone—that’s unique enough to strike their adolescent funny bones.

			I try and catch a glimpse without causing a wreck, but come up empty. As we slow at a light, Mel lifts her head from my shoulder and turns around to see what has the girls in stitches in the back seat.

			“Oh, jeez,” she says, prompting me to take a look once we’re stopped.

			Down the street walks a dapple-furred Igar. Uncommon in its own right, but that’s not why the girls—and now Mel, too—are giggling. See, the Igar have a single horn growing straight up from the top of their head—a horn that bears a striking resemblance to a certain part of the male anatomy usually hidden beneath layers of clothing. 

			“Be kind, girls,” I chide, “and no staring.” Under my breath, loud enough only for Mel to hear, I add, “And just imagine how strange it must be for them to see their horns swinging between human legs.”

			Mel swats my arm and fails in her attempt to stifle a chuckle. Which grows into contagious laughter from the back seat. I’m smiling too now, a big grin and a few chuckles joining the fray as we get going again.

			My oldest daughter, Tria, begins to say something.

			And then the bang. And the force that whips us all violently toward the massive freight hauler that missed the light and continued on right through us. And I think I yell out Mel’s name.

			But maybe it’s just one last shout of breath. A primal nothing.
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			Arkaddy Nilo sat on the mat of his dojo—head down, legs crossed—for a long time. His eyes fixed upon spots that were no spots at all. The training mats were clean, smelling of disinfectant. The spots he envisioned were in his mind.

			Along with the sobering reality of what had happened to Carter.

			Gradually, a soft blue glow crept up the walls surrounding him, steadily increasing until Nilo could see it coloring his clenched fists. It was Sarai. The AI—though not actually worried about her maker, her friend—was trying to get his attention.

			“That is all I was able to transcribe before his brain ceased functioning…” Sarai continued, “and thereby ceased transmitting.”

			Nilo knew that. “Thank you, Sarai.”

			“It is still a remarkable achievement,” the AI said. “Though limited to when the implant was installed. Perhaps a future version of the technology will be able to plumb the depths of the mind and recover even prenatal memories.”

			Nilo knew it would. He smiled. “I think you’re right.”

			“You are sad.”

			“I am. I liked him. He had a certain… something. And his family… that wasn’t fair.”

			“I am sorry for them as well.”

			“Thank you. You’re a compassionate soul, Sarai.”

			A subtle flashing of blue made the AI’s appreciation evident. “There are a number of other items. Do you need time to mourn?”

			Nilo stood up from the mat. “No. Better to move on. Any new information on the rest of Carter’s team?”

			Sarai began to recount information that Nilo already knew. “Abers, Lee, was found dead in a hotel from an apparent suicide. The whereabouts of Romnova, Lana, are unknown. As is the fate of… ‘Lash.’ It bothers me that his file is so minimal.”

			Nilo nodded. “He came highly recommended, but yes, his background is a little thin. Though whoever placed him amid Black Leaf wouldn’t have imagined they’d have you performing the background checks. You’re hardly the average AI.”

			“It does not concern you that he is most likely a plant? My probability assessment exceeds seventy percent.”

			“Bound to happen. He’s probably Legion. It’s the ones we haven’t detected that bother me. Has Pikkek calmed down?”

			“Not since being informed of the assassinations. He is requesting a ship and the right to leave IS-4 to undertake a ‘krakot.’”

			“Revenge,” mumbled Nilo.

			“Yes.”

			“He must have felt a fealty to Mukta Carter more than we’d realized. That’s the sort of thing a Kublaren does when his family is dismembered by a rival tribe. Get vengeance, or die in the process.”

			“Pikkek would like a ship and a pilot—synthetic or biologic, he has no preference. He has also sent over a requested list of armaments.”

			“Let him stew a bit. We’ll put his krakot to good use when the time is right.” Nilo stopped to look out at the simulated window; a recessed holoprojection was as good as the real thing and was far less likely to be the cause of a hull breach. He searched for Kublar’s system, knowing the best he’d be able to do was gaze at it among a hundred other winking and twinkling lights packed at galaxy’s edge. “Actually, Sarai, ask Pikkek if he’d be willing to recruit a Kublakaren team to assist. As large as possible.”

			“Done.”

			Again, the soft blue glow flashed around the room. Nilo halfheartedly slapped the Sinasian training station with the flat of his hand as he waited for whatever Sarai had next for him.

			“Here’s something new,” said Sarai, “and it just happened while we were speaking about Pikkek. An informant contacted one of our agents regarding ‘Honey.’ It was a new broker to us, but I opted to approve payment. It turned out to be a message. One seemingly from ‘Honey’ directly.”

			Nilo straightened himself. “What’s the message?”

			“‘You keep coming, their families will keep dying.’ That is all. I am, of course, attempting to back-trace. However, we are lacking capable agents. And we are at a disadvantage in following up on leads since the loss of Carter’s team.”

			That was a fact. Though they’d made some progress in contracting a network of spies and operators, Carter and his team—put together by Sarai—were the closest thing Black Leaf had to a Dark Ops kill team. And a kill team was only as good as the intelligence they were given. Black Leaf was being outplayed in that department. Badly. It seemed that every solid agent they vetted and brought in was getting killed before their one-month review. And now that the spotlight was on them, it wouldn’t do to throw more money around because that’s when the truly bad—the double agents, and the unqualified scrubs seeking a payday—would come in droves.

			It was ironic. Because “Honey” had her wish. Carter’s team was giving up the chase because Nilo felt that enough time had already been spent on this distraction from other aspects of his plan. His plan to bring the galaxy together, unified in a desire for peace on a galactic scale.

			Sarai waited for Nilo to speak, but when he kept silent, she continued her morning briefing.

			“The conflict on Kima will almost assuredly lead to civil war. My probabilities now stand at sixty percent, and I forecast that will increase an additional five percent each week. That will mean war by year’s end, and both sides are requesting assistance from Black Leaf. Are you any closer to a decision?”

			“Not yet.” Nilo pursed his lips. That Black Leaf would get involved on Kima, which looked to be the next flashpoint on the galactic map after Kublar, was almost certain. Which side to choose was another matter. “But I think I know which direction to go, depending on how Pikkek reacts to our request.”

			The room glowed in excited shades of blue, pulsing and throbbing almost like a dance club. 

			“Interesting,” Sarai said, drawing the word out. “Yes. I believe I see where you are going with that. Please. Do not spoil it. I enjoy my attempts to ‘read your mind.’”

			“You’ll probably know what I decide before I do, Sarai.” Nilo took a seat behind the desk that sat on an elevated platform overlooking the dojo. The loss of Carter was still weighing on him. In part because he’d grown to like the man, but also because this was the second major blow to his planning—and it appeared to have been executed by the same unknown enemy.

			He let out a puff of breath. “We should be in position to transmit. Will you send the message I prepared for my father? And then, while we’re waiting on that, I want you to research something for me.”

			“Transmission sent. What would you like for me to research?”

			“I want you to find me another Carter. Psych. Physical. Leadership. Weapons proficiencies… everything. Someone we can bring in right now, mind you. Not another project. I need a hitter who’s already realized the potential we were trying to draw from Carter. Cost isn’t a factor. Check the Bronze Guild and then—”

			“I know how to research, Nilo. I remain an AI, after all.”

			Nilo smiled. He was thinking of Sarai more as a disembodied friend than as the most advanced AI in the galaxy. Though with the Savage tech still out there waiting to be discovered, who could really say. 

			Sarai was probably the least legal AI as well, for that matter—though again, with the unknown Savage tech caveat. He decided to tell her that, and she responded with a bright, almost neon blue flourish. She liked that.

			Later, before the first strained responses from Nilo’s father came in from the deepest, darkest recesses of the dead zone beyond galaxy’s edge, Sarai had an answer to his research request.

			“I have found two individuals that match your search criteria, though one of them has not been seen for some time.”

			“Who are they?” Nilo asked.

			“A bounty hunter named Tyrus Rechs and another named Wraith.”

			Nilo nodded. “Find them.”
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			WRAITH

			CHASING LEADS

			The cantina was like any of the multitude of scuzzy dives Aeson Keel had visited while traveling from one end of the galaxy to the other. He sat in a corner booth that cost him fifty credits to occupy. Fifty credits and a good look at the Intec heavy blaster on his hip. That got the pair of humans who’d previously held the booth—natives of Cassell, judging by their accents—up and moving, with the senior of the two spacers mumbling “Thanks for the easy money.” 

			“Don’t mention it,” Keel answered, fixing the pair with a hard stare that communicated that saying anything further to him—anything at all—was a colossally bad idea.

			The pair took the hint and hurried to the bar to spend their newfound windfall and extend the good times to be had while in port.

			Keel eased back into his seat and propped one foot up on the table, his hand resting lazily near his blaster. This was the sort of place where it paid to look uninterested while still being ready to deliver some KTF should the need arise. It often did.

			The short exchange with the booth’s former occupants was the only interaction Keel hoped to have in the bar beyond engaging the information broker he’d come to meet. But the arrival of a servitor bot dashed any chance of that. The thing was obviously repurposed. Taking orders and serving drinks might be its function now, but it lacked the comforting form of a humanoid on a planet and in a cantina packed with them. 

			The bot was little more than a tall cylinder with multiple rods of glowing red optical sensors bristling like defensive quills positioned every quarter meter, and its long, writhing, mechanical tentacles, though adequate to the task of serving drinks, would have made some decidedly non-humanoid, slithering galactic species feel more at home. The bot was probably something the owner of the establishment picked up cheap.

			“Orders?” it buzzed.

			Keel held up three fingers and then looked away, speaking indifferently to the machine. “Of whatever you’ve got so long as it’s cheap and alcoholic.”

			The machine chirped an affirmative and rolled to the next table.

			Garret, sitting on Keel’s left, set down a grime-encrusted menu and tried to rub away the sticky film it left on his hands. Leenah, sitting on his right, leaned toward him and spoke in a low voice. “Cheap and alcoholic? That’s not what I had in mind, Aeson.”

			Keel gave a wry half-smile. “So don’t drink it, princess.” He looked around, taking in the atmosphere as his eyes fully adjusted to the darkness of the place. Every table featured a sticky mix of spilled alcohol or congealed dairy—from an unknowable number of lactating species. The floors, which stuck to the soles of their boots upon entering, had a dull sort of sheen, featuring dried blood of every color. Vomit as well. “Guess that bot doesn’t have a cleaning program,” Keel mumbled. “Come to think of it, nobody drink anything.”

			“I wasn’t planning on it,” Garret said, rubbing his palms on his pants. “This place is filthy.”

			A woman stepped up to the table, her face hidden in the shadow of a cowl. Only the red of her lips and the tip of a deeply scarred upturned nose were visible in the humming yellow light of the cantina. “That’s because Yurkar never has that bot of his clean the place up,” she said. “Because nobody cares. So why should you, kid?”

			Garret looked away sheepishly. The code slicer wasn’t quick with snappy retorts, not like Keel. Neither was he the sort who wanted any trouble—ever. At least not face to face.

			The stranger at the table must have recognized this, because she made her appeal to Keel, who sat unfazed, foot still propped up on the table, gun hand resting on his still-holstered blaster. “Hey, tell your friend I didn’t mean anything by it.”

			Keel gave an almost imperceptible nod.

			“It’s fine,” Garret said quickly. “I know. It was more of a rhetorical question anyway.”

			Leenah rested her chin atop her pink, interlaced fingers and looked up at the newcomer. “Do you have any other… lore about this dive you wanted to share? Or were you just passing by?”

			The woman’s lips softened into a smile. “Two human males and an Endurian female. That was my description.” She looked around. “I don’t see any other trios that match it.”

			“Take a seat,” Keel offered, his voice cool and in command.

			The woman moved around the table and motioned for Garret to slide over and give her room.

			Keel shook his head. “Pull up a chair.”

			With Garret reluctantly forced to hold his ground—trapped between a desire to obey his captain and not make waves with the stranger—the woman gave another smile, nodded, and pulled over an empty chair from a nearby table. 

			She sat down directly across from Keel. “You gonna shoot me, Captain Keel?”

			He gave a slight shrug. “Not planning on it, but still wanted you to do me the favor of presenting me with a straight shot. You know. Just in case.”

			“Just in case,” the woman repeated. She pulled back her hood to reveal a smoothly shaved head decorated by a pair of thick blue stripes that began where her hairline might’ve. They continued on over her scalp and down her lithe neck, where they disappeared into the folds of the cowl. “Well, rest assured, I’m here to sell you the information you desired. Not sell you out.”

			“Then we won’t have a problem,” replied Keel, keeping his face impassive. “Let’s hear it.”

			The information broker rubbed her thumb against her two forefingers. “Credits first.”

			Leenah leaned across the table. “You got what you asked for to arrange the meeting. The rest comes when you deliver more than intrigue and theatrics. You saw a girl and an HK model 58 war bot. Together. Where?”

			Keel’s hand went from his blaster to Leenah’s thigh, patting her to calm her down. They’d gone over this before the meeting. Don’t look desperate for the information. Don’t sound desperate for it, either. Right now Leenah was doing both. And the broker, she saw it clearly.

			She smiled and ran a dark-green, manicured fingernail across her bottom lip. “Of course, I didn’t see anything. I only put the word out and then my people saw her. And the bot. Dangerous things, those war bots. The things they did in the Savage Wars… shocking.”

			“I’ll say,” blurted out Garret, excited for the conversation to have taken such a turn. “The firepower of an HK 58 at even half capacity is enough… to…”

			His enthusiasm withered under the glare of the information broker. He again looked away, the Adam’s apple in his skinny neck bobbing as he swallowed away his renewed discomfort.

			Keel gave an amused half-grin. The kid hadn’t meant to, but he’d just interrupted the broker in the middle of her play to up the price of information. And judging by her scowl, general appearance, and every other impression she was giving the former legionnaire, this was one broker who enjoyed the performance aspect of the job. 

			Keel pressed the opening. “You want a bonus. Fine.” He felt Leenah pat his thigh and knew that she did not, in fact, think this was fine. “Leenah, pay her what we agreed on.” He locked eyes with the broker. “You get the bonus when you deliver what we asked for.”

			The information broker opened her mouth as if to wrangle over price, but when her comm beeped to indicate a completed transfer—Leenah was fuming, but she’d run it through—she smiled, once again in control. “Rakka. Star port. Not that there’s anything else on that rock. Three sightings. And I’m giving you three names to follow up with.” 

			Under the table, she tapped her datapad. Presumably transmitting the names.

			“Three sightings about Pri—about the girl?” Leenah asked, correcting herself at the last moment.

			The broker took a moment as if to decipher what the Endurian almost said, then shook her head. “Two sightings of the girl and her bot, and one lead on a PENS-850 heavy loading bot.”

			“Lifty!” Garret exploded before covering his mouth and clearing his throat. “Sorry. Sorry.”

			“I also have a tip on where to find some… Honey,” suggested the broker. “If you’re one of the ones after her.”

			“Not looking for anyone named Honey,” Keel said flatly. 

			The broker shrugged. Nothing ventured, nothing gained.

			He gave a curt nod at the approach of the spindly-armed servitor bot. The table waited in silence as the machine deposited three drinks on the table. Only Leenah thanked it. Once the bot received a payment burst, it left with a dutiful chirp.

			“Okay. That’s what we came for.” The captain motioned for Leenah and Garret to get up, and the three of them scooched their way out of the booth.

			Still seated, the broker seductively reminded Keel of the promised bonus.

			Keel waved at the glasses on the table. “All yours. Drink up.”
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			The meeting had gone nowhere. Which, unfortunately, was becoming the norm on this one-port planet. And that was starting to bother Aeson Keel. Not just the lack of results. He’d learned to be patient in all those years playing in the gray zones between Republic law and criminal necessity as Captain Ford became Captain Keel. These things always took time.

			It was the fact that out of the three meetings he’d set up on Rakka, the first two were with brokers who didn’t have the slightest bit of actionable intel to begin with. One of those was a courtesy to the kid. A melon-green Aline whose flappy skin flanges hanging over his mouth were covered in tattoos. He supposedly had news about the rare bot Garret was always looking to replace. Instead the Aline tried to pull the I-thought-you-wanted-to-tell-me-something routine. Garret was piqued and tried to start up a conversation about their apparent mutual love for old and rare bots, but Keel put an end to that discussion when he drove the broker’s forehead into the cantina’s table and then sauntered out the door, with his impressionable and aghast young code slicer Garret scurrying after him, splashing drinks on dusty, well-worn spacer suits as he ran away from what he was probably sure would become a tremendous brawl. But as Keel anticipated, the patrons merely eyed the Aline as he clamped a hand over the knot on his head and went back to their glasses. It wasn’t the fighting type of establishment.

			The second meeting was over at the docking bays—which occupied over half of the star port’s total size. They were met by a gorgeous cassari who was either working as a concubine—the pretty face of a relatively new brokerage—or had somehow managed to break away from her species’s caste system and was now her own four-armed woman. She’d sought to rely on her powerful pheromones to get Keel all worked up and ready to pay in advance for information about a girl named Maydoon that she didn’t actually have. 

			The thing of it was, those pheromones can be blocked with the right pharmas, so long as you come prepared. And Keel did.

			But Garret… not so much. And now, even after ten minutes of walking along the dingy streets that crisscrossed maze-like throughout Rakka’s star port, those pheromones were clearly still in his system.

			“Maybe we should go back,” he said, craning his neck to see if—somehow—the cassari was running after them. Desperate to pull the young code slicer into her multi-armed embrace. “She might… she might know something about a new Lifty bot. Even if she was lying about Prisma.”

			Keel rolled his eyes. “What that cassari knows isn’t the kind of thing you wanna learn, kid. Them and Tennars—watch out for ’em both.”

			“Yeah. Yeah, you’re right.”

			But the kid didn’t sound convinced. More like he knew there was no use arguing and so he did his able best to match Keel’s long strides as they crossed the star port to their third and final meeting on planet. Which would probably be another bust.

			“Rakka sure is a dump,” Garret observed.

			Keel glanced over at him. Maybe the kid was hoping conversation would take his mind off the cassari. She must have really done a number on him. Usually the kid would turn inward, focus in on some piece of a code or some fantastic technological manipulation he had in mind for Wraith’s armor or the ship. 

			“Been a while, but yeah,” Keel answered, pointing to their turn. “Hasn’t changed much.”

			They crossed the street and went down a narrow avenue just wide enough to let a single repulsor sled travel through. On either side they were walled in by a printed, block-length, one-story building the color of red clay. There were no windows. Just long stretches of graffiti-marred façade that separated the chipped and faded doors—the only indication that Keel and Garret weren’t walking between two giant warehouses. 

			Above a few of the doors were signs, most of which no longer gave off their holographic neon glow. A pawn shop, a loan center, and a watering hole meant for thirsty spacers looking to gulp down their wages. Everything else was private. For the locals. And it was mostly locals who filled the narrow sidewalks, leaning against buildings and crowding around stoops and doorframes. You could peg the locals by their attire, which was destitute and ragged. They had been stranded on Rakka for a long time, and by the looks of it, many hadn’t changed their outfits since. Rakka was the kind of place where you landed to make yourself a little richer, knowing full well that if you didn’t take off quickly enough, you’d die on that rock a poor man.

			The air felt muggier the farther they traveled. As if all that body heat was too tired and lazy to rise up and leave the narrow street to escape into the blue, cloudless sky. They passed from one narrow street to another, each dingier and more forlorn than the last. More tenements, fewer shops, and those few shops they did pass had no signage. They were of the type that relied on local knowledge—word of mouth, or less conventional means of advertising. The sort that very much wanted the credits those coming into port brought with them, but knew they’d never see them if they advertised their presence. They needed to look glum, forsaken, and unknown. For what they peddled often brought a man shame when seen in the light of day.

			A prime example was the bordello set up not far from their destination. Alien professionals of various sexes and genders—Keel wouldn’t go so far as to call them “beauties” because this was the part of town where the professionals went after their beauty had fled—spilled out onto the streets, looking for you to buy them a drink or a piece of their time. A piece of their soul.

			It would have been a mere cautionary tale rather than anything to be worried about if not for the lingering effects of the cassari’s pheromones on the kid. Keel corralled him to the opposite side of the street and started talking, hoping to distract Garret out of making an embarrassment of himself. Because, after all, they were here, on Rakka, to represent Wraith.

			And everybody knew… Wraith suffered no fools.

			Which was really the heart of what was bothering Keel. The two meetings so far, the two busts, were with people who should have known better than to waste Wraith’s time. And they had done it anyway. Granted, a lot had happened in the galaxy since Keel was last making the rounds, but Wraith hadn’t been out of the picture for that long. 

			“The thing to remember about Rakka is that everybody is out to take everybody else’s credits,” Keel said, snapping his fingers to get Garret to remove his gaze from the throng of professionals a little farther up the road. Not quite in shouting distance because their calculated leers and mocking catcalls hadn’t yet come. “The spaceport is the city, and there’s nothing else on this planet. It’s a failed colony that just happened to get a second chance at life because it was a convenient stop for people who took the less-than-convenient space lanes.”

			“Like smugglers?” Garret asked. 

			Garret liked smugglers. He even liked pirates—despite having been more or less enslaved by them once. But that was only Lao Pak, and he always meant well. He’d told Garret that whenever the rusted-out medbot he’d kept on Pellek patched the kid up after one of Lao Pak’s men took a frustrated swing at him. 

			Keel gave a nod. “Yeah. And us.”

			“And why did Leenah drop us off out of town?”

			“Thought you could use the exercise. That, and they might have the Six in their database as a problem. Had a rough departure a few years back. In fact,” Keel swelled a little, “I’m willing to bet that, since the last time I was here, they’ve gotten a lot better about keeping their bays locked down until you pay ’em. So Leenah stays in orbit until we call her. Unlike Utopion, there’s no law against circling the planet way out here.”

			“I’d like to meet a girl like Leenah someday,” Garret said wistfully.

			“You’d like to meet anything with a pulse and a pair of legs right now, kid. It’ll pass. Focus on something else until that cassari gets out of your brain.” 

			Garret only sighed.

			Keel nodded down the street. “There it is. The hole-in-the-wall cantina up ahead.”

			“The one with the sign by all those women?”

			“No. That’s the whorehouse. We’re going to the bar. Rakka’s Eye. And never mind those women, kid. In fact, try not to look. Close your eyes. Or better yet, focus on our destination. See all the drunks sprawled outside the doorway? Twenty meters ahead. Left side.”

			Keel drew Garret’s attention to an open door that was teeming with locals. Most were human, dressed in that odd style that had taken hold on Rakka, at least among those who’d found work: dusty black trousers, faded red sashes wrapped about the hips, and loose-hanging white shirts cut in a deep vee down the chest, invariably stained with yellow rings from too much perspiration and not enough laundering. 

			Keel had seen worse fashion trends in the galaxy. As backwaters went, this was relatively tame. 

			“It’s busy,” Garret observed. “People goin’ in and out like swarthflies. What time is it, local?”

			“Not quittin’ time,” Keel mumbled, frowning at the number of people who were just leaning against their targeted entrance or lazing on the narrow sidewalks outside. 

			Something wasn’t right.

			His hand dropped to the Intec x6 heavy blaster slung low on his hip. He squeezed his bicep against his chest, just to feel the slug thrower he kept holstered there. An old weapon belonging to Tyrus Rechs.

			“Stay close to me, kid.”

			“What? The… uh… girls? I think I’m good now, Captain. Didn’t think I’d have to go through puberty twice. Guess that’s the pheromones.”

			“That’ll do it,” Keel muttered absentmindedly. 

			His thoughts were far from the conversation. He was scanning the crowd. Looking for a face he might recognize. It all came back empty, except they were all watching him in that way you do when you’re trying to act uninterested. Like maybe something just behind the person you’re staring at is fascinating and you’re not really tracking someone’s every move even though, actually, you are.

			“Be ready to run.”

			Garret looked around, confused. “Why? Is something going on?”

			“Maybe, maybe not. You ready?”

			Garret said he was.

			One of the men, his foot back and the palm of one hand pressing against the outside wall of Keel’s scheduled meeting place, dug in his shirt pocket for something, found it, and then didn’t bother to bring it out. He just leaned his head toward his chest and mumbled something at his pocket.

			Okay, he’s talking into a comm. 

			That could be something as simple as telling the broker, who was supposed to be waiting inside, that he’d spotted Wraith’s right-hand man outside, along with a guy who was anybody but Wraith. Or it could be something else. Something worse.

			Keel found himself wishing he had his armor with him, but it was safe aboard the Indelible VI. 

			He keyed his own comm.

			“How’re things going down there?” Leenah asked from orbit.

			“Not sure,” Keel answered, eyeing the motley crew gathered ahead. “But be ready to get down here in a hurry if I call on you.”

			“Already was, Aeson. Can’t say I like the sound of what I’m hearing.”

			“Probably nothing. Don’t worry. Just… be ready.”

			“Standing by.”

			The comm transmission ended, and Keel realized that he and Garret were in danger of walking too slowly. They didn’t want to give any indication that they were wise to… whatever it was that was happening. 

			“Hey, you two,” one of the women from the bordello shouted. She looked tired and had thin, leathery skin. White hair with streaks of pink that looked garish and altogether too vibrant for her otherwise tallow-colored flesh. “How much time you got left in Rakka? I can make it memorable…”

			Keel ignored the proposition, but Garret awkwardly answered, “No thanks.”

			This elicited a chorus of laughter and mocking impersonations from the sinner’s choir. 

			Garret’s face reddened and he looked down, then to the side, and then behind them. The blushing gave way to shocked white.

			“Captain Keel…” he began.

			“Yeah. I saw ’em back there.”

			Three humanoids wearing full armor, blaster rifles slung over their shoulders, had appeared at the entrance to the street. And of course, it was possible they were here for business. This was Rakka, and while there was a local police force—at least, there was the last time Keel had been here—they didn’t care much about what you carried. They only cared about getting their cut.

			Garret gulped. “They look… dangerous.”

			Keel spied another armored gunfighter emerge from the mouth of the cantina they were headed to. A cantina that he now knew they wouldn’t get the chance to see the inside of. He stopped in the street, eliciting more hopeful catcalls from the prostitutes as he squared up on Garret, gently patted the code slicer’s cheek, and held a finger in his face.

			“Remember, kid. They’re dangerous. But so are we.”

			“I’m not dangerous.”

			“Well, I’m dangerous. Ravi?”

			“Mister Ravi… he isn’t back from… wherever yet.”

			Keel ground his teeth. He knew that. It’s just… old habits. He took a deep breath, then grabbed two fistfuls of Garret’s jacket collar. “You ready?” 

			“Ready for wha—” Garret began, but the last word turned into an echoing cry as Keel launched him toward the now-screaming chorus of call girls.

			“Get inside!” Keel shouted after him, drawing his blaster.

			He would need to get Leenah and the Six down here. But first, there was going to be a fight. 
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			What gave it all away and told Keel he’d walked into an ambush, was the fourth man. A steely-eyed human wearing the same Fandrall personal defense armor as the three who’d sealed off Keel and Garret’s escape route in the back. Fandrall armor was expensive, and the four of them had matching kits, right down to the drab green chest plates and desert-tan shoulder pauldrons. 

			If he’d been feeling generous and wanted to believe the best about the situation, Keel might have chalked that up to circumstance. A merc team meeting a client to discuss how to best deal with street thugs that had become too much of a problem to local businesses. A legitimate reason completely unrelated to what Keel was after. That sort of thing did happen on worlds such as Rakka. Teams of hitters for hire—sometimes former Legion—also worked the remote and seedy spots on the edge the way lobbyists used to work the high-rises of Utopion. But the man in the armor stepping out of the bar differed in one way from the three still trailing behind.

			He wasn’t wearing a helmet.

			And Keel knew the man’s face.

			That was all he needed to throw aside any thoughts of coincidence and go into dog mode. 

			The man’s name was Venema. A tracker. Here on Rakka because something or someone had led him here. He was a professional, not the type to drink away his credits in a filthy cantina unless he had a reason. A profitable reason. 

			In retrospect, Keel should have seen it coming sooner. All the bad leads—three on this one planet, and the last one on a long, hemmed-in street. Maybe he would have seen it coming had his life not been so… military lately. The street-smart blade wasn’t as sharp as it had been before he’d come in from the cold. Especially when Ravi wasn’t at his side. 

			Perhaps that was why Keel didn’t immediately open fire in those first split seconds. More likely it was the need to keep the kid safe. With Garret tangled in the embraces of courtesans who were themselves trying to get away, Keel brought his blaster up, fairly confident he could drop Venema even at this range.

			Venema’s shot came first and sizzled high overhead. When the silver-haired man saw he’d missed, he ducked back into the dive bar and that was that. Keel followed his sights to the three who’d followed him, pausing just long enough to send a blaster bolt into each one’s head. The range wasn’t optimal, but the Intec’s tendency to drain a charge pack for that extra armor-destroying oomph did Oba’s work. 

			The three gunfighters dropped before they’d even managed to shoulder those expensive blaster rifles to that expensive Fandrall armor. Keel cocked his eyebrow. Not bad.

			Venema jumped back outside to fire again—and missed again. He was a better tracker than shooter, and Keel had already dispatched the three men with trigger ability. Venema’s job would have been to arrange the trap. To get Keel here. 

			Though the smuggler had no idea what Venema’s reason could be. He hadn’t heard of any bounty on his head since that Republic harpy of an officer tried to save face back when he first met Leenah. And that was all taken care of. So what was going on?

			Keel sent a shot back at Venema that missed the man’s head by just a few centimeters and sent him scurrying back inside the cantina again. Keel gritted his teeth. What he wouldn’t give to be able to do that shot again. No use standing around wishing about it. 

			The question that Keel was hurriedly turning over in his mind in those fractions of a second that ticked by as Garret picked himself up and obediently moved to the brothel’s front door, was whether to press the issue and go in after Venema or to find an exit and then get back to the Six.

			The tracker was a player. A pro who was well known among the web of Bronze Guild hunters, information brokers, smugglers, gunfighters, mercs, and everyday run-of-the-repulsor scoundrels who formed the underground night market economies that stretched from core to edge and back again. With stops at all points between. People like that knew better than to initiate a blaster fight with Captain Keel of the Indelible VI. 

			Because at the end of it, Wraith would be waiting.

			Something must have happened to make that prospect seem somehow less terrifying. Which usually meant credits. A whole sket-load would be the minimum requirement, because you didn’t get on Wraith’s bad side unless you saw an opportunity to disappear in untold wealth before he came looking.

			A new round of blaster fire added its glare and noise to the unfolding chaos as several gunmen poured out of the cantina in the hopes of putting Keel down right here in the filthy gutter. So, it was more than just Venema and the three armored mercs Keel had already taken out. In fact, it was starting to look like the whole block was against him.

			But Venema had made at least one error. Old professionals like him had something of the showman in them. It helped their rep. Increased the fees they could collect because when the boys and girls all got their cut and shared their stories the word would get out. They’d tell how Venema strolled out on the street, locked eyes with Keel, and then gunned him down like a canix. 

			Only that wasn’t how it happened. Venema had sprung his trap too soon—before Keel had walked fully into it. Which left just enough room for shots to go wide and for the smuggler to disappear. The fight was young. The smell of spent charge packs and fresh blood was still a novel thing. This was where split decisions would prove salvific if wise, and fatal if miscalculated. 

			Keel didn’t need even a split second to calculate his next move. He was open and relatively exposed, on a street that was about to be thick with blaster fire. In short, he was in a place he didn’t want to be. 

			Venema would pay for this later. Wraith would see to it. But as for Keel, his immediate options were down to one.

			Run.

			He sprinted toward the whorehouse, expecting that Garret would already be through the door. Only the kid was stalled, held up among the panicked and shrieking proprietors and buffeted back by the clientele in various stages of undress who foolishly poured from the place’s front exit, running right into the oncoming fire. One big, burly man, his pants loose about his waist, shouldered his way past a one-armed Kimbrin concubine, only to be caught by an errant blaster bolt coming from the cantina. Call it bad luck or a poor decision, either way he paid the price.

			“Get inside, kid!” Keel shouted, but the scrawny code slicer seemed like he was stuck in place.

			“I’m trying,” Garret shouted back.

			Keel saw then that the kid wasn’t stuck. He was caught. A human female, with shaved head and violet eyes—cybernetics—held Garret with one hand and brandished a blaster pistol with the other. Keel should have spotted her earlier when scanning the gallery. She was too young—too pretty—to belong to that lot.

			Keel still shot first, ripping a blaster bolt center mass on the woman. Even as she collapsed, her fingers reflexively squeezed off a wild shot in reply, and Keel heard the sizzle of the bolt as it arced just above his head, maybe a meter left and two meters above.

			He’d had closer calls before. But that was still too close. 

			“What do we do? Whatta we do?” Garret asked. 

			There was a panicked and growing crowd now, people trying instinctively to get away from the violence, and Keel and the kid were caught in their midst. At least the throng shielded them from blaster fire. Shouts from those in the thick of it mingled with the voices of those yelling excitedly from inside the buildings. 

			Keel quickly considered their options. The interior of the bordello might bring some cover, but there were too many variables, a lot of them bad. What if the woman he’d shot had friends waiting inside to ambush? What if the place only had the one way in and out? What if Venema had brought heavy tools for the job, say a mounted heavy repeater, and could bring the place down on top of him? How many hitters were out there, and how long could he expect his Intec and its few charge packs to hold out in a siege?

			Ravi would be able to tell him all those odds and more. But Ravi was off looking for Prisma on some planet where “no mortal should ever dare venture, least of all the girl.” 

			So Keel had to go with his gut. And that told him that going inside would only provide temporary shelter and surefire trouble. Even if he called on Leenah to come down with the Six to clear out the riff-raff, reentry took time, and this fight was right now. The best way to extricate themselves was to use the surrounding mob to conceal themselves.

			“Garret! Change of plans. Stick close to me. We’re gonna stay in this herd until we’re outta this alley. Don’t let ’em trample you, kid.”

			“But what if they don’t run the way we want them to?”

			Keel dialed down his charge pack to maximize shots, stood tall, and nearly emptied it at the mercs and other assorted gunfighters advancing on them from the cantina. He hit more than he missed, causing those in plain clothes to grasp at minor wounds even while those with body armor showed no ill effects. That was fine. Keel wasn’t trying to dust them. Not yet. He was trying to start a stampede. 

			And he succeeded.

			Humanoids, being what they are, run from the sound of weapons fire. Most of them. It’s a trait that only a few break themselves of, and those tend to be Legion or one of the fighting branches—hullbusters and Repub Army special forces. So when the crowd heard those shots and saw the direction Keel had sent them, they instinctively rushed pell-mell in the opposite direction. 

			Blaster fire zipped back at him. The shooters who still had a shred of conscience aimed at his head, the shots going high as Keel ducked down into the crowd. But the hardened killers, the dead-eyed murderers, fired right into the throng, no doubt figuring that eventually they’d whittle off enough civilians to get a clean shot at the smuggler captain. The prize inside.

			That only served to heighten the frenzy. And soon Keel was using every ounce of strength he had to compete with frantic elbows and jostling bodies that buffeted him and swept him up in their mad grasp. He leapt over the fallen and would sometimes surge forward several meters, carried by the mob, until his feet touched the ground again. He lost sight of Garret completely, and looking to see what was behind him was an impossibility. He could only hope the kid wasn’t among the shot or trampled littering the street behind him.

			Scores of innocents were going down. This was a costly, messy job. Not the type of hit to go unnoticed, even out on the edge. And not the sort of thing Venema was known to do. Which made Keel wonder… Just how many credits were involved? And who had the resources to put them up in the first place?

			A comm chime in his ear was barely audible amid the tumult. That would be Leenah. Her timing was good. 

			“Go for Keel!” He was running, but not at peak pace. The crowd was already flagging as they reached the end of the narrow street. Here it let out to slightly wider lanes and the typical maze of a poorly designed star port. Everything would explode the moment the people separated and went wherever their legs could lead them. Panicked survivors would be moving in all directions, running for their lives.

			“Aeson!” Leenah cried.

			She sounded worried. No, not just worried. She sounded afraid. Terrified. And not for his own safety. Something was wrong.

			“What is it?” Keel shouted.

			She merely repeated the dismayed crying of his name. And now Keel could hear the warbles and alarms filling the cockpit of his ship. And then a distant shudder, the too-familiar sound the Six made when its shields took a pounding.

			“Leenah…” Keel tried to keep his voice even. Tried to wrest her attention away from whatever was causing her panic. “Tell me what’s happening.”

			Someone drove a knee into the back of Keel’s thigh, nearly causing him to stumble. Keel threw an elbow at the offender and felt a sudden space open up behind him as whoever it was dropped out of the race. 

			More blaster shots screamed above and into the crowd, this time from two directions. The stampeders at the front halted and tried to go back the other way, only to crash into those still running from the blaster fire at their backs. The result was a meeting of two senseless armies, their lines crashing into one another.

			That was when Keel caught a glimpse of Garret’s green jacket. He threw civilians out of his way until he reached the code slicer, and pulled on the kid’s arm—only to find that the arm, and the jacket, belonged to a woman. She stared at Keel in momentary confusion before violently freeing her arm from his grip and running wide of an armored merc who was taking aim at the crowd from a kneeling fire position. 

			Keel pulled Rechs’s old slug thrower and sent a depleted round booming toward the shooter’s head, cracking the tactical helmet, which was designed to ablate blaster fire, not the devastation of a hand cannon. 

			Then he pinged the Six again. “Talk to me, Leenah!”

			Still no reply, and then Garret shouted, “Captain!” from somewhere ahead. 

			The code slicer was bruised, his lip and nose bloodied. His jacket was missing and the gray shirt beneath was torn. Fingernail scrapes ran from his neck to his sternum. But the kid was in sight and he was alive.

			“Stay low!” Keel shouted, knowing that this momentary respite would be brief. “We gotta get going before this crowd thins out any further.”

			“There’s just a couple of bad guys on the right,” Garret offered, doing his best to suppress his fatigue and fear.

			“Okay. We go right. You follow me. Keep up!”

			Garret opened his mouth as if to protest—Keel had, after, just told him to move in the direction of the bad guys—but the kid’s faith in his captain stood firm, and he nodded, steeling himself for the sprint.

			Keel took off, a fresh charge pack in his Intec and the slug thrower down only one round. 

			The hitters were waiting for them, and immediately swung their sights on the target. Turns out there were more than two of them, but Keel was ready. Though his armor was elsewhere, he was now Wraith. And he would pick apart anyone who stood in his way.

			The hand cannon misted the head of a human wielding a sawed-off surger. The abrupt end to that guy, who was clearly on what constituted the B or C team—no armor, no kit, most likely a thug hired from the streets—sent his pals to the pavement in disbelief. Bullets did things in a far messier way than blaster bolts.

			Keel brought up his blaster pistol and dropped two armored mercs—more of Venema’s boys. The super-charged shots the Intec provided were more than enough to do the job. He holed their armor with a single shot each, just beneath the chest plate, sending the wearers to die a considerably more agonizing death as the kinetic force of the blaster bolts sent shards scattering inside.

			That was three down with the buddies of the first guy running because whatever they were being paid or promised didn’t look so alluring anymore. Not with an angel of death and his geeky friend bringing the hurt that fast and with that kind of authority. To hell with that. 

			A hole was opening up for Keel and Garret. That would lead to distance. Then a safe place to lay low. Then, hopefully, the Six coming in hot to get them out of there.

			Another day at the ballpark.

			Keel resisted the urge to turn around and verify that Garret was still on his heels, because only the kid could save himself here. There was no stopping to double back and carry the code slicer. That would just get them both killed.

			“C’mon!” Keel called, hoping it would be enough to keep the kid pushing. Keep him running. 

			A clan-less Gomarii, because you only found that species of slavers alone when their clan had been annihilated, stepped outside of cover as if to slow Keel’s run. The big blue alien’s mouth tentacles writhed as it aimed a blaster rifle from its hip. But Keel had already tracked with his slug thrower and sent two rounds to the large humanoid’s chest, just to be sure, not bothering to break his stride as he moved right past what was now a broken and failed cordon trying to hem him in.

			The crowds were sparser now that they’d bled out into arterial roads and alleys, and Keel heard sirens blaring in the distance. This disturbance was too great for even Rakka’s authorities to ignore. Once upon a time, a Legion garrison run by a corrupt point would have also shown up, determined to squeeze whatever financial gain they could from the opportunity. But they were gone now. And so, it seemed, were Venema’s hitters. 

			Just ahead, an automated dumpster leaned its bulk against a sandstone building. Keel threw his back against it with a hollow metallic thud, then scanned the area behind him. Garret was still alive, running as fast as he could to join his captain. And behind him, trailing not too much farther back, were more of the armored mercs, hindered by the crowd… who were now fighting back.

			Rakka, like all edge-world star ports, wasn’t the sort of place where one could open fire with impunity. A gunslinger could count on a lot more wiggle room in the more civilized parts of the galaxy. Where defending oneself was a job left to the planetary police. Places like Spilursa or Utopion, where victims and onlookers responded to violence with capitulation rather than resolve. And where the terror, therefore, would last for however long it took for the local authorities to arrive on scene.

			Not so out here, on the edge. Here, the locals would shoot back. And now some of them—perhaps a gang of criminals, perhaps a posse of angry citizens or business owners—were showing Venema’s mercs and other hired guns just how displeased they were to be caught up in the middle of things.

			That gave Keel a chance to catch his breath and allowed Garret to reach the dumpster. The kid was skinny, but he was out of shape. Walking from one end of the Six to the other was about it for him when it came to cardio. He doubled over, sucking in big, heaping lungfuls of air. You could never get enough in times like that.

			“Keel to Six,” the captain panted into his comm. “I need you down here, Leenah.”

			Left unstated was his worry at her not being in his ear since her last panicked transmission. Something was obviously going on up there, and Keel was entirely in the dark about what it was unless he took the time to dig out his datapad and read the ship’s diagnostics. That shouldn’t be necessary though. He needed to move quickly, and Leenah’s skill as a pilot had improved greatly. She knew what she could get out of the Indelible VI even more than Keel did, though he’d never admit to that in public. Or in private.

			“Aeson…” She was back on the comm. A mix of fright and concentration. The controlled fear of a featherhead with a couple of bandits on his tail. “They’re everywhere!”

			“Who is?”

			No answer.

			“Leenah! Who? What’s going on?”

			“Ships! Not starfighters, but—they’re all shooting at me and the shields are barely hanging on and I had to hot-fix comms and I need you up here and flying!”

			“I can’t make it up there, so you need to get down here, sweetie. Do you understand me? Whatever it takes. Get down here! You can do it.”

			“I’ll try. Oba… Oba…”

			“You can do it, Leenah.”

			She didn’t get a chance to answer. 

			In those final moments before the comm transmission went dead, Keel heard the scream, heard the beginning of an explosion. Heard his life, his ship, and his love… heard it all end.
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			“Leenah?” Keel’s voice was calm and dispassionate, his mind winning a war with his guts to maintain control. Maintain discipline. Keep hold of all the things he’d been trained to do in the Legion.

			There was no answer. Keel knew there wouldn’t be even before he said the words. 

			“What?” Garret panted. “What’s wrong?”

			Keel clenched his jaw, anger flaring his nostrils. He blew out a breath, calming himself. Losing control of his emotions would only speed him and Garret to meeting the same fate. “Don’t worry about it, kid, just don’t plan on getting any help from the Six.”

			The slim code slicer lacked the ability to compartmentalize—except when it came to working on a program or a piece of machinery, in which case he was all single-minded focus. If Keel let on what had happened, the kid would be even more useless than he already was in the sort of fight they were up against.

			But Garret must have picked up on the emotion of the moment all the same. “W-wait.” Tears welled in his eyes. A desperate, disbelieving sorrow that Keel could see. “Is she… is she dead?”

			For a split second, the heaviness of what Keel had heard over the comm—of his life unraveling in seconds—almost caught up to him. A sudden, tangy lump rose in the back of his throat, and he quickly looked down to tend to his charge packs, making sure he was optimal for what came next.

			KTF, Wraith. Survive. Then make them pay.

			And that would be the real trick now. Surviving. No ship. No free way off-planet… and a blossoming rage deep down inside that he knew would lead him to make stupid decisions if he let it. There was a fine line between using the hate and being consumed by it. Between fire and insanity. And if he was going to get off Rakka… if he was going to at least save the kid… he needed to walk that line the way the Legion had taught him.

			“No way to know for sure,” he finally answered. Only he was Captain Ford again. An unflappable Legion officer. A man of cool professionalism. Ready to assess and dominate. “The Six was under attack. Comms went down. She could be alive but unable to communicate. She could be captured—”

			“Or she could be dead.”

			“Doesn’t change anything, kid.”

			Garret shook his head, bewildered. 

			Keel snapped his fingers, regaining the young man’s attention. “Hey. Focus. We can’t stay here.”

			This seemed to get through. Garret nodded, wiping his nose on his arm, and looked around, as if newly aware of their dangerous surroundings.

			Keel edged to the corner of the dumpster providing them cover, ready to peer around its bulk. “We’re going to push up from this position and find a place to lay low. I have one charge pack and nineteen rounds before we’re black on ammo. So you pick up any weapons you see from anyone I kill on the way. If someone looks like they’re going to shoot me, you shoot them first. Copy?”

			“I… I…”

			“Hey. Live or die—you need to make that decision right now. Do. You. Copy?”

			Garret’s head bobbed up and down. “Okay. Yeah… I’ll find something. Kill them first. Like those legionnaire friends of yours used to say, right?”

			“Right. But first you need a weapon. Pick something up if the opportunity arises, but most important, keep moving. No stopping. No turning around to go back for something that catches your eye. Stay close to me. Left hand on my right shoulder if you need my attention. No talking otherwise.”

			“Okay.”

			Keel peered out to check the progress of the mercs who had failed to cordon them in with the stampeding crowd. Venema’s men, easily identifiable by their matching armor, were having a tough and dangerous time of things. People not in on the hit were now buzzing mad at the threat that had opened up in their backyard, and there was a gunfight of growing proportions happening in the place Keel had just escaped from. The mercs were making progress against the consortium of local resistance, but they weren’t in a position to reach Keel, or even see him yet. They might not even know where he was. He could hope.

			The opposite direction was another story. The street in front of them remained free of any hostiles. Most of the frantic people caught up in the initial fight had dispersed, leaving only a few wary locals still moving away from the epicenter of the fight. Sirens continued to blare, accompanied by the rumble of repulsors—maybe an airborne police response. That could bring its own special sort of trouble. The last thing Keel needed was to be back in Rakka’s spaceport jail. His last visit had been more than enough. And no one would be on hand to bail him out this time. No one good, anyway.

			“Let’s move,” Keel said, pushing off from the dumpster and moving smoothly up the street. 

			There was a natural urge to flat-out run, but Keel knew he needed to move slowly. To keep full control of himself and his surroundings. At any moment, a new threat could emerge from a side street, alley, or upper-story window. He needed to be ready to shoot them down as soon as they appeared. That meant slow, deliberate movements.

			A shift in the wind sent smoke into the street. Keel looked left and saw an open window belching thick, black clouds. An explosion rattled somewhere back behind him. This felt like much more than a simple hit—like someone trying to settle some score with Wraith in a game Keel wasn’t even aware of. It felt like war.

			Garret coughed, then wiped his eyes. They kept moving.

			So far, no sign of trouble. Most of the people moving about were armed, but they took no interest in Keel and Garret. Some were running from the fight back at ambush alley, others were running toward it. A group of grimy-faced mechanics poured out of a private docking bay, wielding spanners and industrial wrenches, and ran toward the action, passing Garret and Keel without so much as a second look. Call it civic pride. Or more likely their boss owned another business down the street that was jeopardized by the sudden outburst of shooting.

			Keel wondered where all this was headed now that he, the target, had slipped the trap. Venema was nothing if not detail-oriented. He would have shared pictures of Keel, if he had any, to his team of mercs. Whether the local goons hired on could identify him was unknown. Most likely they were just sent in to tighten the noose and follow orders. A failsafe to avoid Keel’s slipping free.

			So much for that.

			The manic, rapid-fire zwack of a light repeating cannon ripped its way through the sound-sphere. But this, too, was distant. Which was good. He was moving away from the fight. He couldn’t fight Venema’s mercs all out in the open like this, so let them mix it up with ghosts of their prey. He just had to get the kid far enough away. Then they could go into hiding, wait for the police to restore order, and finally… find a way off-planet.

			He didn’t bother hoping that way would be Leenah and the Six. 

			Ahead was a thoroughfare large enough for repulsor trucks—much wider than the narrow, winding street they’d been traveling. But smoke lingered even here. Keel longed for his armor and the advantages it provided. 

			Make do with what you have, he told himself. A lesson he’d learned long ago.

			The rushing sound of a heavy sled barreling recklessly down the street ahead forced him instinctively to the side of the road. A repulsor truck teeming with mercs and mounted with a light repeating blaster whipped around the corner and gunned its accelerator the moment its nose was pointed in the right direction, speeding out of a wobbly fishtail that made the armored hitters inside hang on for fear of tumbling to the duracrete.

			“Look down,” Keel muttered to Garret.

			Short of pulling an aero-precision launcher out of his back pocket, there would be no winning against the sled and its inhabitants. Head down and fingers crossed was the only way.

			The vehicle raced away to join the swelling fight they’d left behind.

			Keel breathed a sigh of relief. That was too close.

			“Why aren’t the cops here?” Garret asked.

			“No talking,” Keel snapped back. Not because he couldn’t talk and operate, but because Venema’s men were clearly pushing from the direction they were headed. More might still be on their way. And Keel didn’t want to be caught off guard. 

			“Right. Sorry.”

			Keel let the additional words slide. In fairness to the kid, it was a question he’d been wondering about himself. Rakka was an edge world—a dangerous backwater—but it was civilized enough that… well, he’d had his own run-ins with the law here. And while that was years ago, there had been detectives who at least seemed like they wanted law and order, if not justice, for their home. Now there was an all-out riot happening, at a minimum, and distant sirens were so far the only municipal response.

			The thoroughfare the repulsor sled had come from was a block away, and Keel didn’t have a good feeling about traveling along it. He opted instead for a trash-strewn alley that ran parallel to the thoroughfare, too narrow for anything but a hoverbike. But just as he neared the alley’s entrance, three armored mercs—a foot patrol—exited the narrow corridor. They stopped short, standing dumbly for a moment, surprised to suddenly have someone inside their personal space. 

			And not just someone. Their target.

			Keel could see it in their body language as the realization hit. They tensed, hands squeezing weapons in the split second before he struck the first one in the helmet with an elbow smash. The blow sent the merc spinning away and rotated the helmet a good ninety degrees. The merc went down to a knee, clutching his lid and trying desperately to straighten it. 

			The next merc attempted to bring up his rifle from the low ready to open fire. Keel grabbed the weapon with his free hand as the third merc jumped back to put some space between himself and the brawl. Keel kept that third merc backpedaling by firing two rounds into his sternum. The man dropped flat on his back, arms and legs spread wide in death. 

			Merc two, his rifle locked in place by Keel’s grip, attempted to wrest the weapon free—which was a mistake. He was close enough to grapple, which was what Keel had been expecting, and being helmeted, he had the opportunity to deliver a headbutt—the obvious move. But not to the merc. All the guy could think about was his primary. As Venema’s man struggled for the weapon, Keel brought his Intec up under the hitter’s chin and pulled the trigger, blowing a hole through the top of the man’s bucket.

			Two down. And the third, the first guy, got his helmet arranged enough to see straight just in time to catch a blaster bolt in the faceplate. His armor was expensive, but it would have to be made of hull plating to stop a bolt at that range.

			Three bodies lay dead and smoking on the ground. Keel had two shots left in his charge pack unless he weakened the blast. He switched to the slug thrower and ducked into the alley, which lay open and empty.

			“Grab one of those rifles, kid,” Keel ordered. “And any charge packs you find. Check the front carrier.”

			Stunned at the display of Legion ruthlessness, it took Garret a couple of dumb seconds to finally move. He pulled a rifle out of the hands of the last man killed, indelicately pulling the sling around the man’s head and arms, and then rummaged for charge packs, stuffing his pockets and handing Keel a replacement for his Intec.

			“You know how to use that?” Keel asked.

			“Sort of. It works like in the FPS sims, right?”

			“Pretty much. But don’t let anyone know I said that.” Keel gave a ten-second instruction course and ended it by saying, “If you think you have to shoot, you move up until I’m on your left or right. No finger on the trigger while that thing’s barrel is behind me, understand? I’m not gonna get shot in the back by a code slicer.”

			Garret nodded, looking like the last thing he wanted was to actually use the weapon. “Which way now?”

			Keel nodded at the dead mercs. “Away from these kelhorns. Up this alley. I hoped to find someplace along this route to hide. We’ll have to move further now on account of what just happened. You ready?”

			The steady pace they’d been on had allowed Garret to catch his breath from the initial stress of the stampede. Now it was only adrenaline and fear that made him flush, lines of stress forming on his forehead and around his eyes. “I think so. Captain… what’s going to happen?”

			“Worry about that later. We won’t find out until then anyway. Let’s go.”

			They pushed their way up the alley, which was lined with three-story residential apartments. There were scant doors on the ground level and far too few fire escapes to make anyone believe that Republic-approved codes were being followed. A few flint-faced locals peered down from open windows with a mix of fear and curiosity. Life wasn’t easy on Rakka. Not out this way, at least. It was just a short run from the skid row where all this trouble had begun.

			At the halfway point, Keel stopped and said, “We have to go back.”

			“But… you said no going back.”

			“I meant for you. I can go back. C’mon.”

			They rushed back to the bodies, which still lay untouched. 

			“Are you gonna… pull them out of view?” Garret asked. It’s what they would have done in the holofilms. Get the bodies out of sight so no one would be suspicious.

			“No. They’ll know these three are missing whenever they do check-ins. And Venema’s the type who’ll make sure all units check in.”

			“Who’s Venema?”

			“The last guy I’m gonna kill before I leave this planet.”

			Garret stood in silence as Keel went straight to the mercenary he’d shot twice in the sternum. The only one without a hole in his helmet. Keel pulled off the man’s bucket, letting the dead merc’s head thud against the duracrete.

			Garret stared at the face of the dead mercenary in fascination. The merc was human. And young. A thin line of blood dripped from his mouth. His hair was wild, but not on purpose. Just the sort that seemed to stand up on its own whenever uncovered. He was staring at the sky. And he looked… sad. Garret thought he must not have died right away when the captain shot him. But he didn’t look like he was in pain. Just… afraid of what would happen next.

			Garret felt the same way.

			“Okay, be ready to move,” Keel said, tossing the helmet away. It skipped once on the street before bouncing off a wall.

			“I thought you were going to wear it,” Garret said.

			“That thing? No. It’s not a Legion bucket. It’ll just mess with my field of vision. I needed this.”

			He held up a thin cochlear implant—the sort that attached to the outside. 

			“His comm,” Garret said.

			“Yeah. This is a big operation. I need to listen in.”

			“I’ll be quiet.”

			Keel nodded, on the move again. The micro-comm in his right ear was connected only to the Six, rendering it pretty much worthless now, but he didn’t take it out. He hoped that somehow he’d hear Leenah again. He didn’t. He wouldn’t.

			He put the other comm in his left ear. It was alive with activity. And at the center of it was Venema. Issuing orders with a furiousness that suggested he was stretched to his limits. Keel dropped to a knee to listen and shot a closed fist up asking Garret to wait. He wanted his next steps to be informed ones, and hearing directly from the apparent leader of this operation was about as good intel as he was likely to get.

			“…care how, just put it down and get moving!” Venema shouted.

			“Yes, sir,” came the reply, and then general orders positioning teams of mercs. Nothing creative. Teams one through five. A lot of men were on duty, from what Keel could gather. 

			“Listen, people,” Venema said. Never a military man, he spoke over the comm more like a silver-haired project manager trying to keep his employees on task. “Local contacts are telling me they can’t ignore this much longer. Clean it up—extricate yourself from whatever fights the natives are presenting and find me Aeson Keel!”

			“Kid,” Keel said, to inform Garret that Venema’s team had the local authorities on the take—one more avenue denied to them on their mission to get off of Rakka alive. But he stopped short at the sight of the young code slicer aiming his blaster rifle at an armored merc not four meters away. The merc’s weapon was aimed right back. 

			This was… not good. 

			Whoever it was must have moved around the corner and gotten the drop on Keel almost the moment they’d pushed up the alley. Or simply came down right on top of them… quietly, too. A real artist.

			Garret’s forehead glistened with sweat. His fingers wrapped and unwrapped the blaster rifle’s fore and rear grip, his finger nervously tapping against the trigger. Frightened eyes darted to Keel. “What do I do?” he whispered.

			Keel stood up slowly, holding one palm out from his body while the other gingerly brought his blaster to a position where he could hip-fire at the interloper. 

			The only question was how to take this kelhorn down without the kid getting dusted in the first few seconds of violence?
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			“I don’t want any trouble, Keel. We’re friends.”

			Captain Keel kept his blaster steady, wishing, not for the first time, that Ravi was with him to give him a quick set of odds about how this all might go down. The merc’s armor was high quality, far better than what Venema’s men wore. In fact, it had the look of something modified well beyond its original factory rollout. Which usually meant two things. The wearer was rich enough to afford it—and smart enough to know what they needed. Sometimes you’d get one and not the other, but when faced with both, it paid to be cautious.

			“If you’re a friend, how about lowering your blaster,” Keel offered.

			The merc shrugged. “Not happening.”

			“The kid’s not going to shoot you,” Keel said, taking a step toward the interloper, his non-blaster hand held out non-threateningly.

			The merc’s line of sight was fixed on Keel’s shooting hand. “Of course he’s not. Safety’s on.”

			Before Garret had a chance to look, Keel held out a hand. “Don’t take your eyes off her, kid. That’s an old trick.”

			“O-okay,” the code slicer mumbled. He didn’t sound so sure, which made Keel wonder if maybe the safety was on. He wasn’t about to look.

			“Trick or not, it’s you I’m worried about, Keel,” the merc said, voice obscured by a vocal transmogrifier that gave no clue about who this might be. The merc certainly acted like they knew him personally. But this could just be someone stalling for time and backup. “This is always the hard part, I know. But you need to trust me.”

			Keel gave a one-note laugh, wanting to look over his shoulder to make sure he wasn’t being snuck up on, but unwilling to give the merc in front of him an opening. “Sure. That sounds perfectly reasonable.”

			“It is reasonable. I’m Zora.”

			Keel almost froze at the sound of her name. He hadn’t heard from Zora since… well, not for a long time. Hadn’t even asked after her during the brief stint with Doc before Goth Sullus was taken down. He’d thought about asking, but if the father of the woman allegedly standing before him chose not to bring it up, Keel certainly wasn’t going to broach the subject. 

			If this was really her—if she was really here—it would hardly be the biggest surprise of the day. But it would still be a surprise. 

			At Keel’s hesitation, the merc pressed her claims. “Captain, I can tell you your real name if you need me to. And Wraith’s… and what we were doing the last time we were both on this planet.”

			Keel let out a puff of breath from his nostrils. “Take off your helmet.”

			The merc nodded. “I can do that so long as you promise none of that KTF stuff. I’m not going to risk my neck to get you just to end up a corpse, jump jockey.”

			Keel gave no reply. Beside him, Garret licked his lips nervously.

			“Okay,” the merc said. “Nice and slow, putting my rifle down—and Oba help you if you shoot me now, Aeson.”

			Keel watched as the merc slowly squatted to set her rifle on the ground. She stood up and pulled her helmet off with both hands, then brought it down to rest in front of her chest, and locked eyes with Keel.

			Pretty. That’s what Keel thought on seeing her in the flesh again. She looked the same. Older now, just like he’d grown older, but she looked well. A career of serving in the Bronze Guild—or so Keel assumed—hadn’t left its telltale marks. At least not the physical kind. Wait. Scratch that. She had a new scar on her upper lip. 

			But it fit her.

			“Satisfied?” she asked.

			Keel’s mind flashed to Leenah aboard the Cybar ship. “Dunno. I’ve seen pretty good impostors lately. Garret, put the rifle down.”

			“I’m the real deal,” Zora said. “And you’re in danger.”

			“Thanks. Picked up on that already.”

			Zora looked around. “We have to go. I have a place. C’mon.” She stooped to recover her weapon but kept her helmet off.

			“Hold up,” Keel said, his blaster still ready. “I’ve lost one crew member already today. I’ve got Venema and the Bronze Guild after me—which, last I checked, you were a member of. I’m not following you anywhere.”

			Zora sighed, then rubbed her temple. “The years almost made me forget how stubborn you can be, Aeson. I’ve been trying to save you this entire time, and now I’m getting the third degree. I’d say unbelievable, but I believe it.”

			“Help me?” Keel asked, fingers on his chest. He looked back toward the alley’s entrance. “Funny. I thought I dusted all these kelhorns by myself.”

			“Yes, help you. I found out about this trap days ago. Only—surprise, surprise—you went and changed your comm signatures. So… yeah.”

			Keel wasn’t buying it. “Everyone changes their comms.”

			“Their burners. But not their karking primary channel, Aeson! What? You were just gonna retire? No more work for Wraith? Disappear on Pthalos?”

			“The thought crossed my mind.”

			Zora gave a cold smile and shook her head. She pointed a finger at him. “Do you want my help or not? Oh, and FYI—my comm is the same as it was.”

			“I’d like some help,” Garret said, injecting himself into the conversation for the first time. “I’m really freaked out.”

			“Who’s this?” Zora asked, still addressing Keel.

			“I’m Garret. I’m part of the crew. I mean… I was.”

			She spared him only a glance. “You get fired?”

			“No. The ship was…” Garret trailed off, but the emotion in his voice finished the sentence for him.

			“You lost your ship?” Zora asked Keel. It was more of an accusation than a question. 

			Keel set his jaw. “You got a sled waiting?”

			“Other end—”

			Zora was cut short as another repulsor truck loaded down with Venema’s mercs roared down the street at the far end of the alley. They all dropped their heads and leaned against the alley walls. The sled moved too quickly to have seen them that far in. Hopefully.

			“…other end of the alley,” she said as the vehicle rumbled away. “And I don’t think you grasp the magnitude of what’s going on with you, Aeson.”

			“I have a pretty good idea.”

			“No. You don’t.” Zora turned and started walking. “Follow me or go your own way, Aeson. We’ve wasted enough time catching up. Garret, you can come with me or stick with your boss.” She paused and looked over her shoulder. “Word of advice: he won’t stick with you if it comes down to it.”

			Garret turned to Keel. “What’d she mean by that?”

			“Women,” answered Keel with a shrug.

			Garret nodded as if he knew what that meant. “I think we should go with her.”

			Keel let out a sigh. Zora was continuing down the alley, not even turning her head to see if they were following. “Yeah.” Zora was, if nothing else, an extra gun and some resources.

			“Great,” said Garret. His face betrayed just how lost and frightened he was. The kid knew as well as Keel did just how dire things were. “Oh, and sorry.”

			“For what?”

			“I checked and… my safety was on.”

			Keel gave the code slicer a hard, open-mouthed look. “Well turn it off.”

			They hastened to catch up with Zora, who didn’t speak, didn’t turn to the men who flanked her. Keel could see she wasn’t happy. And maybe he was in the wrong to not play the gushing old friend, pleased to see her, delighted to have backup. But he didn’t fully trust her. Not now. He had, once. But that was a lifetime ago.

			They had met not long after Captain Aeson Ford had first begun his deep cover mission for Dark Ops. Those first few months were rough… to put it mildly. He did some good, busting up a few MCR rings, and then uncovering a Gomarii slaver cartel running an adoption scam on the edge—as in, we’ll find your child new, wealthy parents somewhere in the core. Those kids went to hell instead. Keel put an end to that one personally.

			But everything was a shifty game of personas and playing dumb. Keel had to mix in with the galaxy’s criminal elements to get close to those he sought, and far too often, that closeness ended with him getting pinched along with everyone else. The local authorities had no idea who he really was, and given the nature of his mission, he surely wasn’t about to tell them. Even on planets with Legion garrisons, he kept his mouth shut. Especially when he saw firsthand just how corrupting an influence the points had become. That was an eye-opener.

			It was Major Owens who consistently came to bail him out, pay any impound fees, and get him back on mission. After that happened one time too many, Owens arranged for a salty old leej named Doc, who used to be a big shot in Dark Ops, to play the role of advisor. And Doc… he brought along Zora. 

			His daughter.

			Ravi came later.

			The three of them came up with the idea that the persona of Wraith was what Keel needed to make it to the next level. And make it he did. Outside of Tyrus Rechs, there was no name as feared as Wraith, a man operating on his own terms, well outside the safe confines of the Bronze Guild. Not even Rechs could say that much.

			Members of a guild had strength in numbers. You tangle with a hunter serving a valid contract, you tangle with the entire guild. Wraith, by contrast, relied on strength in strength. He was a one-man guild, having proven over and again that he was more than capable of making those who sought to tangle with him suffer for it. People who had crossed him—especially those now dead for it—served as constant reminders that you took your life into your hands the moment you interfered with Wraith’s—or Keel’s—business. 

			Or at least, that’s how things used to be. Now it felt like a lifetime had passed, and he was right back where he’d started, fighting for his survival. 

			And here, once again, was Zora.

			They’d left each other’s paths without any fireworks. Pretended it was just business. Or at least that’s what he’d pretended. Wraith needed to be seen as doing it all by himself. And Zora claimed to have her own goals as a hunter. 

			That’s what they’d said. It was even what he’d meant, back then. When he was still counting down the days to return to Kill Team Victory. When he would open his trunk—a thing now probably atomized—and look at the artifacts of that life. 

			His old bucket.

			Twenties’s rifle.

			A holopic of the kill team. All of them together. The real team. Ford, Chhun, Exo, Kags, Twenties, and Masters.

			Half those guys were dead now.

			As Keel ran alongside Zora, two thoughts occurred to him. The first was that if Zora had changed so much that she was willing to turn him in for credits… then she was no longer the person he’d once known. The second was that, though he’d done everything he could, even sold his own soul, to keep his friends safe, he’d failed. 

			Exo. Twenties. Kags.

			Dead.

			Add Leenah to that list. 

			And if he was being honest with himself—Prisma, too.

			They reached the sled. Keel remembered what Doc had told him, all those years ago—and Keel made damn well sure that no one was waiting inside for him, armed with a surge shotgun. 

			Zora hopped in the driver’s seat. Keel sent Garret in next. The kid was still scared. Would likely die if he stuck with Keel through everything that had to be done, everything that was coming. Yet the code slicer was too frightened to be anywhere else. 

			Just keep doing what you’ve been trying to do all this time, Keel thought to himself as he followed. What you told yourself you were doing all those times the waters got too murky. When the gray faded to black and you made choices that you can’t ever take back.

			Keep fighting. 

			He’d never stopped. And he wouldn’t leave this planet until Venema—and the dogs who’d sent him—paid the price. Until they quaked at the sound of his name.

			Wraith.
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			The safe house wasn’t anything special. A low-rent apartment Zora had booked without ever having to show her face. The doors and locks were heavily reinforced, a necessary byproduct of the neighborhood it was located in. Strong enough to stop an H8 junkie from kicking his way in, but not the sort of equipment that would hold up against a motivated and well-armed attacker. 

			Which wasn’t to say the place didn’t have its charms. It was above a bodega specializing in the sort of humanoid foods that had to be packed with preservatives to survive the long trips from various home worlds. The kind of place that made life worth living for a Kimbrin expatriate, or a Hool looking for a satisfactory ready-to-eat approximation of their infamously gut-puckering curry. And that place was heavily secured with locks and bars to keep the place safe while the owner—a tired and slightly overweight man with a faded black tank top and comfortable shoes that hadn’t been in style since Psydon, if even then—slept away the hours from closing until the next day’s opening.

			Keel saw the man locking up when they arrived. He was older, at the end of a life’s work, too tired to do much beyond warily check to make sure the trio coming at him weren’t trouble—or the type of hungry customer who might make going back inside worth his while. He didn’t say a word as Zora walked purposefully to the side alley and took an exterior stairwell up to a narrow porch. 

			The porch was the first thing about the place Keel really liked. Anyone wanting to stack outside would have to wait on the steps. Meaning that if the door were kicked down, it would take that much longer for the room-clearers to spill inside. Keel didn’t need much time between shots to make them pay for trying if it came right down to it. He knew how that drama would end.

			The apartment had a few barred windows and no balconies. A locked door leading down to a staircase inside the shop below was the only other exit. A leftover from a time when the place likely housed the business owner. All that was good. Keel had no doubt that he and Zora could hold their own against anyone who got wise to their location. At least until something big and mechanical came to clean them out.

			Zora looked out the window. The sirens had died down. Authorities had come in, having given Venema all the time they could allow for his dirty deeds to be done. There were probably updates on the comm Keel had swiped, but he didn’t hear them. Garret was distracting himself by taking the device apart.

			Zora turned to Keel, arms folded. “If things stay quiet, we can reach my ship after nightfall and get the hell out of here.”

			Keel was spot-cleaning Tyrus Rechs’s slug thrower, and was wondering how he’d manage to find another stockpile of ammunition that didn’t involve returning to that Oba-forsaken rock the old bounty hunter once called a home.

			“I’m not leaving.”

			Zora dropped her head in incredulity. “Excuse me?”

			Keel looked over his shoulder to see if Garret was bothered by the brewing argument. But no, the kid just kept tinkering with the comm. He was in another world, and had been that way from the moment the device entered his hands.

			“Venema’s still here. I’m not leaving until he’s dead.”

			Zora gave a humorless smile. “Of course. You’re insane, Aeson. Did you not hear me when I told you just how much money the guild put on your head?”

			It was a lot. Enough to make Keel think about turning himself in. 

			“Yeah. I heard it. I’m almost flattered. But my mind’s made up. This isn’t something I’m running from.”

			Zora walked up to him. “Why not?” She peered around Keel’s broad shoulders to spy on Garret. “And don’t tell me it’s because of him, because you’re only increasing his chances of getting dusted. So, what? The ship?”

			She paused.

			“Or was it whoever was on that ship?” 

			Keel tried to keep his face neutral, but failed. Zora nodded. She knew she’d hit the mark. 

			“Who was she?” 

			Keel set his jaw. He didn’t want to talk about another woman with Zora. And he didn’t want to talk about Leenah at all. Didn’t want to even think about her unless he felt he needed that extra punch in a fight. Couldn’t afford to.

			But Zora wasn’t the type to just let something go. Never had been. She waited. And Keel knew she’d keep waiting, arms crossed, foot tapping on the floor like a metronome, until the universe ended or until Keel answered her. Whichever came first.

			“She was the crew mechanic,” he said at last. “Made the Six run like you wouldn’t believe.”

			Zora watched to see if Keel was going to offer up anything else. When he didn’t, she pressed. 

			“So what made you change your mind?”

			“About what?”

			“About the Legion.”

			Keel furrowed his eyebrows, confused. 

			“Last time I saw you,” Zora said, “it seemed that about all you wanted in life was to finish your little mission and get back to the Legion. So what changed?”

			“Who says anything changed?”

			“Oh, come on. Article Nineteen happened. The Legion went, well, Legion on the zhee, and they ended up resetting the clock on just about everything that’s happened since Psydon. And you’re still out here… being Captain Keel?” Zora shook her head. “No. That doesn’t pass the smell test, jump jockey. No way the Wraith I knew wouldn’t have been right in the thick of all that.”

			“Who says I wasn’t?”

			Zora laughed and looked away, shaking her head. “Okay. What then? You took down that big bad emperor and then… you retired? Live the life of a scoundrel out on the edge?”

			Keel shrugged and changed the subject. “How come I didn’t hear about any bounty on Wraith?”

			Zora arched an eyebrow. “Because you weren’t supposed to. The guild kept it quiet—top guys only. The ones the board could trust not to let it slip out.”

			“Guys like Venema,” Keel grumbled.

			“Like him… and me.”

			Keel gave a sardonic half-smile. “You’re a top guy now?”

			“I’ve done all right.”

			“I don’t doubt it,” Keel said. Then he paused to let out a breath, wanting to ensure there was no trace of teasing in his next words. “Listen… you don’t have to stick around on my account.”

			Zora opened her mouth to protest, but Keel cut her off with the rapid delivery of his next point. “And that doesn’t mean I’m not thankful for what you did. I am. But I can’t leave here until I put down every single person who wants me dead. I’m not going to live a life on the run.”

			Without waiting for an answer, he walked over to Garret and put a hand on the code slicer’s shoulder. “How ya holdin’ up, kid?”

			Garret looked up at him. For a moment he was somewhere else, still in the world of tech gizmos, like he wasn’t quite sure where he actually was. Then his eyes welled with tears. He quickly wiped them away. 

			The others made no mention of the sudden show of emotion, but Garret felt exposed. He was so obviously out of place here, the weak link in a three-man chain of gunfighters. 

			He sniffed. “I was looking at this comm,” he said, ignoring Keel’s question in favor of something he felt he could talk about without breaking down. Something that could keep him distracted.

			“What about it?” asked Keel.

			“Well, it’s pretty good, you know? Not cheap. I mean, not expensive either. You can drop a thousand credits on a comm and still only be scratching the surface of what’s available. That’s not even bringing hypercomms into play.”

			Keel nodded. Usually this was the part where he’d tell the kid to get to the point. But not today. He let him keep going like that.

			“And hypercomms are out of date right off the manufacturing line. You know, what I did for the comms on the Six, you can do the same for any personal hypercomm. I could have done that for ours, I just got distracted. I’ve never really liked micro-circuitry all that much, I guess, so I put it off.”

			Zora cleared her throat, cutting off the stream of consciousness. “I’m sorry… Garret, is it? Were you going somewhere with all this?”

			Keel shot her a look. “Give him a break, Zora.”

			“No, it’s okay,” said Garret, putting down the comm and resting his hands on the table. “She’s right. I’m… I was rambling. I ramble. About this kind of stuff.”

			A second passed, and he picked the device back up again. 

			Keel and Zora exchanged a look. Garret had evidently said what he wanted to say about the comms.

			“Garret,” Keel said, “Zora has a ship that can get you off-planet.”

			The kid looked up at him. “What about you?”

			“I’m staying.”

			“Oh.” Garret put his hands in his lap. “Well… do I have to go?”

			The question surprised Keel. “Safer for you if you did.”

			Zora frowned. “Captain Keel has plans to wipe out literally scores of hunters who are after the bounty on his and Wraith’s heads. Not to mention however many more will be coming in once word gets out that Venema didn’t do the job and the credits are back up for grabs.” 

			“I think I should stay here,” Garret said.

			Keel gave him a kindly half-smile. “It’s gonna be rough, kid. You did great today, but what’s coming won’t be pretty. You’re smart, Garret. You can make whatever life you want for yourself out there. Don’t throw it away for a gut shot on Rakka, of all places.”

			The code slicer blanched at the word picture Keel had just painted in his head. “Oh… no. I wasn’t thinking of it like that. I can’t stay and do any good with a blaster.” He held up the stolen comm. “But I can do something with this. I-I’ve been listening. I have a good idea of troop strength, patrol routes… all the technical stuff that’s sent over this channel. No idea what’s going on direct from Venema, but I can infer a lot and… well, if Miss Zora can help you, I think we can take them all down once I’m finished with this.”

			“We…?” said Keel dubiously.

			“After what they did? Yes, we.” Garret’s face darkened. “I know how we can kill them all.”
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			It was a place Ravi knew of but had never before seen. In all the long millennia of purpose, all the hopes kindled, dashed, and somehow renewed, he had never set foot on this planet. Not only because of what it was, but because of what it represented. It was an antithesis. 

			Of him. Of the galaxy. Of his people. 

			No. That wasn’t right. If it were, this place would not have become what it now was. The planet was of his people, but not all of them. The best of them—those that were now known as the Ancients—those on whose behalf Ravi stayed behind… yes, this place was the antithesis of all that.

			The wind whipped against him, sending his azure robes snapping behind him. He set his face against it, feeling grains of sand tumble across his skin, lodge in his oiled, pointed beard, and cake his dark eyelashes. It was a sensation he’d nearly forgotten in the overly long epochs he’d spent in his ghostly state. 

			That was another thing. He could feel on this planet.

			He could die on this planet.

			With a mourning, baleful, final howl, the wind blowing in from the jungle, across the river, slackened. Settled into a breeze. Grew weak and then gentle, carrying with it a bouquet at once fetid and sweet. Death and new, flowering life.

			It was quiet on this side of the river. Almost peaceful. The chitterings of the teeming jungle were subdued and distant, the water picturesque with its lapping ripples and rushes, gleaming under a waxing moon.

			And so Ravi spoke into the darkness of the planet. A place that embodied what he was not. A place that could kill him. A place he chose to be, because it might lead to her. The odds, the pressing walls the galaxy called fate, had led him here. 

			A murdered father. A desperate friend. A wayward path.

			“Where is she?”

			The question hung in the night for a long time. Somewhere, deep in the jungle, a tree snapped and crashed, its sound echoing as if at quarter speed. As though it had dropped onto the floor in slow motion before finally growing still. The wind tried to regather its strength, pick itself up, but it no longer had the stamina to make itself heard. 

			Ravi knew the question had been heard. He would not repeat it. This was a delicate encounter. The game was subtle. Complex. And deadly if either side chose to make it so.

			He turned, content to walk away. Unwilling to give more of himself than that three-word invitation to a parlay.

			“Urmo.”

			Ravi stopped, turned, and saw standing before him a diminutive creature covered in shaggy, crimson hair, with coal-black eyes and a bulb-like nose. The little thing gripped a walking stick and looked up at Ravi with its soulful gaze.

			Ravi didn’t stoop to greet it. He stood tall and returned the little thing’s stare from on high. “Is she here?” 

			“Urmo.”

			“I know who you are. Do not speak games to me. Where… is Prisma?”

			“Urmo! Urmo!”

			Ravi inhaled, held up his palms, and spoke low, in an ancient language, unutterable by any now living in the galaxy. Incomprehensible to all but himself and the tiny creature before him. Words that bespoke ageless ways of time immemorial. Truth and power. Knowledge and life. Good and evil.

			The wind swelled in chorus, stirring the sand and sending the surface of the river undulating and dancing, then crashing in on itself in obeisance to these most primordial of words.

			“Urmo,” answered the little creature, his tone now tinged with ruefulness. A final, mumbled defiance before… “You were wrong to kill him.”

			“Who?”

			“Goth Sullus.”

			“I did not kill him.”

			Urmo sneered. “You allowed it.”

			“He nearly brought about the very thing we both seek to prevent.” It troubled Ravi to say such things. To even hint at a unity of purpose. Their ways, the core of why they did what they did, were not joined. 

			“Hmph. My champion laid low. And now… forever gone. Urmo.”

			“You are not as I last knew you.”

			“I am what Goth Sullus needed to see. He was an old thing… old for his kind. From a long-ago time before. The guide he needed, the one he knew from the stories of his youth… he found in me.” 

			The little thing looked to the night sky. “Urmo. You seek Urmo,” it said, and then laughed almost manically.

			Ravi drew the corner of his mouth into a slight smile. “And yet he is dead and you still remain as such… Urmo.”

			The small thing looked at its furry arms. “I like this form, just as you like your own.”

			Silence fell between the two. The wind shivered the jungle leaves but stopped at the river, unwilling to cross and disturb what happened on its opposite bank.

			Urmo drew lines in the sand at his shaggy feet. “She has not come.”

			“But you drew her here. From the sanctuary. You drew her away.”

			“She was not your champion or she would not have left. Of her own free will.”

			“Where is she?”

			“She has not come.”

			“But she is on her way.”

			Urmo’s countenance darkened, his face somehow curling into a cruel visage of amusement. “No,” he practically croaked. “She has been plucked from the darkness. Another seeks to have her.”
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			“Young Miss, I urge you to please wake up now. It is especially important.”

			Prisma Maydoon blinked away five years of cryogenic sleep. Someone was talking to her. She knew that much… she just didn’t know who. It sounded distant. Alien. 

			Limbs heavy, she rolled her head against the cushioned rest inside the pod, wanting nothing more than to drift back into sleep. It was warm here, nestled deep inside her stasis pod. Except… except for that draft coming from somewhere above. Like an open window letting in a chill night’s air. She looked for it, her blurred vision seeking the window. Wanting to shut it and return to her dreamless rest. 

			Not dreamless, she remembered. 

			There had been dreams. And those dreams contained dark things. Things now hidden away, nearly forgotten, only faint traces of horror that made the hair on her arms stand straight up. 

			More cold. She didn’t want those dreams again. Not ever again.

			The desire to rest, to sleep, was overwhelming, but now less so. It was, slowly, abating. Her senses returning. Even as her heavy eyelids shut again.

			That draft… it wasn’t a window. 

			The canopy is open. 

			Prisma feebly lifted her arms to grab the canopy and seal herself again in the stasis pod. And then pull up the covers, though none existed beyond the ones in her mind. She pawed at the air, missing the mark. Squeezing her eyes tightly shut in preparation, she opened them again, intent on one consolidated effort of concentration that would allow her to finally return to sleep.

			Her eyes were open. She was sure of that. They were wide open. And yet she could make out nothing that correlated with anything in the real world. Just a fuzzy shadow standing before a too-bright light. No detail. 

			Something cold and metal took her hand, gently turning it over so the palm was facing up. It deposited a warm goop on her fingertips.

			“Place this in your eyes, Miss Prisma.”

			She knew that voice. The basso profundo melody of her oldest—her truest—friend. 

			“Crash?”

			“Yes. I am here. And I would like to reiterate the need for haste.”

			Prisma rubbed the salve into her eyes. Mostly out of a nursery-trained habit to do as Crash asked. Some viewed her as defiant or rebellious, and Crash often called her stubbornly independent, but most of the time she did what her war bot asked of her. 

			Most of the time. When it made sense. Which was to say, when she agreed.

			She was awake enough now to know that the long flight was over and she had arrived at… wherever they were. The place where the stranger at Mother Ree’s sanctuary had beckoned her come.

			She would need her eyesight. Would need all her wits and senses. She had been lured away from a place of peace and filial love. The sanctuary had been that kind of place—before Hutch released his murderous wrath. And it would be that kind of place again now that the abomination had died. Now that Prisma had killed him. 

			But Hutch had been there because of Prisma. 

			So much death… because of me.

			Was that why she’d left? Abandoned the only place in the universe where she might, finally, have had a peaceful childhood? The safe place that Leenah had chosen for her?

			The thought of the Endurian made Prisma’s heart grow sick. She missed Leenah so much. 

			Had Prisma made a mistake in coming here?

			“Young Miss.” KRS-88’s voice had grown stern. This was the voice modulation that came over him when his programming would not allow non-compliance. She thought of it as his serious voice. “You must hurry.”

			She finished rubbing the ointment in her eyes and sat up, wiping the greasy remains between her palms until it felt tacky and made her skin slightly sticky. Triggered by her sitting up, the cryo pod began its ejection. Its side hissed open, and the bed nudged her until she swung her legs to the side where they dangled off the edge and above the floor. 

			Five years had passed. She’d imagined she’d be able to touch the floor by now. Imagined she would be taller.

			She felt a shock of surprise in her stomach, and finally found the will to focus her vision. She examined her thin, girl-like arms. Her girl-like body. 

			“No,” she said, feeling her face, her lips. Everything the same as she remembered. Exactly the same. “No, no, no. Something’s wrong.”

			She hopped from the pod. Her knees buckled, but the war bot was there to steady her with his cold hands. 

			“Crash, did you play with the controls?”

			“You are referring to the pod’s ability to stop aging?”

			“Yes. Did you freeze me in place? I needed to be stronger, Crash! You had no right!”

			“I did not touch anything until waking you,” the bot replied, moving about the old scout ship’s hold. Checking systems, once again busy with his work.

			“Well something sure as hell happened!”

			The big war bot who had guarded her, protected her, fussed and fretted over her for as long as she could remember, gave a low digital sigh of frustration. 

			“I do not think your father—or your mother—would approve of your choice of language, Miss Prisma. It is crude. Unbecoming of a Maydoon.”

			“First, you didn’t even know my mother. Second, I don’t kelhorned care about that right now, Crash! Look at me!”

			The war bot’s optical arrays whirred as they zoomed in and out across her physiology. “You appear healthy. Your vital readings are as they should be for a girl of your age.”

			Prisma’s head fell. She spoke in a small voice. “I’m not a girl.”

			“Awaking from cryosleep can be a bewildering ordeal for any… young woman. Even with such a short sleep as yours.”

			“Short? It was five years to the planet.”

			“It has been considerably less than that.”

			KRS-88 turned away from her and resumed his work. 

			“Crash?” said Prisma. “What’s going on?”

			“We were intercepted, young Miss. Pulled out of hyperspace. I’ve never seen anything like it before. It is quite fascinating.”

			“By who?”

			“I do not know.”

			“And what are you doing now?”

			“I am erasing all data of our presence. Though we lack a proper smuggler’s hold, these scout ships do have innovative hidden storage compartments. It will be good for you to hide in one.”

			“Hide from what?”

			“I cannot be sure. We are being pulled into the docking bay of a significantly larger ship. They have made no hails and have not identified themselves. I deemed it wise not to hail them.”

			Prisma ran to the front of the scout ship and gripped the pilot’s chair. Through the canopy, a capital ship—with a faded prow that was once painted white but was now blasted a dirty gray at its edges—loomed closer. It had no lights beyond the glow of the docking bay’s shield, nor were there any fighters flying escort patterns as one might expect if this were a Republic, Black Fleet, or MCR vessel. The capital ship looked… dead.

			And yet it pulled them slowly toward it. There was no doubting that. 

			“Can’t we do a little maneuvering and break free?” Prisma called back to Crash. She’d seen Captain Keel do things like this with regularity. How hard could it be?

			“I considered the probability and thought it wiser to play dead, as it were,” the bot responded.

			Prisma looked again at the looming vessel. There was nothing friendly about it. No personality, no character, no flair of artistic design. Just cold, brutal utility. A ship meant to travel among the stars, so who cared how she looked?

			Dread welled up in her. “What… kind of ship is that?”

			A loud bang sounded from behind her. Prisma turned to see that Crash had disassembled the cryo pod and was carrying it into one of the storage holds.

			“What are you doing?”

			The bot stopped to make eye contact with his young mistress. “There is no telling how long you might need to hide, therefore your being in stasis is optimal. It will allow you to remain undetected indefinitely, unless the ship were to be torn apart.” KRS-88 paused as if to consider what he’d just said. “I would, of course, violently defend you should that circumstance arise. But for now, I must move this equipment and reassemble it for your use. I believe I can accomplish the task prior to our being taken aboard the hulk.”

			Something about that word—hulk—sent shivers down Prisma’s spine. It was as though she’d stumbled upon something instinctual. A learned trait that said now is the time for caution. 

			Now is the time for fear. 

			“Crash… why did you call that ship a ‘hulk’?”

			The bot again paused. “I do not know. It seemed a fitting descriptor.”

			He went back to work relocating the cryo pod. 

			Prisma remained rooted where she stood. Something about that word… it made her mind flash back to her dreams while in stasis. Terrible dreams. But nothing of substance came to the surface. Nothing but feelings of menace. Of worry. 

			You’re being irrational, she scolded herself. Don’t be afraid. Act.

			She started to go through the cockpit, looking through compartments, turning everything inside out.

			The bustle summoned KRS-88. The domesticated war bot was no doubt pulled irresistibly at the prospect of something to clean. “What are you looking for, young Miss?”

			“A blaster,” she said, on her knees amid parts, supplies, and emergency aid kits. “These scout ships… don’t they have survival weapons? Sporting pistols?”

			“I am not familiar with this model,” Crash rumbled. “It is very old.”

			“Well, I need a weapon. That ship… it’s bad, Crash. I don’t know how I know, but I know.”

			“Young Miss, please remember, I am a weapon. I will protect you.”

			Prisma halted her search, hands resting on her thighs as she sat on her heels. She thought about that time aboard the Cybar ship. Crash had been nearly destroyed in attempting to save her—and maybe he would have been if it hadn’t been for Garret. 

			And then there was the time at Mother Ree’s sanctuary, when Crash hadn’t been there to save her at all. He would have been if it had been in his power. 

			But it wasn’t. 

			She had survived on her own. And she would rely on no one but herself now.

			“Just… help me look, Crash.” 
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			The hulk’s docking bay was crowded beyond capacity. Ships were wedged fin-to-fin on its once-white floor, now scraped with deep gouges from its prizes having been pulled from the stars and packed tightly together. Prisma saw at least that much before KRS-88 pestered her into hiding in the compartment, cramped by the cryo pod because she refused to get inside of it. Not yet. She hadn’t found a blaster.

			With attentive ears, she listened. She even tried to reach out with the… gift that Ravi had made her aware of. But she heard nothing but her own breathing, felt little but her beating heart.

			“Crash,” she called out, forgoing the use of comms in case someone inside the big hulk could listen in. She knew the bot would easily hear her voice with his enhanced audio sensors.

			The enormous bot’s plodding footsteps presaged his arrival.

			“Have you changed your mind about stasis?” Crash asked, sounding hopeful.

			“Of course not.” Prisma was determined to be awake and alert for whatever was coming their way. They would find out together what this chance meeting between stars was about. 

			Crash, of course, didn’t agree with that at all. He had been so insistent that she go back into cryo that even now she expected he would forcibly put her to sleep if she let her guard down. That was a big part of the reason she was uncomfortably wedged between the stasis pod and the bulkhead instead of sitting inside the far-more-comfortable pod.

			“What do you see up there, Crash?”

			The war bot had linked the ship’s limited observation sensors—a forward cam—to its own optical intake. “We are nearly inside the shield array. The hangar bay is visible.”

			“What’s the count of the ships already inside?”

			“I count seventy ships of diverse make and model. I am unable to identify forty percent of them. Some are quite old.”

			“Are there people?”

			“No people.”

			Something about that answer made Prisma feel like her friend was being evasive. “Are there any living beings? Or bots like the Cybar?”

			“There are not. Oh, dear.”

			Prisma felt a rush of nerves in the pit of her stomach. “What is it?”

			“Young Miss, if you would please place yourself inside the—”

			“Not happening, Crash.”

			“We have crossed the shield array and are being tractored into the hangar. They will land us soon and the deck is crowded beyond any regulatory capacity I’m aware of. I do not see a navigable—”

			The war bot’s voice was cut short by a series of resonant bangs and metallic screeches that shook the ship, pitching it up and down and tipping it from side to side as though it was performing evasive maneuvers. Prisma was tossed about the storage hold and felt the thud of her head striking the impervisteel bulkhead. Stars flashed in her vision.

			But Crash rode out the docking turbulence with ease. He had gripped the frame of the hatch and locked himself into place, his leg stabilizers pistoning up and down like ocean buoys until the ship came to a grinding, metal-against-metal halt.

			With the ship listing badly, Crash released his grip and adjusted his servos so that one leg was shorter than the other, making him easily balanced on the slanted deck. 

			“Miss Prisma, are you all right? My auditory sensors detected your head striking a considerably harder surface, if such a substance existed.”

			“Very funny.” Prisma rubbed the back of her head. There was a knot already forming, but her hand came away free of blood. “I’m fine.” She tried to push herself free from her cramped hiding spot, but found that the tilt of the ship had trapped her between the pod and the wall. “Crash… I’m stuck.”

			The bot leaned inside the storage compartment, his glowing optics lighting up the darkened room. “Perhaps that is for the better.”

			“I can handle myself. You know that. Now unstick me.”

			KRS-88 studied Prisma for several seconds. An eternity for a machine. “Yes. You can handle yourself.”

			The war bot grabbed hold of the cryo pod and pulled it away from her, freeing her leg. She clambered around the pod, shaking out the discomfort as she joined Crash outside the compartment, and saw a small overhead panel marked with emergency sigils. She pulled it open, wondering how she’d missed it before. Unfortunately the tilt of the ship made it impossible for her to see what was inside, and even on tiptoes she could only touch the opening with her searching fingers. 

			“Crash, gimme a boost.”

			KRS-88 obliged, grabbing the collar of her coveralls and hoisting her up like he was lifting a kitten by the scruff of its neck.

			Prisma’s arm darted inside the compartment, and she pulled out a compact sport blaster that fit comfortably in her hands. She examined the weapon, recalling the obsessive training Tyrus Rechs had once given her. Decent power. Good range. Not a lot of shots. Something you could hunt with in a survival situation, or vent the pack to get a spark if you needed to set a fire. Exactly the kind of emergency weapon a scout ship like hers would have. 

			She turned the blaster over in her hand and looked down the sights, familiarizing herself with it. She checked the charge, how to release the pack, located the safety… all the little things that Tyrus Rechs had taught her. 

			It was heavier than the blaster pistols the bounty hunter had trained her with, but lighter than his slug thrower. Much lighter. She’d picked that up once and held it while he was off doing something on his ship. She wished she had it now. Not just because of how deadly and useful the weapon might prove to be, but because it would be something of Tyrus’s to call her own. She had nothing of him now, nothing of the man she still thought of as her knight. Nor was there anything left from Leenah, or her father. 

			Except for Crash. 

			“How old do you think this blaster is?” Prisma asked the war bot.

			KRS-88 studied the weapon. “This is an F3 tactical survival blaster. It was issued to pilots during the Savage Wars. It is meant for military use. Unlike this ship, I might add.”

			Prisma examined the pistol again. For a Savage-era weapon, it was in excellent shape. “So someone brought it to this ship, then. Whoever landed it in the ice caves of En Shakar.”

			“A reasonable deduction. Does its history matter when considering the weapon’s capabilities?”

			“That it was owned by a soldier? It does. Weapons have a lineage, Crash. A place in history. Tyrus told me that about them. He said you had a history, too.”

			The bot’s inner servos shifted and clicked. “It is the future I am concerned about.”

			Prisma verified the weapon was on safe and tucked it into her belt. Then she moved toward the ship’s ramp and checked the atmospheric readouts. Air was breathable. 

			She looked to Crash. “Are we still alone?”

			“My sensors are limited, as are the ship’s. But it does appear so.”

			“Good.” Prisma activated the ramp’s release and felt a rush of stale air flow in as her ship opened up. “Let’s go find out if that’s true of the rest of the ship.”

			Crash took a step, holding up a hesitating finger. “I’m not sure that is wise, young Miss. It could be dangerous. I will go first.”

			“I’m not afraid,” Prisma said.

			And then, to prove it, she walked down the ramp, leaving the war bot behind.

			She wasn’t alone for long. Crash hurried down behind her.

			At the base of the ramp, they found themselves standing atop the still-gleaming chrome angles of some fantastic starship from long ago. Whatever AI was operating the tractor beam had dropped her scout ship on top of another one. Not that it had had a choice. Nearly the entire floor of the giant hangar was filled with crafts, packed in wall to wall for hundreds of meters. The only space not occupied by some fantastic relic of jump-capable starships was a buffer zone around a blast door leading out of the docking bay. Prisma’s vessel was the latest in a second layer of ships, stacked on top of the first, the most recent arrivals piled on top of the old like geological strata of starfaring history.

			The stacking of ships wasn’t pretty. Prisma’s ship had been set haphazardly atop two craft of differing heights, causing the list. The taller one, a reflective chrome-hulled beauty whose designers apparently thought only in curves that terminated in pronounced points, such as the jutting forward prow where the cockpit sat and the tips of swept-back wings that never quite seemed to separate from the thing’s frame—that was what the ramp had come down on.

			That was where Prisma waited for her war bot to join her. She wasn’t afraid… but she was wary. 

			It was cold in the bay. Enough for her to see her own breath and wish for a jacket. Not that she would venture back inside to find one among whatever survival gear might still be waiting to be discovered behind some dusty panel. That would seem weak. Or forgetful. Neither a thing she wished to project, even if it was only to Crash.

			“Think someone will come out to greet us?” she asked, tapping her trigger finger against the side of her blaster, which was now out of its carry and in her hand.

			“I do not know what to think, young Miss, beyond that you should have allowed me to venture out first. My frame can withstand considerably more punishment than your own.”

			Prisma shook her head. “You’re not invincible. If it weren’t for Garret, you wouldn’t even be here.”

			“I know I am not invincible, Prisma. But I am expendable.”

			She shook her head again. “No, Crash. You’re not. We’re the same. And we’ll figure out how to get out of here together.”

			Prisma looked around at the graveyard full of abandoned ships. Surely even one of these vessels had at one time had a crew. But if any were survivors nearby, they were keeping themselves hidden. 

			She thought of two possible options. One, that something on board this capital ship had captured all these ships and eliminated the crews—either directly, or by leaving them nowhere else to go except a blaster bolt to the brain or the final, bloated death that came with unanswerable gnawing pangs of hunger. 

			Except the hangar looked free from that sort of carnage. There was no blaster scoring. No blood. No dead bodies. No damage to the other ships whatsoever, as best Prisma could see.

			So maybe the second scenario was more likely—that this ship plucked people from the darkness, even from hyperspace, and then… 

			Well, then what? 

			Did something with them.

			Was there a colony waiting somewhere deeper inside the ship itself? Were she and Crash expected to go make contact? That was the most rosy of fates she could come up with. There were far worse ones to imagine. Far more likely, too.

			“Are you detecting anyone else here, Crash?”

			“I am not. Are you?”

			The question took Prisma by surprise. And though she knew exactly what Crash meant, she asked him anyway.

			The bot responded with a deep, philosophical bent. “You have an ability that goes beyond the range of most humans or humanoids. What does it tell you?”

			“Nothing.”

			“I… see. Can you clarify, young Miss? Do you mean there is nothing here, or that your additional sensory program is unreliable at this moment?”

			Prisma examined the dark upper corners of the docking bay, well above the suspended lights that flooded everything beneath them in a brilliant, heavenly white. “If there’s truly nothing here, how could I know the answer to your question either way?”

			As Crash paused to ponder this, Prisma walked toward the cockpit of the chrome-hulled ship they stood upon. The thing had a slender neck with large viewing windows from the forward cockpit, and she wanted to see what was inside. Peering from above, she found herself looking down upon an archaic-looking flight console. Everything was a button or lever. Hardly any touch displays, and no holoprojectors at all. Not too dissimilar from the scout ship she’d arrived in, only with many more things to press or pull. As though engineers hadn’t figured out how to combine all the various systems at the time this ship was built. It was a far cry from the sleek consoles of the Indelible VI. Or even the Obsidian Crow, for that matter.

			But the technical specs weren’t what interested her. Not really. She wanted to find signs of life. Clues about who was here before and how long ago that was. Already close to the edge of the ship, she inched forward, bent at the waist, and tried to see further into the old cockpit. She looked past her own reflection in the transparent cockpit window to catch a glimpse of seats, the restraints draped limply over the armrests. There was no crew—dead or alive—in sight. 

			She imagined she heard Crash coming up to investigate as well, but when she turned, the bot was more or less where he last had been. He was scanning, electronically tasting the air. 

			Prisma tucked her blaster into her belt to better keep her balance and scooted forward until she was directly on top of the transparent view panels, right where they sloped downward to form the exclamation point that was the craft’s sharp, conical nose. Again her reflection came into view, but this time she saw, fading into reality, the helmeted visage of a man standing above and behind her.

			For a split second she thought it was him, Tyrus Rechs. But the helmet was wrong and the shoulders not nearly as broad. 

			“Crash!” she screamed, calling a warning in the second before a strong, armored hand clamped over her mouth. 

			An echoing crack sounded inside the hangar, reverberating and bouncing its deafening noise between the walls and ships. Her abductor spun her around and pinned her arms to her sides. She saw her war bot flinch, shake, and then altogether freeze. She kicked and struggled, yelling hopelessly into the hand that covered her mouth. Wishing she were older. And stronger. Anything but this helplessness.

			She thought about the times before when she’d used her gift. The toppling of the Cybar battle machines and the fitting end she’d brought to Hutch’s reign of terror. She gritted her teeth and imagined everything around her simply… imploding. 

			And maybe… just maybe… she heard the metallic bones of those ships buried in the hangar’s graveyard twist. Sensed the spider-webbing cracks as viewports meant to withstand the rigors of space and sometimes space combat succumbed to an unknown pressure.

			But if that was happening, it was faint, and not at all clear and violent and impactful. Not like when she’d done it before. 

			The words of the man who held her, spoken through his bucket’s external speakers, were clear enough.

			“Kid… hey! Hey! Calm down!”

			And without knowing exactly why… she did. It wasn’t Captain Keel, just like it wasn’t Tyrus Rechs. She knew that. The voice wasn’t the same. But something about the way this man spoke… it felt safe. Comfortable.

			Prisma stopped resisting. 

			The man, who was panting as though holding on to her had been a vigorous feat, relaxed his grip. 

			“Little girl… let’s talk.”
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			The man wore a complete suit of combat armor. Not the shiny stuff the legionnaires used to wear, or the special black armor that men like Masters and Bear wore. Prisma thought it looked like… well, a little bit like what Tyrus Rechs had worn. But not totally. The face was similar, but the visor wider and less menacing. The armor was dark, like shock trooper armor, and on one black shoulder was a black horse with red nostrils and eyes. 

			The man was also armed with a Python heavy blaster pistol, which he kept in a quick-draw holster on his hip. Prisma recognized the weapon from her time spent with Rechs. The bounty hunter had taught her a lot about armor and weapons. He’d given her reading assignments as they traveled the stars looking for a justice that still, even today, had not been achieved. And she’d eaten it up. Every tactic, every piece of gear. She’d paid attention, because she knew this knowledge would be crucial to her, in what needed to happen next in her life.

			Goth Sullus still hadn’t paid for what he’d done to her father. 

			But that was for later. The present held its own problems. 

			Or maybe not. 

			The reality was this: if this armored man had wanted to harm her, he would have. He’d gotten the drop on her and Crash both. And he wasn’t alone here in the hangar. Someone else had made the shot that put the war bot down. So that made two, minimum, and who knew how many more beyond that. 

			Maybe these were fellow travelers pulled into the ghost hangar. Fellow prisoners. But Prisma doubted that. This man was a ghost. She’d never met anyone with the ability to appear from nowhere like that. Well, apart from Ravi, and the stranger at En Shakar. And, she mentally added, Skrizz. But this man did it dressed in full armor. Dressed for war.

			He was dangerous, and must be treated as such.

			Prisma knew that every second that went by was one more in which Crash might be able to reboot. So she decided to eat up time.

			“That your gun?” she asked. She was pleased with how steady her voice sounded. She wasn’t afraid, but she was worried she might squeak or do something else to make it seem like she was.

			The man looked to the wrong hip, then found his holstered blaster as though he’d forgotten he owned one. “Yeah, it is, little girl. Can’t say I’ve used it all that much. Not really my style, y’know?” 

			Prisma nodded. “Python. Packs a punch. Accuracy is sket.”

			“Is that so?”

			“Yes. It is.”

			He pointed to Prisma’s belt. “That one yours?”

			Prisma didn’t look down. “What do you want with me?”

			The man laughed. “You know, it’s funny. I was thinkin’ of askin’ you that very question. What’s your name, girl?”

			“Prisma. What’s yours?”

			“Can’t say. OPSEC. You know what that is?”

			Prisma nodded. 

			“Means operational security,” the man continued, as if she’d shaken her head. “Took me a long time to remember that. I forget a lot of the military terminology. Never been my speed but… I digress. OPSEC. Real important in what we do. So you can call me… well, how about Stranger.”

			“What should I call the others, then?”

			Stranger made a show of looking around. “Who says there’re others?”

			“You said ‘we.’”

			The laugh came again. A little unbalanced. The sort of laugh that made you wonder if it was the situation or just life itself that had caused the outburst.

			“You’re all right, little girl. Prisma.” The man held out his arms. “Well, if anyone else shows up, I guess you can call them Stranger Two. How’s that sound?”

			“Fine. What do you want?”

			“You don’t beat around the biome, do you? At first I wanted to know if you followed me here, seein’ as how I ain’t been on this here Savage mini-hulk for more than a few days before you showed up.”

			Prisma took a step back at that word. Savage. She’d heard all the stories. Watched the holofilms her father had told her not to because they were too scary. They were scary. But that hadn’t ever really bothered her. Nor had the Savages. Until that old, sick woman on En Shakar—the one who’d lost her mind—told her about what the Savages did to people. Had done to her. 

			Only then was Prisma truly afraid of them.

			“That scare you, little lady?” Stranger asked. “Well, good. Means you’re smart. Savages are a scary thing. But this here ship… it’s a derelict. Ain’t no Savages on board. You know how long it was before the ship before ours got here?”

			Prisma shrugged.

			“Well, this is just a guess, but my guess is it was a century if it was a day.”

			Prisma looked over to Crash. If the bot was rebooting, he wasn’t making a show of it. 

			“That your bot?” Stranger asked.

			It occurred to Prisma that she was being studied. That Stranger really couldn’t imagine why a little girl would be way out here in the dark. So, like her, he was gathering what intel he could.

			“My father sent him to protect me on the flight.”

			Stranger looked to her ship and then back to Prisma. “That so? How long ago was that? Your ship looks pretty old.”

			Prisma could feel a sort of trap forming. “You tell me. What year is it now?”

			The man laughed and removed his helmet. He was thin and wiry, with taut skin around his jaws and blue, glowing eyes. Cybernetics. “Now, just because I took off my bucket, don’t go reaching for that blaster on your belt. I’m here for a reason, and that reason ain’t you. If I had to guess right now—life depended on it and all—I’d say you didn’t know this hulk was even out here. You were just an unfortunate traveler.”

			“And you weren’t?”

			He bent down so as to be eye to eye with her. “No, ma’am. I came looking for this little big bad ship.”

			“Don’t do that,” she said. “I hate when people do that.”

			“All right. That’s cool.” The man stood up straight again. “You know what else would be cool, Prisma? If you’d stop playin’ around.” He took a slow walk around her and pointed to her ship. “See now, that ship is old. End-of-production-happened-before-the-Savage-Wars-ended kind of old. And your bot there? It’s old, too. Not as old as that ship, but old. But you knew my blaster was a Python, and Python’s only been in business for, I dunno, twenty-five, thirty years? So. What I want to know is why a little girl who tries to make me think she’s been lost in hyperspace for a long time… and who just happens to have her own personal war bot… comes all the way out here in the middle of nowhere.”

			“Seems like a lot of ships came out this way,” Prisma said with a shrug. She nodded at the graveyard of assorted vessels.

			“Well now, that is true. This here Savage hulk has been floating in this spot for a looong time. You’re just its latest victim. Congratulations.”

			“Why didn’t the others leave?”

			“That’s a good question, Prisma. And I got a theory. But it’s just a theory. And like I said, hundred years if it’s a day since the most recent ship not belonging to you or me arrived. So… can’t ask them.” 

			Stranger took a tool from his belt and moved to stand beside Crash. “Prisma, are we friends? Scratch that. I know we aren’t friends. Too soon for that. I mean, are we in a place of mutual trust? You willing to hear me out about a few things?”

			Prisma gave a fractional nod, her heart racing.

			The man smiled and applied the tool to a three-centimeter cylindrical rod that was sticking out of the war bot’s head. One that certainly hadn’t been there before. After a quarter turn, Stranger pulled the rod straight out, then held it up for Prisma to see. 

			“This here is what put your robot friend to sleep. He’ll wake up fine. And when he does, I’d like for you to convince him to give me a little hand. Because, truth is, I think I’m gonna need it if any of us want to get off this hulk again. This vessel… it ain’t exactly friendly to us flesh-and-blood types if you catch my star-drift.”

			“I thought you said there were no Savages on board.”

			“There aren’t.” The man winked. “But Savages… they leave little presents behind.”

			KRS-88’s eyes lit up as his systems came back online and his head swiveled to face the Stranger. He rumbled in his warbot’s battle voice, “Hostile target identified. Termination to commence.”

			Stranger looked at the bot defiantly. “Stand down, authorization guild-cyan-six.”

			The heavy blaster cannons on the bot’s arm activated with a high-pitched whine.

			“Little help,” Stranger called.

			Another shot boomed out across the hangar. This time Prisma saw where it came from. A man lying prone on top of what looked like a fancy military transport shuttle. He wore the same armor as the man who’d grabbed her.

			Stranger Two.

			A new dart struck Crash, and once again he powered down.

			“Now, Prisma, that was the part where you were supposed to pipe up to keep your bot from filling me full of blaster bolts.”

			“Maybe you should get out of his field of fire,” Prisma suggested.

			She walked up to the stranger, took the tool from his hand, then lifted herself on her tiptoes, grabbing the bot’s sturdy arms for the extra boost needed to reach the device Crash had just been pronged with. Using the tool, she removed it. 

			Crash came to life once more.

			“Crash,” Prisma said quickly, waving her hand in front of the bot’s optical sensors. “We’ve found some other castaways. Don’t kill them.”

			The bot scanned beyond Prisma, taking in Stranger. “Very well, young Miss. I will refrain. For the time being.”

			“Well,” said Stranger, a broad grin on his face. “That is a relief. Now c’mon. I’ll show you the sort of trouble we’re all in.”
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			Keel pulled up the collar of his jacket in the hope that it, along with the darkness, would hide his features well enough to keep anyone from identifying him. So far, he hadn’t seen many people out, and the ones he had all seemed to be in the same mind as him. They walked quickly with heads down, not wanting to make eye contact. The day had brought enough trouble, and they didn’t want to be pulled into whatever additional trouble the night might bring.

			The sirens had stopped their steady whine. Only some new repulsor responding to some new crime sent up its piercing alarm into Rakka’s heavy night. Rakka had no moon, but the system’s star reflected against a gas giant that, though far away, worked enough like a moon that the locals treated it as if it were the same. The planet cast a bluish “moonlight” that made the night air feel cool and crisp despite the smoke and orange glow from distant blazing fires that had spread through the tightly packed buildings and still weren’t quite under control.

			Venema had chosen his location wisely. Rakka was one of the few planets where he could make his big play for Keel and get away with it. 

			Nobody cared about Rakka.

			Keel paused when the shadows ended at a well-lit street he needed to cross to reach his destination. It felt as though a sea of darkness had hit a wall of light cast down from hooded poles. 

			“Point of no return,” he said into his comm, speaking low to the point of mumbling and trusting in the device to pick up his voice for Zora and Garret to hear.

			“Nothing on the net about you,” Garret said. “At least, nothing more than usual.”

			“You’re clear,” Zora reported. “Move.”

			Keel turned slightly and looked up at the rooftops for a telltale glimmer from Zora’s scope. She was on overwatch and had been following Keel’s trip from the safe house to Rakka’s port authority headquarters the entire way. 

			“Don’t sound so eager, Zora.”

			“I offered to go in your place, Aeson.”

			They all knew why that wouldn’t do, so Keel didn’t pursue it any further. Garret’s plan hinged on a few key character studies, and right away he’d buttoned down what he felt was the key that would let Keel shortcut his way to Venema. To payback. That was the kid’s word, and he’d said it like he meant it. Like he wished he were the one out doing it, but knew that without a war bot at his disposal or a cluster of missiles to command, such dreams of violent revenge were only fantasy. 

			Whereas Wraith… he was reality.

			“Just be ready to storm the castle if we’re wrong about this,” Keel said, and then stepped into the street.

			“We’ll see,” came Zora’s reply.

			But by then Keel was across the street and walking up the stairs to a precinct building he’d once spent time in—on the wrong side of the stasis field. Today he stepped inside as a free man.

			Sort of.

			The station blazed with a white, industrial lighting that made the tops of Keel’s eyes ache. But despite the day’s excitement, the station was quiet and still. Empty desks were visible through a clear partition anchored by the metallic blue bot who served as a receptionist. Next to the bot was a ray-shielded containment cell just large enough for a few men to sit on a duracrete bench. The bench, too, was empty.

			“Greetings,” the bot said. “The current wait to speak to an officer is four hours. You may file a report with me and you will be contacted at the earliest possible time. How may I help you?”

			“Here to turn myself in,” Keel said.

			The bot’s optical sensors flashed, but its tone was businesslike. Almost uninterested. “I am required to inform you that you are being recorded and this testimony will be used against you. To what crimes, misdemeanors, civic violations, or unpaid docking fees do you wish to confess?”

			“All of them.”

			“I do not comprehend.”

			“Every unsolved crime and unpaid docking bay fee you’ve got… that was me.”

			Had the receptionist been flesh and blood, it might have grown angry with the man who was, at best, wasting its time. But this bot wasn’t sophisticated enough to recognize insanity. Garret had told Keel that after he’d sliced his way far enough into Rakka’s “ridiculously unprotected” systems. This particular bot would take whatever you said at face value. It was meant to record and process. Analysis was for others.

			The bot dropped the glowing red shielding around the entrance to the containment cell. “Please step inside so that you may be processed. You are confessing to… four hundred and eighteen unsolved crimes and all three thousand two hundred and six delinquent docking bay fees on record? Is that correct?”

			“It is… and you can add one more.”

			“What is that?”

			“Resisting arrest. Because I’m not going inside unless you send out a living, breathing humanoid to get me.”

			“I see. Resisting arrest has been added. Please wait.”

			[image: ]

			It took a little while for Keel to help the detective who came for him—a woman named Ollohrus—to understand that he wasn’t just pulling some gag on a night when the station was stretched as thin as it had ever been. It also concerned him that she looked at him like maybe she knew him, and that made him uncomfortable, because the plan Garret had concocted depended entirely on this particular cop not recognizing Aeson Keel or not wanting him for Venema if she did.

			But after a few tense moments, she either decided that she didn’t really know him or that, if she did, it no longer mattered. 

			“Those mercs are after me,” Keel said, hands on his hips as if he were really put off about it, but really there so he was closer to his blaster. The distance from hip to blaster could be covered almost as fast as if you hovered your hand by your carry the way some twitchy gunfighters were known to do. Only you didn’t telegraph that you were thinking of shooting, which more than made up for the fractional loss of positioning time.

			The detective eyed Keel’s blaster warily. They were both armed, the smuggler and the law, but she seemed levelheaded enough to know that without backup, she wasn’t winning a fight with the man standing before her. Keel saw in her a woman that didn’t want trouble no matter what form it came in. She didn’t want it in her personal life, her station, and especially in Rakka. He knew how to work with someone like that.

			“They’re after me,” he repeated, “and so now I have to go after them.”

			“You mean kill them,” she said in even tones.

			Keel shrugged. “I’m not buying ’em dinner.”

			The detective didn’t seem alarmed at what Keel was telling her. Which made Keel think that Garret’s read of her from public records was about right. So he waited until she spoke.

			“Let me tell you about Rakka,” the detective began. “There are two kinds of people who make up Rakka’s populace. The colonials and everyone else. The original colonists died a long time ago, but those of us in their lineage see it as our duty to make this remote star port become at least something like the hope and potential that those first settlers imagined might be here.”

			Keel nodded, unsure where she was going but knowing better than to interrupt. Clearly the woman had something to say.

			“People like me fight against the tightening squeeze of lawlessness that came from being an edge-world backwater port. Trouble like you, spacer. Not long ago there was a ring of Gomarii slavers that tried to make Rakka a hub for their trafficking; it was us, the colonials, who took up arms and drove them off-world. Just like it was us, the colonials, who went after Venema’s men today when they opened fire on their city. “

			Keel nodded in understanding. “You care about the fate of this world. That explains why you’re sticking it out here instead of pulling up landing struts for a better life in the mid-core.”

			She shook her head. “It explains sket. It’s been over a decade since a colonial has been governor. Without a colonial governor, it’s a losing battle. Without a colonial governor, we get today. We get you.”

			“Last time I was here,” Keel said, “you had a House of Reason–appointed governor.”

			The detective scoffed. “Article Nineteen didn’t come soon enough. Those thugs that called themselves legionnaires garrisoned here, they were calling the shots. We found out they had actually encouraged Rakka’s reputation as a haven for criminals—because of the percentages that came with it.” She stared at Keel, a sadness in her eyes. “Our current governor is much the same. He wants to keep the scum flowing in. Wants their credits. Still, he’s an improvement over the previous one. We were just now starting to scrape together some normalcy… and now this.”

			Keel remained silent. Whatever he might say wouldn’t help his cause. The detective was having a battle inside her brain over what to do next, and it had little to do with him or Venema.

			“You should get off-world,” the detective finally advised, shaking her head grimly. “I’ve pieced enough together after the day’s surprises to understand that these people have powerful friends… and that they want you dead.”

			“But you don’t,” Keel said.

			“I want law and order.”

			Keel gave a slow, appreciative nod. “You can have it. After I’m done. All I want is the same set of favors the other team gets. I go to work, you keep the cops away.”

			“So you can commit whatever crimes of revenge your depraved mind has running through it?”

			Keel gave a half-smile. He was starting to think that this was the same detective who’d thrown him out all those years ago. “No. So those cops of yours don’t get hurt.”

			“If that’s what you’re concerned about, then leave.”

			Keel shook his head. “No. I lost a friend in the attack. She deserved better. And so did everyone else caught in today’s mess.”

			The detective dropped her head at that. He could imagine what she was thinking. There had been deaths. Blaster shots. Immolations. The star port’s hospital was probably busier than it had ever been. And though this detective might not have known the dead and wounded, not personally, she took those deaths personally all the same. They had happened on her watch. She wasn’t on Keel’s side in this mess, but she wasn’t on Venema’s, either. She just wanted this to end.

			Keel pressed his point. “You can help me stop this. Stop them. You can tell me who’s working with Venema.”

			She crossed her arms. This was it. This was the point where she’d decide between playing by the rules that only those who cared about right and wrong and law and order played by… or not.

			She chose not.

			“It all runs through the governor. Teeko Gepp.”

			Keel’s eyes went wide. “Teeko Gepp? Tall guy, purple beard? Missing a few fingers?”

			The detective looked at Keel warily. “You know him?”

			“He’s an H8 runner. He’s your governor?”

			She didn’t reply, which confirmed it. 

			“Tell me where to find him,” Keel said, because that would be faster than waiting for Garret to slice the data and because whatever the detective said would likely come with information that would make finding the next target that much easier. “Tell me and I promise you, he’ll see the error of his ways and resign.”

			The comm buzzed in Keel’s ear. Zora and Garret had, of course, been listening to the entire exchange. Zora to know if she needed to pull Keel out and Garret to process whatever intel Keel picked up. It was Garret who had something for Keel to add.

			“He’ll resign and he’ll appoint a colonial to take his place.”

			The detective’s eyes brightened as if what was just said was too good to be true. She told him everything. Security details, location, where he liked to eat for breakfast, and who he liked to play with at night. More than enough.

			Keel thanked her and left the station.

			She called after him. “You won’t kill him.”

			It wasn’t a question. It was someone who believed in the law clinging to the hope that she hadn’t hopelessly betrayed it.

			Keel stopped and half-turned. “That depends on Teeko.”
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			“You’re kidding,” Zora said when Keel had left the station and disappeared back into the shadows, doubling back and doubling back again until everyone was sure that, if there were any tails, they’d been shaken. “Teeko Gepp?”

			“That’s what she said,” Keel replied, speaking low into his comm as he walked down an alley past a pair of legs that jutted from beneath a filthy, tattered blanket that only covered the upper half of whoever was spending this night in the gutters. “When’s the last time you saw him?”

			“I don’t know,” Zora answered. “Two years at a minimum. He was running something on Naito’s Bane.”

			“Drugs?” That was the only thing he’d ever known Teeko to be involved with. Certainly not politics.

			“No… it wasn’t that. He was trying to get away from that. Information and gun-running. But don’t hold me to it, jump jockey.”

			Keel nodded and then crossed for a corner where a pair of drunks were performing a sloppy serenade for the blue giant that served as Rakka’s moon. They wobbled over to ask for credits, but Keel kept his stride, blowing past them before the words even got out of their mouths. He was so far beyond them and into the next alley that he almost couldn’t hear their curses before they went back to their song. 

			“You at a good place to stop?” Zora asked. “I need to move up to keep eyes on you following this block.”

			Someone threw a bottle against one of the dreary, printed walls in the alley ahead of Keel. He waited to see if the sound portended some trouble, but none came. No footsteps or hushed whispers to indicate that someone sought to hem him in where he now stood in an alley that smelled of stale urine and overflowed with garbage, spilled from its receptacles and rifled through by those who had come this way earlier, leaving rotting food and refuse on the cobblestones. Rakka wasn’t a glittering core world, but this alley was a sty, even for Rakka.

			“Looks like I’m alone,” Keel said. “Move up.”

			He kicked away a container and moved to lean against a graffiti-scrawled wall. Somewhere behind him, Zora was moving through the shadows, most likely still going roof to roof. Keel looked down, resisting the urge to try to spot her silhouette in the pale blue light of the gas giant that wasn’t a moon for fear that his gazing at the stars might lead someone else to do the same and blow her concealment. Instead he watched as a furry, six-legged creature with two deeply inset eyes and long, snuffling tube of a nose emerged from beneath a dumpster and scampered toward the container he’d kicked away, turning it over and then sitting up on its haunches without fear, using its middle arms to hold a moldy hunk of something and its upper arms to keep its fur clean of crumbs. The little thing watched Keel for a moment as if only now realizing he was there, and then placed the meal in its mouth and sauntered back to its den.

			“In position,” Zora reported. “Looks clear ahead.”

			“Maybe not for long,” added Garret. “Venema’s network is getting active again. They’re on the hunt.”

			“Did that cop roll on us?” Zora asked.

			“I don’t think so,” said Garret. “Chatter doesn’t seem focused like they’re closing in on you or anything. Probably a planned sweep that’s just now getting underway. I’ll keep listening. Be careful, Captain Keel.”

			Keel looked down the alley. Beyond all the filth lay what passed for the “nice” part of Rakka. That was where they would find Teeko. “Just keep eyes and ears open enough to keep me from walking into something I’d rather not.”

			“Going into Teeko’s place when you know he’s playing nice with Venema for this job is walking into a trap,” said Zora. She had been playing devil’s advocate from the first moment of hearing the plan Garret and Keel had put together back at the safehouse. In fact, she’d been so insistent on playing the part that Keel started to wonder if she might really believe this was a one-way trip for him.

			“Trust me,” Keel said. 

			He took a step out of the alley, saw the big, bright high-beams of a transport carrying some of Venema’s mercs, and then rolled back in, hoping the back he was showing would be taken as that of just another bum with no way off the forsaken rock they were all on.

			The transport hummed on past without slowing.

			“That’s the kind of thing I wanted you to call out,” Keel hissed. 

			“Sorry,” Zora said. “I was focusing on the, well, I guess the manor. I have a shot.”

			“We’re not killing Teeko yet,” Keel said.

			The governor’s mansion could be called a manor. But only when compared to the economically depressing style that most of Rakka’s buildings represented. It was built from wood, brick, and stone, all set upon a printed duracrete foundation. The whitewash was bright and new, no chips or peeling, and that added a cleanliness that stood out in the night.

			“Gimme a few seconds,” Garret said. After a pause he added, “Aaaand cams are duped. You can advance, but don’t touch the fence yet.”

			Keel was facing the rear of the building. A great lawn, slightly overgrown and shaggy, rested between the back of the governor’s manor and what looked like a cast-iron fence, three meters high. The fence ran between square columns that Garret said housed the juice needed to electrify the fence should someone try to scale it. It could also throw up an energy shield should someone with a blaster decide to take potshots at the building.

			“At the fence,” Keel said after nonchalantly walking across the street. Already the air smelled cleaner away from the alleys he’d traveled to reach the governor’s block. The fact that the manor directly adjoined the slum Keel had slithered up from spoke volumes about how even those in power accepted Rakka for what it was. Keel had been on his share of poor, filthy worlds before, and usually the places where those in power slept were clean and comfortable, if not luxurious. Rakka’s governor was barely keeping the stink of the rest of the star port at bay.

			Garret was quick with a report on the defenses. “You can climb it now. It’ll still put out some voltage because shutting that down entirely would trigger an alarm that I can’t deal with given my setup. Shouldn’t be bad, though.”

			Keel grabbed the bars and hoisted himself up and over. He felt an electric tingling in his hands, but like the kid said, it wasn’t bad. The landing was soft, muffled by the shaggy green lawn that glowed a soft blue where each blade of grass bent under its own weight. 

			“I’m in,” Keel said, and moved toward the darkness provided by a thick-canopied tree that creaked as the wind blew against it, its leaves whispering to one another.

			“Good.” Garret was doing his thing. “No perimeter alarms on this side of the manor until you get within twenty meters of the back door.”

			Zora bullied her way into Keel’s comm. “Kid’s getting all that from a sliced datapad?”

			“Yeah,” said Keel. “And try to stay focused. I’d rather not die on Rakka.”

			“Staying here was your call, remember? I’ll keep you safe though, jump jockey. Zora out.”

			Keel had no doubt the bounty hunter would do her best. She was an excellent shot. But once he went inside, it would be up to him. 

			He moved through the darkness, no armor with its mimetic tricks to keep him hidden, but knowing enough of stealth and lighting and concealment to feel confident that, at least among the homeless on Rakka, no one was looking for him. That might be different wherever Venema was operating from. But Teeko? You could count on Teeko to believe with unwavering certainty that things would go his way. Until they didn’t.

			When his advance was close enough to twenty meters, Keel paused and pinged Garret on their secure link. This was the part of the plan that Zora had the most trouble with, and Keel wasn’t crazy about it either, but if there was a better option with the time they had, he hadn’t seen it. 

			“Point of no return, kid.”

			“Yeah. Okay, well, I think I’m right about the triggers, but if I’m wrong… don’t die. And don’t kill me when you get back.”

			The sweeping motion sensors were low enough that no one could crawl beneath them, and were accompanied by steady beams waiting for an ankle to break their connection. Stuff that Keel could easily “see” if he had Wraith’s kit on. Teeko had the kind of security package that protected against burglars as opposed to Dark Ops kill teams. The only sort of raid the governor could likely conceive of.

			“Here goes nothing,” Keel said.

			He hunched down, knuckles brushing against the dew on the grass, and then sped toward the back entrance before peeling off abruptly and pressing his body flat against the manor. No audible alarm sounded, but Keel was certain one had been triggered.

			He watched the back door. Sure enough, it swung open, revealing a security guard, his blaster pistol holstered.

			The guard took a step outside before turning back around and shouting, “You were supposed to keep him in the crate!” Then he turned to face the darkness, clapped his hands three times, and called in a stage whisper, “Kenpo! Kenpo! C’mon, boy! Get back in here!”

			Garret had predicted precisely this response. When the code slicer read the security logs, he found a surprising number of backyard motion sensor alarms. Had to be a pet of some kind, he’d said.

			Good work, kid.

			The guard scanned for the animal, then jumped and threw his hands in the air at the sight of Keel, standing behind him with a heavy blaster pointed at his head.

			“Why don’t you show me around the place,” Keel said, marching the ghostly-white guard back into the governor’s manor.
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			Teeko Gepp was in the middle of a cocktail party when Aeson Keel entered the parlor, coming in through the servants’ door attached to the kitchen where bots with celebrity chef programming sent out human waiters clad in black formal attire carrying trays of fluted drinks and the finest hors d’oeuvres available to a place like Rakka. The governor spotted the smuggler not long after he’d emerged, and watched as the unwelcome guest scanned the room and then, catching Teeko’s eyes, gave a wolfish half-smile. Teeko snapped his fingers as discreetly as possible, never for more than a second taking his eyes off the woman with curled hair, a pearl necklace, and shoulderless formal gown who could make or break his bid for reelection this cycle.

			Keel watched as Teeko nodded and smiled, laughed at all the right spots. But the governor was nervous. The man’s sharp eyes kept drifting in Keel’s direction. The fingers snapped again—requesting help that wasn’t coming. Keel had taken care of that before making his entrance. No blasters or slug throwers—nothing loud enough to alert the couple of guards stationed on the upper floor that their two counterparts on the lower level had been neutralized. Small-timers like Teeko on small worlds like Rakka made things nice and easy. They never paid for enough guards.

			Still, Teeko kept on snapping and watching Keel until the woman speaking to him realized something was wrong, first looking to the governor’s busy fingers and then following his gaze until she too watched Keel’s approach.

			Captain Keel grabbed a champagne flute from a passing server and dug out a handful of nuts from a silvene dish placed on a polished red table along the way. He stared at Teeko the entire time, crunching the salted nuts between his teeth and then emptying the flute and depositing it on the tray of another passing server—all in stride—before coming to a stop front and center before Teeko and his guest. 

			Keel smiled broadly as he looked between the two. “Swell party.”

			Teeko cleared his throat, and Keel could see right away that the middle-aged woman he was talking to was very important to the scumsack, whose beard was still purple but who otherwise looked presentable. Keel doubted the relationship was a romantic one; this woman was an avenue of power. Which was probably why Teeko stood his ground instead of running in fear when the last man he’d wanted or expected to see now stood just a meter away.

			The woman, however, was intrigued, though she looked slightly scandalized by Keel’s rough appearance. He’d fought and shot his way through an inferno of bodies and now looked the part. This was a formal get-together, with all the right people present, and although Keel wasn’t necessarily known to be one of the wrong people—no one but Teeko seemed to recognize him at all—he was at least dressed like one of the help who’d forgotten to pick up his rental suit.

			“I didn’t expect to see you,” said Teeko to Keel. He did a good job controlling his volume and not letting a waver of panic enter his voice. He looked at the woman and nodded. “Aeson Keel is an old friend.”

			Keel smiled. “Just got in and decided to drop in on ol’ Teeko.” He shook the woman’s hand genially. “Of course, if I’d have known all this was happening… I’d have waited until the morning.” He raised his eyebrows and turned back to Teeko. “Too late, though. Isn’t it?”

			The woman—who still hadn’t been introduced to Keel—was diplomatic. “You must be good friends to be let into one of Teeko’s galas. There are people outside who dream of coming. I used to be one of them.”

			Teeko laughed. A long, overly amused, suffusive but not quite patronizing bubbling that showed cosmetically perfected teeth. He pointed at the woman in a you devil sort of way and then looked to Keel, his eyes desperately pleading for the smuggler to play along and play nice. “Don’t you believe it, Aeson. I’ve been begging for Mrs. Morrowind to give me the time of day for ages. It’s my honor that she’s finally acquiesced.”

			Keel smiled and nodded. “A pleasure, Mrs. Morrowind, and like I said—we’re old friends. Nothing could stop me from paying a visit. Not even the two guards in the kitchen or the two guards upstairs or the security system. Or the dog.”

			That got a befuddled gaze from Mrs. Morrowind and a terrified look of shock from Teeko.

			Keel laughed. “I’m kidding. Spacer humor. But Teeko and I really do go way back. Why, I remember a time when he was so exceedingly under the influence of H8 that he attempted to scratch a hole through his cheek in order to satisfy an itch deep below one of his molars. You can still see the scars. That’s why he has the beard now.”

			Mrs. Morrowind blanched and then inspected Teeko’s face, peering for evidence behind his dark, royal purple beard.

			Teeko laughed. “He’s kidding again! Such a joker. If you’ll excuse us, Mrs. Morrowind…”

			The governor didn’t wait to be released. He turned and walked toward a bookcase, which slid apart to reveal a study after the man spoke a brief voice command. He stepped inside, turned, and hurriedly motioned for Keel to follow. 

			Keel gave a final nod and smile to Mrs. Morrowind before sauntering in after Teeko, the bookcase closing behind him.

			“Okay, I know why you’re here,” Teeko said, backing up rapidly and placing his desk between him and Keel. “So first… don’t kill me.”

			Keel’s hand hung limply in the air next to his Intec. “Where do you keep your blaster, Teeko? In the desk?” 

			Teeko looked down, no doubt at the drawer containing the weapon, and took several side steps until he was nowhere near it. “Yes. But… that’s not why I went there. Don’t kill me, Keel.”

			“That depends on you, pal. You set me up.”

			Now Teeko held up two fingers, asking him to doubly wait as he attempted to talk his way out of things. “No. No… that’s not what happened. They were already here and you were already coming. I had nothing to do with it.”

			“You kept the cops from cleaning things up… that’s something.”

			“Because they would have gotten killed too!” Teeko said, holding his arms out. “It’s not like I had a lot of options. Rakka’s finest are good enough to keep local crime down. Stand up to a couple of surly crews not wanting to pay docking fees… lock up drunken pirates… that kind of thing. But you saw what Venema was bringing!”

			Keel tilted his head but remained silent.

			“Listen,” continued Teeko. “I’m legit now. There’s no angle here. I’ve cleaned up my act and I’m giving back. That woman out there? She’s a big deal among the colonials. She’s a ticket to lasting legitimacy, and you may have blown it, Keel! And that story about me and the H8? That was low. You didn’t have to bring that up in front of her. I mean… a little courtesy!”

			Keel rolled his eyes. “The courtesy is that you’re not already dead. And the only way you stay that way is by telling me where to find him.”

			“Who? Venema?” Teeko shook his head. “Don’t bother. Not worth the risk.”

			“I can handle it.”

			“Maybe Wraith can handle it. Is he still alive?”

			Keel gave a fractional nod. 

			Teeko’s face fell in disappointment, but the newfound politician in the man quickly regained control. “Figures,” he muttered. “This whole thing was a colossal bust. They know you’ve slipped the noose. They think you’re already off-world and—you can trust me on this—I’m not telling him otherwise. Like I said, this situation was foisted on me.”

			“Foisted,” Keel said drily.

			“Yeah. Foisted.” Teeko looked behind Keel to the doorway. At first Keel thought the man was waiting for some guards to come, but he was sure he’d taken care of all those. More likely, he wanted to wrap up the interview and get back to his power plays and hobnobbing. “Keel… all you have to do is wait. Twelve hours and Venema’s off-world and starting over. You leave on your own leisure—I’ll even help you get a transport since, uh, rumor is you lost the Six…”

			Keel’s face flashed with anger. “You don’t want to bring that up.”

			“No! I’m just saying… wait. You can even wait here. In my manor. I doubt Venema will pay a final greeting before he dusts off, the kelhorn. If he does, you can shoot him. That’s a hell of a deal, you have to admit.”

			“I’m not waiting. Where is he?”

			“You’ll get yourself killed.”

			“Then you’ll have nothing to worry about. Where is he?”

			“All right.” Teeko tossed up a hand in surrender. “You want Venema—fine. Be my guest. Half of Rakka is on fire, why not the other half, too?” He moved to his desk and activated a datapad, bending over it as he swiped. “I’ll get the details sent off to Ravi. What’s his comm?” 

			When Teeko looked up, Keel gave him a stern look that made the governor blanch with dread. 

			“He was… he was on the ship,” Teeko stammered. “Sorry. Sorry, Keel. I didn’t know.”

			Keel didn’t correct him. He only continued to glare.

			Teeko swallowed and ripped a sheet of real paper away from a silvene dispenser. He scribbled furiously, then handed the note to the Keel, who looked down at the scrawl quizzically. 

			“Yeah, sorry,” said Teeko. “The pen and paper is more for show. I don’t really write anything, you know? Out of practice.”

			“Bays 30 through 35?” Keel guessed.

			“Yeah. Big bays meant for commercial haulers. That’s where they landed their gear and troops. I saw it myself.”

			“How long ago?”

			“Day he got here. He, uh, made me come to him.”

			“To tell you how it was going to go down.”

			Teeko rubbed the back of his head, curling ringlets dropping down through his fingers. “Yeah.”

			Keel patted the blaster holstered to his hip, the first time in the conversation he’d overtly gone to it. “Here’s how it’s gonna be now. You aren’t going to say a word to Venema, his men, or anyone else about the fact that I’m coming for him. Have your party. Complete silence.”

			“I can reach him if I need him,” offered Teeko. “Try and draw him out for you.”

			“Complete silence,” Keel reiterated. “Enjoy your party.”

			Teeko nodded, slow at first and then the quick up and down of ready compliance. “Okay. Sure. You got it. That’s what I wanted to do tonight anyway.”

			Keel hitched a thumb over his shoulder. “That woman. Morrowind. She’s a colonial?”

			Teeko gave Keel a look of scrutiny. “Yeah,” he said suspiciously.

			“You thinking of flipping sides? Going with the colonials instead of the spacers just stranded on this rock?”

			“Well, that’s a complicated matter and I—”

			“You’re a colonial now. Everything that you do from this office is done in a way that makes Detective Ollohrus at the Market Street Precinct happy.”

			Teeko’s face fell. “You talked to that ballbuster? I should’ve known. Look, Keel, politics ain’t like smuggling. There’s nuance.”

			Keel gave a fractional smile in spite of himself. Smuggling had plenty of nuance, and the type of tightrope smuggling he did while still remaining even somewhat inside the Legion’s mission protocols was about as nuanced as things had ever gotten in his life. “Colonial. You’re all in.”

			“I’ll get voted out!”

			Keel shrugged. “That’s the price.”

			“Price?” Teeko practically screeched. “Price for what? I helped you, Keel!”

			“Everything you’ve done so far is making up for my getting put into this position under your watch… Governor. This is the price you pay to make sure Wraith doesn’t visit you once Venema is dead.”

			Teeko’s face drained of even more color, if that was possible. “Fair price,” he peeped.
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			Back outside, Wraith called in the location to Zora and Garret along with instructions for Zora to meet him at Bay 10 in her sled with every charge pack and fragger she had on her and any more she could find along the way. 

			“You should put this off until we can find you some armor,” she counseled.

			“Teeko says Venema will be lifting off-planet tomorrow.”

			“So… let him go,” said Zora. “Catch up with him later.”

			Garret broke in on a direct channel with Keel. Just the two of them. “We can’t let him go. Not after what he did.”

			Keel looked over his shoulder at the governor’s mansion. The party was still ongoing and it didn’t look like anyone was coming for him. He strode away purposefully all the same, not figuring Teeko to be dumb enough to go against Wraith, but not willing to take any chances either. He frowned at the kid’s comments because he knew where it was coming from. It was a thirst for vengeance, the same thing that had eaten up Prisma and made her into something different than what she ought to be—a young woman.

			“Don’t worry, kid, we’ll get him,” Keel replied. “You just be ready to do your part.”

			“I’m ready.”

			Zora spoke again on the general comm. “I take it by your silence that my idea isn’t going anywhere.”

			“It’s traveled as far as it ever will, yeah,” confirmed Keel. “Bay 10. I’m on my way now.”

			“See you soon,” said Zora with mock cheer.

			Keel paused a moment, just outside of the glow of a solitary light pole. The street was empty. No sleds or conversations. 

			“Garret,” he said into the comm. “Any signs?”

			There was a pause that, even though it shouldn’t, gave Keel the briefest flutter of hope. As if some new information that would change things back to the way they’d been had just been discovered. But Garret’s voice came back as soft and forlorn as ever when talking of Leenah and the Six.

			“No. Nothing.”
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			Zora had offered one more adjustment to the plan, but Keel wasn’t having any of it as they sat in the back of her repulsor sled outside Bay 10. 

			“I don’t see why it wouldn’t work this time,” she insisted. “I know for a fact you’ve pulled it off before.”

			Her plan involved her taking Keel directly to Venema and presenting him as a prisoner properly captured by an authorized Bronze Guild hunter.

			“First, I was never the prisoner,” Keel said. “I can talk my way out of things that you can’t. Second, think about it, Zora. You’re a hunter. Suppose you actually catch me, which would never happen in the first place—”

			“I could catch you easily if I wanted.”

			Keel frowned. “Uh-huh. So then why bring me to Venema? Why not just cash in and keep it all for yourself? You’d have to be an idiot to—”

			“Okay. Yeah. Didn’t think that far ahead, jump jockey. Thank you.” She searched the floors of the sled for any charge packs or weapons they’d missed. Everything was accounted for. Keel wore a bandolier of charge packs around his chest. Zora had her rifle plus two fraggers, a smoke grenade, and a banger. The rest of her kit included breaching charges and a few slicer boxes that prompted a disdainful sneer from Garret, though the kid did admit they’d probably “do the job” on whatever Rakka was running for bay door security. “You ready or not, Keel?”

			Keel knew he had her where he wanted her. Now was not the time to let her off the hook. “The other thing is, I’m armed and wearing extra charge packs like they’re a wobanki’s claw necklace. If I’m a prisoner, why would I—”

			This time it was Zora’s fist instead of her words that cut Keel off. Keel let out an “ow” and rubbed his shoulder. He’d forgotten how hard she hit and how quick she was to get physical when her patience was tested. 

			Then he gave her a wry half-smile. That had been one of the things he liked about her.

			“Fine. I’ll shut up,” he said. “But you get my point.”

			“Do that,” she said icily before adding, “And are you ready?”

			“Ready as I’ll ever be, sweetheart.” Keel went to his comm before she could protest being called “sweetheart.” “Kid, we’re leaving the sled at Bay 10 and proceeding on foot to breach at… you got a number for us yet?”

			“Almost,” Garret replied. “I wanted to wait until you were up close before I drew them out. Stand by. I’m about to chum the waters.”

			Zora looked at Keel and mouthed, Chum the waters?

			Captain Keel only shrugged.

			“Package identified!” Garret shouted into the comm system, using the term that Venema had designated to mean Keel. Garret’s impression of a hardened merc wasn’t half bad. All the time the kid had spent around pirates and then Keel and his Legion buddies must have rubbed off. “Corner of 49th and Prospect,” Garret continued. “He slipped into—”

			A flurry of blaster bolts sounded at the end of Garret’s comm, and for a moment Keel thought that somehow the safe house he sat in had been discovered, the kid’s location triangulated, and everything was falling apart. But the technological genius was back on the channel a moment later. He sounded cheerful. “Was I convincing?”

			“The sound of those blaster bolts was if you weren’t,” Zora said. “You didn’t actually open fire inside the apartment, did you?”

			“Worried about the deposit?” Keel quipped.

			Zora gave him a look.

			“No,” said Garret, “just overlaid the sound effects. That’s not hard. Okay. They’re responding. I have access to the docking bay’s security cams but those are external only. No cams inside or I could have told you right away where Venema is hiding.”

			Keel nodded. Venema had taken up several docking bays, and while Teeko had identified the bay number where he’d met the man, there was no guarantee Venema would be there right now. They would have only one opportunity to blitz the man. It was paramount they knew right where to hit him.

			Splicing holocams would have made the job that much easier, but the lack of the devices was one of the reasons smugglers enjoyed Rakka as a destination. There were never cams inside the bays, and definitely no listening devices—ever. Plenty of gun-runners and kingpins had done the sweeps, and a bad word never spread about Rakka’s star port. The local government knew who was visiting their out-of-the-way world and why they were doing it. They didn’t dare disrupt what little flow of credits the place had with security protocols that were standard in more reputable corners of the galaxy. No, the only cams were to be found outside, and were used only to help keep fights from turning into murders, catcalls into assaults—and to keep the spacers with shore leave on their best behavior when it was time for them to mingle with Rakka’s local populace.

			“You did good, kid,” said Keel. “Nice touch, killing yourself at the end. That’ll cut out any Q&A they might’ve been after.”

			“As long as we make them pay in the end,” Garret mumbled. Then… “Whatever it takes. KTF.”

			“KTF,” Keel echoed, wishing for a way to remove the kid from this path because there really was no turning back around once you got going. But he didn’t see an alternative that didn’t involve taking Zora up on her offer to just fly off-planet. And that was a non-starter for Keel. For the kid, too.

			Zora rolled her eyes and put on her helmet. “Okay, let’s move so they don’t catch us sitting in a sled, huh? Now?”

			They buttoned up the vehicle and moved toward the section of the sprawling docking compound that housed Venema and his team. Rakka’s port was of a unique design. All incoming ships dropped from orbit into a docking zone that reminded Keel of a wide and gaping volcano. The air controllers would then assign bay numbers and provide lighted holographic paths for each ship to follow. For the big ships, that meant a short trip onto the massive, open pads capable of receiving galaxy-class freighters. They would touch down and the bay would close up around them. Smaller ships like the Six were expected to travel through a tunnel system that led to their respective bays. This was mostly to make it difficult for spacers to blast away without paying. The docking tunnels crisscrossed from the entry port to a similar volcano-like port designated for exits. Those tunnels would seal you in unless all fees were paid. 

			Every bay was also accessible at street level. Primarily to make it easier for the spacers to patronize Rakka’s local establishments. Dockworkers—more humans than bots given the star port’s glut of stranded spacers looking for work—accessed the bays from lower levels. Those levels required security checks and other things that Keel felt would slow them down, even if Garret thought he could find a way to spoof them.

			So the direct, street-level route it was. This approach carried with it the threat of being seen by any of Venema’s hitters who might be traveling in the same direction, but the sheer scope and size of the bays, combined with the direction Garret had the mercs moving in, made the likelihood of a chance encounter slim. 

			And if it did end up going down like that… well, that was what Keel was coming for anyway. If the shooting started early, then the shooting started early.

			It was a fifteen-minute jog to cover the ground from Bay 10 to the mid-twenties; they hadn’t wanted to get a sled any closer. 

			“Getting close,” Zora huffed over comm. Keel decided against making a joke about her conditioning. She was in armor and he wasn’t. She was carrying a load and all he had were his pistols, charge packs, clothes, and rugged good looks. Teasing her would probably just get him another punch, perhaps this time to the face. 

			Though the tech on Zora’s armor was inferior to what Wraith was running, it did have a multitude of visual arrays to see in the dark, plus active and passive sensors meant to help identify any of the more basic aftermarket security systems someone might have put up—sensor beams and the like. Zora’s estimation of her own armor—gotten from her father, Doc—was that it was on par with Dark Ops gear circa Psydon. Out of date in today’s world, but still more than capable of getting the job done.

			“You got a number for us to breach, kid?” Keel asked.

			“I’ve been watching. They definitely bought it and sent a number of those repulsor trucks out after you. I looked inside as best I could and if I had to guess, I’d say that Bay 33 is where Venema is operating from. That’s just a guess, and not, like, a Ravi guess.”

			“You’re sure you didn’t see Venema heading out with the reaction force?” Zora asked. It would be a wasted operation if the target decided he needed to be in the thick of things like he was when the first trap was sprung.

			“I guess he could have gone out,” Garret said, before quickly adding, “but I don’t think so. In fact, forget I even mentioned that possibility.”

			“Don’t like the sound of that,” Keel muttered. “You need to be sure, kid. We got one shot here.”

			“He’s on the net and he’s running the show. The way he’s talking makes it sound like he’s in a command room, but, I dunno. I’m not good at knowing how armies work.”

			“Let me in on it,” Keel said.

			Garret opened the comm up for Keel and Zora to listen in. It was frenzied and loud, all noise and chatter, and Keel was reminded at once why he’d had it muted in the first place. The discipline was terrible. Clearly, the hitters Venema had with him were frantic in their desire to get their target—and the bounty that accompanied it—before their deadline to get off Rakka came.

			And Venema, in turn, sounded just as desperate to turn what had been a costly operation—in lives, treasure, and reputation—into a paying job. “Team Four, board shows you as closest to target site. What do you see?”

			The comm buzzed back with hedged reports and excuses for the delay in getting to the spot. Garret had selected a locale that would be difficult to navigate by speeder. “We’re about to dismount to cut through an alley.”

			“Fine,” Venema snapped in reply. “Four, Three, I want you dismounted and fanning out. Make a net and then tighten until you have the smug, arrogant little kelhorn.”

			“Sounds like you, jump jockey,” Zora said, giving Keel a look.

			Then Venema gave the command that Keel needed to hear. “I want him brought back here. At any cost. Any. Make it happen.”

			“Okay, mute that static again,” Keel ordered. 

			Garret complied.

			“You’re no Ravi, but I think you got the odds right on this one. Docking Bay 33. Be there in five. You keep ready.”

			“I’m ready,” Garret said, a hint of darkness in his voice. The sort Keel would sometimes hear from the leejes on ambush in those moments when everything was falling into place on some edge-world jungle or wasteland.

			Ambushes are murder and murder is fun.

			Venema and his crew wouldn’t know what hit them.
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			Bay 33 had two guards outside its large doors. Rifle-toting mercs in the same matching armor that all of Venema’s hitters seemed to wear, leaving little doubt that this was the place. On a different day, one where Keel had his armor, it wouldn’t require much effort to get the drop on the scumsacks and take them out without any telltale blaster bolts or panicked screams over comm to give him away. Today didn’t bring that option. The only way they could move past those guards and into Bay 33 involved springing the surprise early, and Keel wanted to wait until the last minute for that.

			Out of the guards’ sight was Bay 32. Its gaping doors were open, yellow light spilling out onto the night streets.

			“Did the sleds sent out come from thirty-two?” Keel asked his code slicer.

			“Yes, Captain. I counted four of the trucks with the repeating blasters mounted in the back.”

			“They’re called technicals, kid.”

			“Four technicals.”

			“Copy that. Stand by. Wraith out.”

			“Standing by.”

			Keel ignored the breach in comms protocol and turned his attention to Zora, who watched the guards through the infrared scope of her rifle. Her bucket was off and at her side, a portent of how her kit wasn’t really optimized to work with all its pieces. A good bucket amplified the effectiveness of the weapons you carried along with it, so you could just go. But those kits weren’t cheap and Zora had never pulled in the kind of contracts Wraith had managed. Few had.

			“Okay. Breaching thirty-three’s door isn’t optimal,” Keel said. “You got a peeper in that kit?”

			Zora shook her head. “Just a cam I can slide under doors. I used to use crawler bots, but they got fried every time the shooting started.”

			Keel frowned. “They’ll do that.” Left unsaid was how expensive the sophisticated bots were to replace. “Okay. We’ll have to do our own recon then.” He nodded to Bay 32. “Garret says four technicals left from there, and clearly they were in such a hurry that they didn’t close the door after themselves. Which hopefully means no one is sitting in that docking bay to spoil our plan.”

			Zora understood immediately. “You want to breach into thirty-three from thirty-two.”

			Keel nodded.

			“I’m not sure my charges are enough to handle that.”

			“Let me see,” Keel said, motioning for Zora to expose her ruck and let him inspect her explosives. Unlike the cams, her breaching game wasn’t managed on the cheap. Which was good. If you’re going to get spendy, do it on things that make a boom.

			Keel pulled out a roll of det-tape. “How many meters of this do you have?”

			“Ten.”

			Keel gave a not bad raise of his eyebrows. That was enough to blow open most doors. Trouble was, unless thirty-two and thirty-three had an adjoining door, which a slicer box could handle anyway, would ten meters be enough to also blow a hole in the wall? 

			There was just one way to find out. He stowed the breaching tape back in Zora’s ruck. “Let’s get after it. Moving.”

			Zora repositioned herself to provide covering fire for Keel should he need it as the smuggler darted through the darkness to Bay 32’s yawning doors. He hid in the shadows of the entrance and motioned for Zora to move up. Without a helmet to hide the sound of his voice, non-verbal directives would be the order of the day. Zora’s father, being Legion, had made it a point to drill his daughter in the art. With Keel covering her advance, she moved up and stacked next to him. 

			Keel peered around the corner. The bay looked empty. Not even a ship. The only sound was that of a bot of some sort walking across the impervisteel landing pad.

			They were both ready. Keel felt a pinch to his rear end—the non-verbal command for “Go!”

			Keel stormed the bay, disappearing into its yellow light. Zora was on his heels, clearing her half of the bay’s massive corners.

			It was devoid of targets. Keel swept through a stack of fuel cells and observed in the middle of the bay the telltale leakage of repulsor fluid on the deck. The bot they’d heard was cleaning up spanners and other tools and putting them away in a mechanic’s chest. This was likely a motor pool emptied of all its sleds.

			“Can I help you?” the bot asked.

			Zora answered with a flick of her knife, severing the bot’s power supply and sending a shower of sparks flying in the direction of the cut. She caught the machine and eased it gently onto the impervisteel.

			Blaster still in hand, Keel crossed back to the entrance and closed the bay’s doors. After a gentle hum they were buttoned up inside and free from any prying eyes. 

			“Aeson,” Zora called. She motioned toward a door connecting to Bay 33. “Best-case scenario.”

			“Grab the slicer box,” Keel said, moving toward the door. “Garret, stand by.”

			“Say the word, Captain.”

			Keel told Zora to try the door first. There was a chance that Venema allowed free movement between bays.

			She shook her head. “Locked.”

			“Crack it.”

			Zora crouched and placed the slicer box over the control door. The device whirred as it interfaced with the security system and began fighting it for access.

			Keel looked around as the box did its work, then shouted, “Get away from the door!”

			Zora did so without hesitation, jumping back a moment before the door slid open with a hiss and the portal filled with a hail of blaster bolts zipping past.

			It had been the sight of interior holocams that had tipped Keel off and saved Zora’s life. Rakka’s port authority didn’t have security cameras in its bays, but there was no rule against those renting them from installing their own. And Keel had spotted one just in time.

			“Now, kid!” Keel shouted into his comm as Zora pushed herself away from the banger that had just been tossed through the doorway into thirty-two. “Do it now!”

			The stun grenade went off, and despite his eyes being shut tight, Keel saw a blinding white. He was deaf too, and his only hope of surviving what came next rested on whether Garret’s calculations worked.

			Come on, kid. Do it for Leenah.
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			Glaring stars filled Keel’s vision and a nonstop “eeeeeeeeeee!” rang in his ears. He felt woozy, but that he could overcome. The loss of sight and sound would prove much more difficult. His only reprieve was that they hadn’t shot him yet. Which maybe meant they wanted him alive. Maybe.

			He felt a rough hand grab his shoulder. He sent an elbow in that direction but didn’t catch anything. The effort nearly spun him around and he felt the wooziness return.

			“Captain?” Garret’s voice was faint and competing with the ringing, but Keel was sure he hadn’t imagined his code slicer’s alarm coming through the comm in his ear.

			Keel blinked away the stars and found his vision returning. His eyes had been closed—that was part of the problem. But they were open now, and he could see shapes. More like blobs. One just in front of him seemed to be trying to dance to his side, out of his direct field of view. He heard the faint sound of Zora yelling at him through the tinnitus ring.

			“…help me, I’ll drop you right now!”

			She sounded angry. Keel realized his blaster was pointed out in front of him. He lowered it, blinked, and saw that the blob in front of him was Zora. Her bucket was off, but she seemed to have her senses about her. Keel pointed to his ears to let her know the obvious. He could hardly hear a thing.

			Zora pointed emphatically to his left. Keel turned his head and felt a new wave of dizziness, but quickly brought it under control. On the ground, crawling on all fours, were the mercs who had stormed through the door, their helmets off and gouts of blood spilling from their ears, nose, and mouth. Some other mercs lay still as though dead.

			In his deconstructing of the comm inserts Venema had selected, Garret had discovered that they involved a piece of root hardware modified by a proprietary software to appeal to a wide number of different species. The various species across the galaxy varied wildly in their ability to detect sound waves. Some creatures had incredibly sensitive hearing, many thousands of times greater than that of the average human; others went in the opposite direction, and a sonic amplifier right next to what passed for their ears was needed in order for them to hear even a whisper. Hence Venema had employed a comm device sophisticated enough to work across the entire spectrum. It was all about which software package was installed. 

			This also meant it was “an easy thing” for Garret to reprogram the comm network to deliver sound at the absolute loudest possible setting—a setting that did far more than blow eardrums. The transmission he sent to every one of Venema’s men, simultaneously, was effectively a sonic blast located directly in their headspace that, Garret postulated, had the ability to kill some of the mercs outright. And judging by those sprawled motionless on the floor of the bay… it had worked.

			Zora sent blaster bolts into those mercs who were still struggling to get their bearings, taking them out of the fight the way her daddy had taught her. “You good?” she shouted at Keel.

			Her voice was a fuzzy, buzzing sound to Keel’s ears. But it was a sound. And he understood it. Either the banger had been far enough away when it detonated or the mercs were using an inferior design, or both. Legion ear-poppers would never have allowed this fast a recovery. Keel knew that much.

			“I’m good,” he managed. He was feeling better by the second. And even if he weren’t, he was still good. He could work through it all and keep sharp, taking advantage of muscle memory and disciplines that came from endless drills and an abundance of prior field experience.

			They stacked anew at the open door between bays, unwilling to assume that the mercs on the other side would be in as bad a shape as the ones who’d come through into Bay 32. 

			“Garret!” Zora shouted. Keel heard it twice, once through the comm and once right up close. “Can you kill that ringing?”

			There was a fuzzy, unintelligible response and then the eeeeeeeeeee stopped abruptly. Keel rubbed his ears. The loud annoying ringing was replaced by a much quieter and more manageable annoying ringing. Had that sound been him picking up on whatever Garret was pumping through the mercs’ brains? It had to have been painfully loud in order to be picked up by a micro-comm implant. No wonder Venema’s mercs were in such a state.

			Now it was time to see if Venema was suffering the same fate.

			“I’m good,” Keel said again, probably speaking louder than he needed to but having no way to be sure. “Let’s go.”
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			The mercs inside Bay 33 were in no better condition than the ones next door. Some were doubled over, clutching their ears with blood running between their fingers. Others lay dead or unconscious. But most importantly, Venema was there. He wasn’t dead or unconscious, but he was bleeding from one ear, and a look of horror appeared on his face at the sight of Keel.

			“Keel!” he shouted, his fright obvious. “Keel, listen, I never meant—”

			And that was all he got out before Keel sent a bolt from his Intec through the man’s head. 

			If Zora was surprised at Venema’s abrupt end, she didn’t show it. Instead she kept the others in the command center covered. A few mercs who had been clinging to their weapons dropped them. Those who refused to obey the shouts to drop weapons and get down were shot. This was the grisly end. The way things went for those who chose to test Wraith.

			And at the close of it, there were only four mercs left alive. 

			“Who can still hear?” Keel demanded, his own hearing returning to the point that only a cottony, dull quality remained from the initial damage.

			Two of the mercs apparently took this as a threat and went for their weapons. Zora and Keel took one down each and then Zora dropped a third who reacted a little too slowly in following her companions to the blaze of glory, but who nevertheless pulled and was gunned down all the same.

			That left one. A slight man with armor who held out both palms and shouted, “I can hear! I can hear! I didn’t have a comm in.”

			Keel leveled his blaster at the man’s head. “Who.”

			The merc shook his head. “W-what?”

			“Who hired you?”

			“I-I don’t know. I’m Mr. Venema’s aide. I… get him things. It was a black contract and that’s all I know. I swear it.”

			“But you knew who you were hunting down.”

			The merc let out a shudder. “Get Keel and then we get Wraith. That’s what Mr. Venema said. That’s why we went for you. Kill you, Wraith will come out of the shadows and we’ll be waiting. His words.” He looked down at the body of his now-dead employer. “Not mine.”

			“Didn’t stop you from trying,” Zora spat.

			“Look, if I—”

			Keel sent a blaster bolt into the man’s chest. The merc looked down in terror at his death as it crept upward, rolling his eyes back before he crumpled next to Venema. 

			“Zora, go take care of the mainframe.”

			Zora held Keel’s gaze for a moment. “When did you become Tyrus Rechs?” But then she shook her head and inserted the data chit into the device that would grant Garret all the access he needed to find out whatever he could and erase any trace of who was there.

			And that was why it really went down that way. Beyond Chhun and a few others, Keel was Keel and Wraith was Wraith. And Keel wasn’t about to let the word out that he—and not Wraith—had managed to take out Venema and his heavily armed and motivated private army of mercs. That wasn’t a curtain he wanted drawn back to be exposed to the galaxy. 

			“Okay, I’m in,” Garret said. “You two should get out of there.”

			“In a minute,” muttered Keel. He pulled out the piece of paper Teeko had given him, unfolded it, and flipped it over to its clean side. Then he dug out a finger full of Venema and wrote in red gore the note he would leave on the man’s corpse.

			And the note read: 

			Wraith.
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			Stranger led Prisma and KRS-88 deeper into the ship while Stranger Two followed at a distance, cradling his near two-meter-long sniper rifle to his chest. The weapon looked big enough to take down a tyrannasquid with a single shot.

			“All right, little girl,” Stranger said as they stopped before a set of blast doors, painted with thick, alternating yellow and black diagonal stripes—a sign of caution. “We’ve reached as far as my conscience will allow you to come. Which is saying something if you knew the kinds of things my conscience lets me do.”

			Prisma looked around. The room had two transparent observation windows, but when she leaned in to try to see what lay on the other side, she saw only darkness. “I’m not seeing why you needed Crash if this is all there is. Don’t you have ultrabeams of your own? Are you expecting an ambush somewhere in there?”

			Stranger smiled. “Well, I will say that an ambush is high on my list of things likely to happen today. But not here, mind you. You’ll be safe so long as you stay put. All the danger will be on the other side, so I need you to tell your war bot to come with us to that other side. Where it’s not safe.”

			“I’m afraid I’m unwilling to be separated from Miss Prisma,” said Crash. Then he paused and looked at Prisma. “Oh dear. Was I supposed to use your name?”

			“It’s fine,” she said, and then to Stranger, “and he’s right. His programming requires him to watch out for me.”

			“Well, Prisma, I appreciate that. I do. The love of a… war bot is one hell of a drug I’m sure. But I’m willing to bet credits—as many as you want—that you can make that war-nanny of yours leave you with a suitable direct order. Will you make that bet with me right now, Prisma?”

			“Stop doing that,” Prisma said.

			Stranger, who had made sure not to bend over or look down at the young woman, straightened himself. “Do what?”

			“Stop using my name like that.”

			“What’s wrong with your name, Prisma?”

			“There’s nothing wrong with it. But you’re using it in that way people do when they want you to let your guard down. I was on a ship with a captain who knew a few things about that kind of stuff. He told me all about it.”

			Stranger smiled. “Did he now? Well, I suppose I’m just friendly, Pri—uh… person standing before me whose name I won’t use. What’s wrong with that? What’s wrong with me being a friendly person?”

			Prisma turned and looked at the taller of the two men. Stranger Two. Covered head to foot in the black-and-red shock-trooper-like armor. Helmet still on. He stood silently. Patiently. Just waiting.

			“How about we suppose I’m not an idiot,” Prisma said, looking back at Stranger again. “If you were so nice and friendly you’d be helping us get our ship out of here so we could keep on going where we were headed.”

			“And where was that, exactly?”

			Prisma ignored the question. “Crash and I are a package deal. You want him, it’s not going to be without me.”

			Stranger looked back at his compatriot, who only shrugged one broad shoulder. 

			“Well, Prisma—can I call you Prisma again? We certainly will help you get your ship out of here. Ours too. But the only way to do that is to travel through some dangerous places. And even that’s just a guess. Full disclosure. I know, the whole galaxy is dangerous. That’s true. But not dangerous like this.” Stranger’s face seemed to darken. “Not Savage dangerous.”

			He was trying to scare her. She refused to give him any hint that it might be working. Because it wasn’t working. She wasn’t afraid. But the word “Savages” brought back memories of mad Mrs. Renfree, who’d lost her mind and was trapped in an endless loop where Savage horrors lay just at the edge of her memory, always lurking, awaiting their moment to surface and bring those horrors to her mind once more. Prisma didn’t like to think about Mrs. Renfree. The old woman marked the decline. Everything that had seemed good started to go terribly bad after that. She and her frightening stories marked the start of events that made Prisma realize, once and for all, that there would be no comfort or normalcy ever again. Not for her. 

			She put on a brave face. “Dangerous for you. We’ve survived worse.”

			“That a fact?” Stranger said, more to himself than to Prisma. He nodded his head toward the door. “Let’s go and have it your way, then, Prisma. But… when everything goes down like it did the last we time we tried to push into this hulk… don’t say I didn’t warn you. Because I did. I warned you.”

			Stranger moved to the yellow and black striped doors and punched in a code on a manual keypad that showed just how old the ship was. No holo-interface. Just a hard-mounted digit pad. Old.

			The door swung open and revealed firsthand the blackness Prisma had seen through the observation windows. Stranger took a step, and then paused. 

			“There are more of us in there,” he said. “Started off as nine and now we’re at eight and a half. And I mean that literally.”

			Prisma’s eyes went wide at the thought of one of the soldiers being blasted or cut in two.

			Stranger saw her reaction and then smiled before clarifying. “I’m sorry. I was making a short joke. You’re the half. We started at nine and two died and now we got you and your bot. I’m a fan of numbers. Don’t mind me.”

			Prisma’s wonder turned to a scowl. “If I’m a half, Crash should count as two. And you hardly look like more than three quarters.”

			Stranger tittered. “I like you, Prisma. Don’t go dying in there. Stay in the back near my friend. He’ll keep you safe. Or he’ll die trying. Ain’t that right?”

			The big man answered with a grunt and then pushed past the open blast door to disappear into the darkness on the other side. 

			Stranger raised his eyebrows. “That’s what passes for conversation with him.”

			He followed his partner into the dark, leaving Prisma and Crash.

			KRS-88 looked down at Prisma, his eyes already glowing slightly in response to the proximity of the dark room. Somewhere beyond, metal clanked against metal as unseen machinery, heavy and hidden, came alive in the blackness.

			“Are you quite sure we should follow these ruffians, young Miss?”

			Prisma gritted her teeth. “I’m quite sure that if we try to go back to our ship, they’ll try and stop us again. Let’s go along with them for now. Watch out for me, though.”

			“Always.”

			A voice called from the darkness. “You two coming in?”

			Prisma took Crash by the hand and led him into the shadows.
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			For a long while, the only light in the room came from Crash. There were others in the room, just as Stranger had said there would be, but it was difficult to see them in the dark and Prisma thought they might be cloaked until she caught an occasional reflection of her war bot’s optical receptors glinting off helmeted visors. She closed her eyes, trying to sense exactly how many there were.

			“Lights’ll come on soon,” one of the soldiers called out, breaking Prisma’s concentration. If he had a helmet, he wasn’t wearing it. His voice was clear and rich. “Remember the scenario takes a bit to get going. Let’s conserve charge packs this time as best we can.”

			He sounded as if he was going to say more, but that was all of it. Prisma wondered if he’d slipped his helmet down over his head to speak via comm. That was a common tactic of the legionnaires, she knew. Not that these were legionnaires. She was sure they weren’t. Maybe shock troopers, only Stranger didn’t seem nearly as threatening as any of those types she’d been around.

			Prisma heard a voice by her side. Stranger. His helmet was still off. “Don’t be alarmed by all the war talk. It can take some getting used to. You’ll be fine.”

			“I wasn’t alarmed,” said Prisma, annoyed that Stranger had suggested it. “I’m used to it.”

			“That a fact? Well, do me a favor then, Prisma. Make sure your war bot doesn’t light us up out there. Bot like that can take out an entire platoon before they know what hit ’em. I’d prefer not to be taken out, myself. Okay, Prisma?”

			“Don’t worry.” 

			Prisma moved closer to Crash and whispered, “How many do you count?”

			KRS-88 rumbled, “I detect seven humanoid life forms in the proximity. Excluding you.”

			“You can see them,” she whispered.

			“I can.”

			“Are they being… threatening?”

			“They are not. They are looking ahead and paying us no attention. I suspect that they are anticipating something, though I could not postulate what that might be.”

			Prisma called out to Stranger. “What are we waiting for?”

			“It to start,” the man answered.

			Before she could ask what “it” was, a light came on overhead, accompanied by a resonating clang, as though a heavy switch had flipped. The light was localized to where they all stood, bathing them in a soft, green pallor. 

			Prisma could see the others now. They wore armor like Stranger and Stranger Two. Seven in all, just like Crash had said.

			Another heavy clunk echoed in the darkness ahead, resulting in another wan green stretch of light cutting through the shadows. This repeated in rapid succession until Prisma was looking down a long corridor.

			“And here we go,” said one of the men over externals.

			Stranger tittered his awkward giggle. “Be sharp now. Prisma, we’ll need your war bot up front.”

			“What is this place?” she asked.

			They were on a ship. She knew they were on a ship. But the green-lit corridor looked… organic. The deck was roiling and uneven, as though it had been covered with slime which had then hardened into a walkway. And the walls reminded Prisma of the interior of a hive she’d once seen in a nature holo, made from regurgitated pollen that dripped from top to bottom to form long spires and oddly shaped mounds. Through it all swam a low, white mist.

			“Still time to go back,” Stranger offered.

			This remark gave Prisma all the resolve she needed. “I’m not going back.”

			Stranger nodded. “Nothing starts until we move forward. We know that much. Need your bot in front. What we’re gonna see, well, some of it’s real and some of it ain’t. Some of it can kill you and some of it doesn’t seem to be able to. Trouble is knowing which is which.”

			“That’s why you need Crash,” Prisma concluded. “To tell what’s real and what’s fake.”

			“I’m not sure that’s within my capabilities,” the bot rumbled. “This all looks very real to my sensors.”

			“By real I mean biological,” said Stranger. “You still getting a reading on us? The whole seven plus one and a half?”

			Prisma scowled at being called a half. 

			“I am,” Crash confirmed.

			“Thought so. See, our buckets go on the fritz the moment the lights come on. About all we can do is get basic visuals working and use comms. Don’t know why.”

			Crash whirred, processing this information. “Curious that my systems are not likewise impacted.”

			Stranger smiled. “Well, once you spend some time getting familiar with the Savages, you realize that they did a lot of curious things. If I had to guess, they want our buckets to fail but they want their bots to keep on running. If bots is what we’re going to run into. Not sure about that yet except to know that a lot of it ain’t what it seems to be on the surface. Not that we stuck around. Pulled back after we took casualties in the last go-round. Don’t see him now, though. And that’s odd, too. You ready?”

			Crash turned to Prisma. “Am I allowed to proceed?”

			She nodded that he was.

			KRS-88 stepped forward. “Initiating Operations Package Delta.” The bot’s voice grew more dire, the sound of a death machine, but it otherwise kept its personality. “I will need proper unit identifiers to optimize communications.”

			Stranger nodded. “Let’s keep going with ‘Stranger.’ I like that. For the sake of optimizing communications, you can even call me Stranger One if you like. You’ve already met Stranger Two.” He pointed to the big man who was peering down the scope of his sniper rifle at whatever lay ahead in the wide corridor. “And let’s say… three-four-five-six-and… seven.” 

			Stranger pointed to the subsequent men with him far too rapidly for Prisma to have any hope of associating the right number to the right Stranger. But Crash had no such problems. “Designations recorded. I am self-designating Eight-Eight.” 

			“Roger that,” said Stranger. “Here’s what we need, Eight-Eight. You push on ahead. Don’t bother shooting at what your optical sensors see. Waste of charge or bullets or whatever you’ve got. Just call out biological targets—other than us—back to Stranger Two. He’ll drop ’em.”

			“Acknowledged,” droned the war bot. “Advancing.”

			And just like that the big war machine began to stomp down the corridor, his feet making surprisingly metallic thuds. Those sounds made Prisma wonder if the odd, organic-looking secretions he walked on were really there at all. But she wasn’t curious enough to reach out and feel them for herself.

			The other men formed an inverted V and moved behind Crash. Except for Stranger, who hung back with Prisma and Stranger Two.

			“Get ready for the show to begin,” he told Prisma, and then donned his helmet and hurried to catch the others. 

			Prisma was now alone with the sniper. “Make yourself small,” he said, his voice coarse. Almost a whisper.

			She obeyed, flattening herself against the deck, a miniature mimic of the big sniper, who lay on his stomach as he kept vigil through the scope of his rifle. She tried to see what the big sniper was aiming at, but there was nothing ahead of them but the other men and Crash, moving up the alien corridor. Prisma didn’t tell herself that this was a bad idea and that she should go back to where Stranger had said it was safe… but the thought did enter her mind. She treated that thought as a foreign invader. The whispers of someone else trying to frighten her. She clenched her jaw and mumbled, “I’m staying.”

			The sniper glanced at her from his scope for a moment, then returned to his work.

			“Gonna see somethin’ soon,” he said. “Don’t let it scare you.”

			Prisma was about to tell the man that she wasn’t a little girl and that life didn’t scare her when she heard the footsteps of multiple Republic marines—at least twenty of them—approaching them from behind. Never mind that she knew the door had stayed closed after they entered. And that even if it had somehow opened, the noise of those boots on the deck was much farther back than the distance she knew to be possible.

			“Jets hot,” the sniper said. Prisma presumed his words were meant for the others, but he’d let her hear it too.

			The marines marched right through their midst, the sweat on their exposed arms and faces glistening in the green light as the mist swirled around their ankles. They moved swiftly, holding at the ready weapons that Prisma didn’t recognize, advancing toward Crash and the others.

			Prisma wanted to call out a warning. The sniper had said, “Jets hot,” but they hadn’t paid attention and now the marines were advancing on them. The sniper, seeming to sense her instinct, shushed her—and not quietly either. It was loud enough for the marines to hear, but they paid no mind. 

			Prisma was confused. She realized that she and the sniper, Stranger Two, were obscured by the fog as they lay on the deck. Was it possible the marines just hadn’t seen them? That seemed unlikely, but lying low as they did, they would be easy to miss. Which meant the marines hastily moving through would find it just as easy to step on them. 

			Prisma inched closer to the sniper at her side, preferring him to these newly arrived strangers.

			“They’ll pass,” the sniper told Prisma. 

			They aren’t real, Prisma told herself. Crash would have sensed them if they were. 

			A pair of squad leaders brought up the rear—and at the sight of them Prisma felt herself suddenly gripped by an unwelcome, overwhelming fear. Without thinking she wrapped terror-stricken fingers around the sniper’s arm.

			He gently pulled her hands away—they interfered with his shooting—and said, “Don’t be scared.”

			But she was. Terrified in a way that she had sworn she never again would be. 

			For there, matching a Republic marine stride for stride, was Goth Sullus.
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			“Still no readings?”

			It was Goth Sullus who’d asked the question.

			“Negative, Admiral,” replied a marine, eyes fixed on a battle board held out so both he and Sullus could see. “Bio-scanners are only reading my hullbusters.”

			The sniper at Prisma’s side whispered, “This ain’t real, kid. Need you to let go of my arm.”

			She hadn’t realized that her hand had gone back there, even after the sniper had pulled it off. This time she removed it herself.

			The two “not real” men stood a little behind Prisma. She craned her head to better see their faces. It was definitely Goth Sullus. He looked just the same as he did that day… that day when…

			When her world was torn apart. The day her father died. Before Goth Sullus killed Tyrus Rechs and took the bounty hunter’s armor as his own.

			Had Goth Sullus stood the same way then that he did now? On that day? Did he stand like the admiral did now?

			She tried to remember. None of it seemed fixed. The only thing she saw clearly was her father falling. And the way Goth Sullus and his men turned and went on to other things. Like the man they’d just killed didn’t matter. Even though, to Prisma, he was everything. 

			He was all she had left.

			“We’re being spoofed,” the admiral said. Goth Sullus.

			His voice was not how Prisma remembered it. When she’d heard it the first time, it had carried a dark weight, a swollen and black rain cloud that seemed to float amid skies of malice over all who heard it. Prisma still heard that voice in her nightmares. Now, though, it sounded cool and level-headed. A little concerned. 

			It sounded human.

			“I’d be inclined to agree,” said the marine, who walked on a pair of cybernetic legs that looked positively ancient to Prisma’s eyes. “Except I’m getting a solid read on us. How do you spoof a system and only make it half work?”

			“Savages find a way, Colonel Hartswick.”

			The admiral said that. And so did the sniper. As though he knew the line and spoke it at the exact cue. Then he said to Prisma, “Get ready.”

			Prisma lowered her head, but not far enough that she couldn’t still see above the mist covering the feet of all those ahead. The marines had pushed past Crash and Stranger and the other men. 

			She fumbled for her comm. “Crash. What’s happening?”

			“I am sweeping for signs of organic life, young Miss.” His voice was the usual basso-profundo tone Prisma had grown up with. Meaning he was communicating in a direct burst to her comm and keeping their discussion between the two of them. Unless the sniper could hear, too. Prisma hoped her comm’s volume was low enough to prevent that.

			“What about all these marines?” she asked.

			“They are not organic life forms.” The bot paused and added, “I am not sure what they are.”

			Suddenly the party stopped and moved to the sides of the corridor, taking cover behind the peculiar mounds that seemed to drip down from the ceiling, leaving only Crash standing in the center of the hall. The marines stacked outside a pair of blast doors at the far end, or against the walls with rifles aimed at whatever might be on the other side.

			“Let’s move up,” the admiral said, advancing together with the Marine Colonel Hartswick. “Whether it’s working or not, something is preventing your scouts…”

			His voice trailed off as he moved up the corridor.

			Then…

			“Contact!”

			A sudden flurry of blaster fire erupted from the far end of the hallway as the marines opened fire on—what were they? Dark, man-sized creatures with smooth black skin that shone in the green light, appearing almost wet. They had claws. Prisma saw them rip into the marines, who were caught off-guard.

			The door was still closed. These things had emerged from underneath. Perhaps a vent or hole in the grating. They came up through the mist and pulled a marine down into the bubbling cauldron of white vapor until all Prisma could see were arms and legs flailing. And all she could hear were the screams. Bloodcurdling, frantic cries from the men who were being torn apart. Angry shouts for careful fire from the marines still standing as they attempted to save their brothers. The calm, forceful calls of Colonel Hartswick and the admiral, who were engaging from their position as more of the creatures sought to overrun them from the rear.

			And while the marines fought for their very lives… as men were eviscerated before her… Prisma realized that the Stranger team did nothing at all. Even KRS-88, who had become a very compassionate bot, stood idly by. Watching.

			“Crash!” Prisma called, forgetting the comm and adding her own tiny voice to the shrill and pained screams rising ahead of her. “Help them! Shoot! Shoot!”

			But Crash did not shoot. And then the sniper reached out with the big mitt he called a hand and pushed Prisma’s head down below the mist.

			“You don’t need to see this, little girl.”

			She struggled against the weight on her head, but it was too much to overcome. He was strong and he was determined to keep her from viewing the carnage. But she could still hear. Could still absorb the sounds of battle in all its cruelty. Men screaming like women and crying and raging and even laughing, teetering on the brink of insanity. The only voice she could discern that sounded calm and controlled belonged to the apparition of Goth Sullus.

			The admiral.

			And then Crash spoke. “Organic life detected.”

			“Gimme a target,” the sniper said, as though he were pleading, begging for one.

			The weight holding Prisma’s head down was gone. And then…

			Boooom.

			Prisma pressed her hands over her ears at the deafening blast of the big rifle. She’d felt the overpressure wash across her, rattling her teeth and clearing her sinuses. The mist swirled and danced away from them, chased off by the awesome power of the big gun.

			And now Prisma could see again. With her ears still covered for fear of another drum-rattling shot, she surveyed the battlefield. 

			The Stranger company was now engaging targets as Crash identified them. But what they were shooting at was indistinguishable from what the marines had already been engaging. Whatever Crash identified as organic, it was exactly the same type of creature as had attacked the marines. The muffled blast of the sniper rifle resounded again, and she squinted as its wake moved over her. One of the monsters had been running on all fours, loping toward Stranger One, but the big gun blew off a sizeable chunk of the thing, just below what would have to be its ribs, sending it crashing down beneath the shallow mist. It didn’t rise again.

			Prisma let go of her ears, wanting to see if she could get some sense of what was happening. She heard the same frenetic fire coming from the marines—though they were nearly all gone now—as she did from the Strangers. Crash had not opened fire himself, though he continued to call out organic targets.

			They were everywhere.

			The sniper shouted, “Walker! Down!” and then his gun boomed again.

			Prisma wondered which one of the men was called Walker. It was impossible to tell them apart once armored. Was that Stranger One? Another? 

			Her wandering thoughts shifted to internal shrieks of horror as she felt sharp claws wrap around her legs in the darkness behind her and she found herself being pulled backward, her hands grabbing helplessly at the deck, seeking something to grab hold of. An icy hand grabbed her by the hair and yanked her head back, exposing her throat.

			She screamed.

			The sniper turned and rose up on a knee, making his gun bellow in what felt to Prisma like a blast from an orbital platform. The air around her snapped and split apart. Whatever had been upon her fell back and off, though its grip around her calf remained. She kicked against it with her free foot until it finally let go. 

			She scrambled closer to the sniper, who was now engaging forward targets from a sitting position, cross-legged with the rifle resting in his arms.

			The battle raged on for another minute or so, and then Crash no longer found any targets. The Strangers held their fire. The marines continued to engage more of the creatures, which paid no mind to Prisma or any of the others who’d been with her before. And then, finally, they stopped shooting as well. One by one the survivors rose from the mist, many of them bloody, their arms and faces bearing ghastly marks from terrible combat, and they moved to aid the wounded.

			Goth Sullus strode forward with Colonel Hartswick, checking on casualties and organizing marines to guard the perimeter. They, too—the admiral and the colonel—were bloodied and battered. 

			And then they disappeared. All the marines. The admiral. The odd, organic-looking walls. The creatures. All of it fading away and revealing the corridor of a ship that matched the same style and design as what they’d seen in the docking bay. The bulkheads had a basic five-sided arch. The deck looked normal, too. Just standard grating. 

			The swirling mist vanished last of all, until all that was left were the green overhead lights and the bodies of those creatures strewn across the floor. But those were changed as well. They no longer had the black, shining skin or exoskeleton. They looked like nothing more than bags of flesh and bone. There were holes and scorches from where they’d been struck, but no blood. 

			“What’s happening?” Prisma asked, and though her ears rang, she could still hear the sniper’s reply.

			“Don’t know.”

			Neither, it seemed, did the others. They fell back toward Prisma and the sniper, their weapons ready. Crash did likewise, and soon was at Prisma’s side.

			“Are you hurt?” the bot asked.

			Prisma looked herself over. She imagined she must be a mess, but found no blood or gore on her body. She looked up at Crash and shook her head.

			“I am relieved to hear that.”

			Prisma shushed her war bot. “Quiet. Do you hear that?”

			From down beneath the decks came a lone, piercing shriek. A cry of torment and anguish. More such cries were taken up until, out of the deck itself, seeming to issue from vents placed where floor met wall, spectral, white creatures floated into view.

			“Eight-Eight!” Stranger called out. “Organic?”

			“They are not,” Crash replied.

			“Hold fire,” one of the other men ordered.

			The creatures continued in their moans. Tattered white robes covered their faces and blew and swayed from an atmosphere not felt by Prisma. It was as if they stood before the heat of an oven or furnace, causing the spectral threads of their cloaks to billow. 

			They paid no mind to the survivors and went directly to the dead. 

			As they approached, the things stretched out long, slender claws—grotesque but still human hands—from beneath their robes. Their cries were louder now, and Prisma felt the dread of the grave in her heart.

			The spectral claws tugged and pulled at the dead creatures until they’d removed every one of them. Dragged them back down to wherever they’d come from, leaving the deck empty and the corridor as still as a tomb.

			“What the hell, man!” shouted one of the men. “What were those things?”

			He sounded almost crazed with fear.

			“Easy, Raff,” said another. The one who’d ordered the rest to hold their fire. “They’re gone.”

			“Is that what happened to Bartolo?” Raff pressed. “Is that where he went? What the hell, Sergeant!”

			“I said calm down,” the man said. 

			Prisma was surprised that Stranger wasn’t the leader. Perhaps she shouldn’t have been. He wasn’t particularly military. About the only thing he’d accomplished was capturing her—hardly a great feat of strength and tactical ability, if Prisma was being honest with herself.

			Two of the Stranger men began to take the one called Raff away from the group, apparently to console him, but they stopped their progress when the door at the far end of the corridor opened. Prisma glanced back at the door they’d come in through, and Stranger saw her do it.

			“Bet it isn’t locked,” he said. “You can head right back outside to the docking bay. Wait for all this to blow over. That’s what I’d do if I could. And you… you can.”

			“Not without Crash.”

			“All right.” Stranger shrugged. “Sure hope it’s not your funeral, Prisma.” 
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			“Kid, everybody, you good?”

			“I’m fine,” said Prisma. It wasn’t Stranger who’d asked. It was the man who’d told Raff to calm down. The sergeant. The leader of the operation. “Crash?” she said.

			“I remain operational.”

			“Good,” said the sergeant. 

			Though Prisma and Crash had answered the question, none of the others had replied. They were likely speaking to one another through their comms.

			“Crash,” she said to the war bot, who was hovering protectively nearby. “I think they mean can you still fight. Not are you alive.”

			“I have suffered no damage,” KRS-88 replied.

			“One of ’em grabbed her,” muttered the sniper, as though countering Prisma’s claim that she was okay.

			“You’re sure you’re all right?” the leader asked.

			“I’m fine,” Prisma insisted.

			The sniper moved toward the leader, and it was clear the pair were having a conversation, though their buckets relayed only a muted silence. It was odd to be able to observe only the body language that accompanied whatever they were saying. Prisma wondered if that was what it was like to lose your hearing. To know that people were speaking but not have any idea what they were saying. It was frustrating, and she didn’t like it. Mostly because she was sure they were talking about her.

			“Crash,” she said, “can you hack into their comms?”

			After a pause, the bot said, “I cannot.”

			Prisma scowled. “They’re talking about us.”

			“An astute observation, young Miss.”

			“That doesn’t bother you?” she whispered. 

			“It does not. I am bothered by the fact that you were harmed by those… organic beings.”

			Organic beings. That was the kind of term Crash used when his processors couldn’t comprehend whatever was in front of him. 

			“You don’t know what they were,” said Prisma, stating the unspoken and obvious truth. “And I wasn’t harmed.”

			“You have a laceration above your left eyebrow.”

			Prisma sent her hand to her forehead. It didn’t come away with any blood, but she could feel a small cut. Its discovery made it start stinging.

			“Okay, fine. I was harmed, but it’s not bad. I’m more worried about the fact that you don’t know what those things were. They looked like… bags of meat with the skin still on.”

			“That is not dissimilar from how all humanoids look, in my opinion. Regardless, you were injured. I will not leave your side again. I should not have done so in the first place.”

			“I told you to, remember?”

			“Next time I will not listen to you. My programming does allow me to exercise certain parental judgments, as you know.”

			The sniper and the team leader finished their conversation, the sniper looking back at Prisma and the team leader shrugging one shoulder and then motioning for someone. A few moments later another of the men came to Prisma and kneeled down next to her.

			“I’m gonna take a look at that leg of yours,” the man said through the microspeaker of his shock-trooper-like helmet. 

			It wasn’t quite like that, though. It was different from what she’d seen the shock troopers wear. Prisma had seen Legion armor up close and personal, too, and it wasn’t quite that, either. This seemed like something in between. Perhaps Crash would be able to shed some light. Later. For now, she had to deal with the medic before her.

			She held out her leg for the man to inspect. “I’m fine. See?”

			“Not as fine as you think,” the medic said. He rolled her leg around so she could see the back of her calf—and the two cuts through her coveralls and into her flesh. “Plus you’ve got a scrape on your forehead. Don’t worry. Nothing I can’t fix.”

			Prisma hadn’t felt a thing, but she did feel the antiseptic the medic applied. She was proud of herself for only grimacing. She took her medicine quietly and without a fuss.

			“There you go,” the medic said, standing up and placing a spray vial back in his kit. “Not much bleeding. Superficial wound. I gave you something to disinfect and seal the skin. Should be fully healed in an hour. It wasn’t a deep cut, but… if you start to feel funny, you let me know right away, okay?”

			“Which Stranger should I ask for?” Prisma deadpanned, sounding more like Captain Keel than she liked. “You number four, five…?”

			“That is Stranger Eight,” said Crash.

			Prisma looked up at her towering war machine. “Unless he paints the number on his armor, there’s no way I’m remembering that. I don’t know how you managed.”

			The bot’s eyes twinkled. “It was a simple matter of identifying the variations in height, mass, and—” He stopped himself when Prisma gave him the look that indicated her question had been rhetorical. “Yes. Well.”

			“Just call for Doc,” the medic said before moving to join the rest of his waiting team. “That’ll get you aid most times if you need it. Whether it’s me who’s there or not.”

			“Medic is also an acceptable informal form of address, Miss Prisma,” Crash added.

			“Thanks. I got it.”

			The others—the soldiers—were gathered in a small clump. Raff had calmed himself and was back with the group, though Prisma no longer knew which one he was. Other than the sniper and Stranger—they were the largest and the smallest—she couldn’t tell them apart. They were discussing something as a unit. Most likely what to do next. It again bothered Prisma that she and Crash were being left out. After all, it was her war bot who had been the one to identify which of those… things were real.

			She decided to force her way into the briefing. “Hey! Sergeant!”

			She noted which head turned first. That was the leader. The others turned their heads a fraction of a second later. 

			Prisma strolled forward, her guardian looming behind her. A massive protector that she could tell was treated with no small amount of caution and respect by the soldiers.

			“If we’re going to be dragged through this ship,” she began, “you owe it to at least keep us in the loop.” She stopped and placed her fists on her hips. “Otherwise Crash and I are going to turn around and see if we can find our own way off this place.”

			One of the Strangers, she didn’t know who, said, “Shut up, kid.”

			Prisma furrowed her brow and was about to let the guy have it when the sergeant held up a hand. 

			“Out of line,” he said, and then removed his bucket. He was young and bore the scars of a warrior who’d suffered too much in battle and had been kept too far away from the skinpacks and other aids to prevent such disfigurements from forming in the first place. “I’m Sergeant Christopher Walker. Your war bot is named Crash. What’s your name?”

			She hadn’t expected introductions, though she wasn’t sure what she had expected beyond them simply turning on their exterior mics and letting her hear what they were planning. But Walker was waiting, and she felt as though she was being impolite by not answering. 

			“I’m Prisma,” she said, unsure if the man had actually missed it when Crash announced it earlier or if he was just trying to be polite.

			Walker nodded. “Nice to meet you, Prisma. Even under these circumstances.”

			She shook his hand, feeling awkward now as what she assumed was a battle planning session had stopped because of her. “What is this place?”

			Sergeant Walker gave her a quick briefing. “This is what’s known as a Savage mini-hulk. It’s a relic from the Savage Wars. Not as deadly as the big Savvie ships unless you’re fool enough to go inside. Like us. Your bot helped us get through what we believe was a security system of sorts. What you saw was a reenactment of a real battle from a long time ago. We attempted to ‘defeat’ the security system eight times before you came along. We lost two good men in the last go-round because we’d determined not to fall back when those things overwhelmed us. That was my mistake.” He looked around as if to make sure that those around him both heard and accepted his taking of responsibility for whatever had happened before Crash and Prisma arrived on the ship. 

			Prisma fought off a sudden shiver. The thought of someone dying at the hands of those things the way the phantom marines had was terrifying.

			“Our objective,” Sergeant Walker continued, “is to make our way to the ship’s automated docking controls. That will allow us—and you—to depart. I’d like your war bot to help us achieve that objective.”

			“You didn’t come here just to disable the tractor beam,” Prisma said. “You came for something else.”

			Sergeant Walker paused, and then moved past the statement. “You can make acquaintances with the team at a later time. Everybody take off your buckets and let her see that we’re all human.”

			The soldiers obeyed. All but the sniper.

			Prisma gave them a single nod, then looked up at Crash. “Crash, why don’t you help with the mission planning?” 

			“I’m not sure I will be of much use,” said the bot. “I much prefer my domestic programming.”

			“We both know what you’re capable of.”

			His eyes blinked. “Yes,” he said, sounding sad at the admission. “You are correct.”

			“Crash… I wouldn’t ask you if I didn’t think we’d need it.”

			“I know, young Miss. I know.”

			Sergeant Walker seemed to start his briefing from the beginning for the benefit of Crash and Prisma. He assigned new responsibilities and reminded everyone of the intelligence they’d gathered on this ship thus far. Prisma had so many questions about it all, but she didn’t have the temerity to stop everything and ask. And though she was careful to nod at all the right times to appear as though she was taking it all in—pretending that she knew what all the terms and abbreviations meant—after a time she found her mind drifting.

			An ancient Savage ship—a mini-hulk—lost out in the darkness beyond the edge. One capable of plucking Prisma’s little scout jumper out of hyperspace to join a millennium’s worth of others who’d met the same fate before her. And then what? Could anyone without a war bot have survived what they’d just gone through? Even these soldiers had failed. Eight times.

			She thought of what she’d said to Walker and how he’d ignored it. About them having another reason to even be here. She believed that all those other old ships had been snatched up, just like her ship had been. What other explanation was there? But these soldiers’ ship—a military shuttle—just happened to have gotten picked up right before her? 

			No. They were here for a reason. They had to be. 

			It was all so odd. 

			The question now was where Prisma wanted to fit into all this. And the answer depended on factors that she could only guess at. Beginning with who these people were. They looked Legion-ish. Or Black Fleet. Or maybe they were Nether Ops like Andien had been. And Hutch. 

			The thought of Hutch made a well of revulsion rise up in her stomach. The galaxy was a better place without him. And if these men were also Nether Ops, it would probably be a better place without them, too.

			But she was in no position to stop them. Not unless she made Crash attack them by surprise. That might work. 

			But…

			What if they weren’t bad guys? What if they were Legion like Masters and the others? What if they were just honest scavengers looking to make a fortune for themselves by capturing an intact Savage ship? This was the sort of fantastic horde that the galaxy’s eccentric treasure hunters dreamed about. She’d watched a holo about that once when her father was away and she’d managed to trick Crash into thinking she’d left her datapad downstairs like she was supposed to. Instead she watched the movie under the covers of her bed. The holo was about a handsome starship captain who uncovered a conspiracy in the House of Reason that led to a Savage treasure ship—and some other stuff that made the government want to kill him.

			It got kind of boring except the very beginning and the end.

			Prisma couldn’t just ask who these people were working for. Or she could ask, but she wasn’t going to get an honest answer. Not one she could trust. But somehow she needed to find out. She’d just have to gather clues along the way. She didn’t have to make a decision about anything right now. At least not one concerning whether these soldiers were friend or foe. But she’d have to stay alert. Watch for signs. Gather intel.

			The briefing came back into focus. Prisma felt as though she’d been caught sleeping by an instructor. She was sure that all eyes were on her, that she’d missed some question and everyone was waiting on her to answer or sheepishly apologize. But after a few tense moments of anxiety, she realized that things were going on without her. They were discussing “Savvie doctrine” and seemed to be animated, if not heated, in arguing their cases.

			Prisma looked around and saw that Stranger One was off by himself, leaning against a bulkhead. 

			Stranger motioned with his finger for Prisma to come over to him. She slipped away from the meeting unnoticed.

			“You’re missing the meeting,” Prisma whispered.

			“They don’t mind.”

			Prisma looked back. No one was looking her way. “Don’t you want to know the plan?”

			“About as much as you do,” Stranger said. “See, Prisma—I hope I can use your name now since you went and told it to Sergeant Walker—I’m not much for the fighting parts in these missions. I’m along more because of this.” He tapped the side of his head. Then he asked, “How about you? Don’t you want to know the plan?”

			“I know it involves me staying out of trouble. Unless you want to give me my blaster back.”

			“I don’t think that’s wise. Maybe later.”

			Prisma had expected that answer. “They’re not talking about anything that interests me, anyway.”

			“Was there anything about the little horror show we just witnessed that did interest you, Prisma?”

			“Those things at the end. The…” Prisma tried to think of another word for them, a word less superstitious. But she could find no other way of describing them except to say, “… ghosts.”

			Stranger smiled a smile that seemed too large for his thin face. He wasn’t a very large man. Bigger than Prisma, but that was easy. Small when compared to the others. “That’s what interests me the most, too, Prisma. Maybe you and I are alike in that way.”

			“Do you know what they were?”

			Stranger shook his head. “I only know what you know about them. So tell me, what do you know about them?”

			Prisma shrugged her shoulders dismissively, then set her face in thought. What did she know?

			“They didn’t try to fight us.”

			“They did not,” Stranger agreed.

			“And they were taking away those… body things.”

			“Uh-huh. Right again.”

			Prisma looked up. “Why?”

			“I wish I knew. I have some ideas. Some thoughts. Some conclusions from experiences I’ve lived that, in the grand galactic-wide scheme of things way out here in the darkness, I really wish I hadn’t’ve had to begin with. None of them are good, Prisma.”

			“All the more reason to give me my blaster back.”

			Stranger laughed. Not mockingly. More like he approved of her tenacity.

			“How old are you, Prisma?”

			She told him.

			“You’re older than you look,” Stranger remarked.

			“I know,” she said, her tone devoid of all humor.

			“Ah,” Stranger said. “A touchy spot.” He held out the blaster. “Here. Take it. You could have asked your war bot to do damage if you wanted, I suppose. We were all watching for that. You didn’t do it. I thank you for that. That’s good enough for me. If Walker doesn’t like it, be a doll and tell him you stole it from me. He’ll believe you.”

			Now it was Prisma’s turn to laugh. She checked the weapon the way Tyrus Rechs had taught her and then held it at her side, feeling that she might need it at any moment. Having it felt good. She felt… capable. She had a say in what would happen to her. Maybe not the final say, but that blaster gave her a seat at the table when it came time to play another game of chance over her life. 

			Tyrus Rechs had put it to her that way. “Each day is a gamble. Live or die. And a whole lot of folks try to cheat you out of your life. Because they can. Because people let ’em.” That was when he’d handed her a blaster. “This keeps ’em honest.”

			It would have been a different story if she’d had the blaster earlier. When the thing tried to drag her away screaming. Tried to cheat a young girl out of her life. Because it could. She’d had to rely on others to bring her through that ordeal. Strangers, even. That wasn’t a position she relished. It was, in fact, one she’d repeatedly vowed never to find herself in again. And yet somehow she always came back to the same place.

			Stranger studied her. “How do you see yourself, Prisma?”

			She didn’t answer because she didn’t know what to say.

			“Is Prisma a warrior? Is she hard? Will the galaxy have to learn to make way for you?”

			Prisma wanted to say yes. And yet she felt a small flush of shame for wanting such a thing. She didn’t think anyone, not her father, not Leenah, certainly not Mother Ree… would want her to want such a thing. 

			But she did.

			Stranger seemed to recognize that truth as well.

			“I thought once, not too long ago, that maybe I was a fighter after all. Spend enough time with killers, you think you’re a killer too. And I had this armor—which I designed—and it kept me invisible. A regular ghost. That’s how I snuck up on you, you understand. Only,” Stranger chuckled in his odd, tittering laugh, “one particular fella I snuck up on, well. He was ready for me.”

			He held up a hand and wiggled his finger. “Would you believe, Prisma, that this is not the same arm I was born with?”

			Prisma didn’t answer. But she believed it.

			“Got my arm cut clean off. Took me out of that fight and reminded me why I don’t get mixed up in any fights. The galaxy gives you a calling and woe to you when you go and try to go your own way.”

			“What’s your calling then?” Prisma asked.

			Stranger seemed to think about that. “I don’t believe the galaxy and I have quite settled on that just yet. But it’s not fighting. I know that much. I’m no warrior. None of that KTF rah.”

			Prisma’s eyes narrowed. “You’re a legionnaire.”

			Stranger smiled, amused. “Do I look like a legionnaire?”

			Prisma admitted that he didn’t. “But the others…”

			“Yeah. They do look the type, don’t they?” Stranger looked beyond Prisma at the briefing as though he were looking at the men for the first time. “They might be Legion. But if they were, it was in another life. That I can say with the absolutest of absolute certainties, m’lady.”

			There were more questions Prisma wanted to ask. Questions she needed an answer to and others she just would like to know because she was curious. She waffled over whether to bring them into the conversation with the odd man before her or to keep them to herself until these men revealed more of themselves through their actions.

			As it turned out, Stranger had a question of his own to ask. “My friend, Stranger Two, tells me that when you saw the admiral, you got right afraid, Prisma. And I’m wondering, since I went and told you about my arm and all, if you might fill me in on why that is.”

			“I wasn’t—I mean… he didn’t scare me. No.” Prisma was surprised by the question. She hoped her face didn’t show it.

			“Now, Prisma… don’t go telling me tales. That briefing is about to wrap up, and I’d like to hear the truth before it does. Because the truth has a way of making everything fall into place. And my friend saved your life—so you should tell the truth because of that, too. The admiral scared you, Prisma, when the rest of it didn’t. Even when you watched those little demons do their work to the point that he had to hold your head down.” Stranger clucked his tongue. “That’s hardly appropriate viewing material for a girl your age.”

			“I’m older than I look.” Prisma heard this edge in her own voice.

			Stranger nodded. “That’s right. We went over that. Well. It’s not appropriate viewing material for someone my age, either. Point is—if you weren’t afraid of that… why be afraid of Admiral Sulla? That’s his name in case you didn’t know it.”

			“I didn’t. And… I wasn’t afraid. Not of him. Of Admiral Sulla. He… reminded me of someone.” 

			Stranger nodded again. An understanding nod. “Someone named… Goth Sullus?”

			Prisma looked up at him with a sudden instinct to run or to fight, though she didn’t know who she’d battle with. Stranger was still leaning against the wall and showing no signs of aggression. The briefing behind her was wrapping up, but none of the men seemed dangerous at the moment either, and Crash looked comfortable as well.

			“I thought so,” said Stranger. “That left quite a wake. Believe you me.” He pushed himself off the bulkhead and patted Prisma’s shoulder. “Before our adventure is all said and done, I sincerely hope you can tell me what that man did to you.”

			For a moment, Prisma was ready to tell him. To spill the entire saga of her father and Tyrus Rechs. But she’d learned to be wise. To be cunning.

			“You knew him?” she asked.

			“Goth Sullus?” said Stranger. “Not really. But anytime you want to fill me in, I’m all ears, Prisma.”

			“I want to ask you something else,” Prisma said.

			He’d been starting off to rejoin the others, but now he paused. “Of course.”

			“What’s your name?”

			Stranger smiled. “I like Stranger just fine, actually. Yes. I think it suits me.”
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			The first order of business upon departing Rakka, as far as Keel was concerned, was to search for signs of the Indelible VI. He couldn’t pretend he was hopeful they’d find anything—because he wasn’t—but it needed to be done. He owed her that much. Leenah. And the Six.

			Zora played the role of unwilling accomplice. But it was only that—a role, a part she played. And Keel knew it. When they’d first gotten mixed up, this was what Zora did then, too—made it her job to point out the danger in whatever Keel was planning. That, Keel had realized long ago, was a trait she’d learned from her father. A man who slept with a shotgun leaning against the nightstand, a blaster under his pillow, and something else nasty tucked away in every article of clothing and every room he lived in. Doc always had, quick at hand, some way to kill you.

			Keel didn’t see himself as rash. He took risks, yes, but those were calculated. There was a fine line between taking the risk needed to seize initiative and turn the tide in one fell swoop and being paralyzed for fear of making some irreversible error. Besides which, Zora took risks of her own. Her coming out of the blue to help out an old friend, to work against a valid Bronze Guild contract, was one hell of a risk. But if that fine line between caution and risk were ever scratched out in the dirt and plain to see without any doubt or uncertainty, Keel knew he and Zora would often be standing on opposite sides when time came to make a decision.

			In the end, Keel got his way. Things have a tendency to go democratic when people are suddenly lumped together, barring the influence of a strong personality to just take over. Keel’s personality was strong, but Zora had learned how to handle him a long time ago. If it had been just the two of them, she might well have simply jumped them out of system the moment they left atmo.

			But Garret had been the swing vote. The game-changer.

			“So this is what you’re flying now, huh?” Keel had asked as the trio entered Zora’s docking bay. “Kinda small.”

			The ship was a Lotan Jumper. About as tall as it was long. Narrow. Two seats, side-by-side in the front cockpit which doubled as the nose of the craft. Repulsors studded its belly, visible as the ship sat perched on three landing struts. Its main propulsion came from twin engines in the rear, just above the main cargo ramp. That’s where Zora led them, preferring to walk up the rear ramp rather than climb up the forward pilot’s entry—a simple hatch in the floor of the cockpit with a ladder leading up to it.

			“It’s paid for,” Zora said, activating the ship’s remote sensor and lowering the cargo ramp. “And I’ve done a few modifications. It’s not the Six, but it can hold its own in a fight. At least long enough to make the jump.”

			Keel had seen the two forward blaster turrets mounted to ball actuators. They didn’t give a full field of fire, but could take care of whatever was generally in front of you. The back of the ship looked to have plating as thick as a bullitar hide. That was probably a necessity. The ship didn’t look large enough to house a strong shield array.

			They walked up the ramp and Zora closed it behind them. Keel looked around, performing a half turn to take in the details of the ship’s interior. The walls were utilitarian. Everything was stowed away nicely, each panel sealed and labeled. The main cargo deck had magnetic clamps for holding down freight as well as ray shield receptors to form a holding cell, or cells. A weapons closet—or what Keel imagined served as such given the obvious reinforcement of the door and locking system—was at the fore, just outside the cockpit door. 

			Zora gave the briefest of tours. She crossed and opened what at first looked like a storage locker, revealing the fresher. “This is the one you two can use. Sonic shower only.” She looked at Keel with sad eyes. “Sorry, Aeson, no hot showers on my ship.”

			“I’ll make do.”

			“You can sleep on the deck. Blankets in that compartment. No one enters the cockpit unless I’m with them. And I’m serious about that. You go in without my biosignature nearby and you set off a whole slew of alarms and trouble.”

			“Problem with some of your bounties?”

			“Not mine,” Zora answered. “But I’ve seen it happen.” She moved toward the cockpit.

			“So where do you sleep?” Keel asked. The ship was pretty much an open box as far as he could see. A cockpit and a cargo hold, some storage, and then the run of parts and systems on the other side of walls and decks that kept everything running.

			Zora paused to look over her shoulder. “You’re not getting back into that room again, jump jockey.”

			Keel placed both palms against his chest and feigned being wounded. “Just asking, Zora. I don’t see a place for it is all.”

			She walked back, tapped in a command on her armor, and stepped back as a staircase descended from the ceiling. “I sleep in the loft. That’s where my personal fresher is, too. Satisfied?”

			Keel nodded, taking in one last look at the ship. “Sure. Not the biggest ship, but… it’s cozy.”

			“It’s big enough to take me to the job, take down the target, and bring back the proof. It has room for a hoverbike if I need one and it lacks the flash of someone trying to be noticed or remembered. It’s a good ship.”

			“What do you call her?”

			Zora hesitated. “Clara’s Gift.”

			“Doesn’t exactly strike the fear of Oba into you,” offered Keel. Bounty hunters were supposed to have ships that filled their targets with dread. With words like “night” and “slave.” Those were always popular. He wanted to ask what the meaning behind the name was, but Zora didn’t offer and he knew better than to pry.

			Zora arched an eyebrow. “Well. Probable Horseshoe was already taken.”

			Keel laughed.

			The bounty hunter turned to the cockpit. “Strap in for takeoff. Jump seats pull down from there. Garret looks… a little green.”

			Zora was right. The kid did look a little upset. Keel asked if he was feeling all right.

			“We have to look for her,” Garret blurted out, as though the sentence had been weighing down his heart the entire time since boarding Clara’s Gift.

			“Look for who?” asked Zora.

			“Leenah,” Garret implored. “She was on the Indelible VI. She and Captain Keel were…” Here Garret paused. He seemed confused now about what to say. “They were friends. And she’s my friend, too. She was ambushed in orbit when Venema came. I couldn’t find anything about it in his logs though. So… she’s not a prisoner. Maybe she—”

			“She’s gone,” Zora said. “If they didn’t bring her in they killed her.”

			“That’s not true. They would have reported that if they did. She might have escaped.”

			“To where?” Zora pressed, her tone firm but not without compassion. She didn’t want to hurt the kid but she also didn’t want to spend any more time on Rakka than needed. Just because Venema was out of the picture didn’t mean more hunters weren’t on their way. “You already checked the docking registries, right?”

			“Yeah,” said Garret feebly.

			“No Naseen freighters.”

			“No.”

			“Okay so… if she crashed…”

			That word seemed to inspire hope in Garret. “Right. If she crashed, she might just be waiting for us to rescue her. We should at least search.”

			Zora looked to Keel, questioningly, as if inviting him to weigh in. But Keel saw something more in that look than a mere desire to get things moving, more than the prudential caution that manifested itself in her personality. She was also asking just who this Leenah person was and how much she mattered to the man in front of her.

			Keel put a hand on the kid’s shoulder. “Rakka’s a runt of a planet, but that’s still a lot of ground to cover, Garret. Zora can fix in on the Six’s transponders if they’re active, but if they’re down… we’re talking the kind of search that would take a full recovery team months.”

			Zora nodded decisively. “We’ll do a flyby, spend some hours in the air, and see if the transponder picks up anything. In the meantime, Garret, you do your slicer tricks and see if any of the scavengers are chirping. Anything that comes down and doesn’t burn up in atmo is free game on Rakka. And those junk scavengers all let each other in on opportunities. It’s the only way to be sure they don’t miss out.”

			Garret appeared to accept this declaration reluctantly, and as no one had anything further to say on the matter, Zora disappeared into the cockpit and lifted off.

			Yet as the code slicer went to work, using the ship’s mainframes to amplify what he could do on his datapad, every so often he would look over to Keel in a way that was equal parts concern and accusation. Like Keel had done something wrong. Or hadn’t done something right. Like he, Garret, couldn’t quite figure out what his captain was thinking. About Leenah, Zora… any of it.

			Keel wasn’t sure how he felt either. Feelings in general had always been muted for the man. He told himself it was what made him a good officer while in the Legion. He could empathize, of course, and that helped him make sound judgments, kept him from asking the leejes from doing more than they were capable of like some point who was always wanting them to be ready to run through a wall when the time came to do just that. But it never went beyond empathy. His plans were made dispassionately. He could see ahead and game several different outcomes, imagine how it might make others feel… but never really felt anything himself.

			Legionnaires died and he didn’t like it, but he also never broke down. Never cried. Never felt any manifestation of emotion that was easily visible to others. And not because he didn’t care. He cared. It was just… it was as if those emotions were constantly set to the lowest level. He knew when he was sad or depressed, but he knew it rather than felt it—it was more like a distant memory than something tangible. 

			Anger was the exception. He had little trouble feeling anger, and showing it, particularly once he’d taken on the persona of Captain Keel. And Wraith. Especially Wraith.

			And then Leenah came along. She changed something about that. He felt… strongly about her. It was more than just attraction. He’d felt something similar for Zora once—not as strong, though time has a way of influencing those things. At the time it seemed more like an obstacle than something he wanted to pursue. Something that got in the way of the mission.

			He’d been thinking differently when Leenah arrived in his life. 

			And now he didn’t know what he felt. Except that he felt unsure about everything that didn’t involve a blaster. 

			But the kid… the kid was leaning on him. The kid needed to be told that, yes, they were a crew and they were family. And yes, Leenah mattered to Keel as much as she did to Garret. 

			“We stormed a Cybar ship to get you and Leenah back, remember?” Keel said to Garret as the code slicer sat on a jump seat, working his datapad.

			Garret nodded. He remembered.

			“We won’t give up on her as long as there’s a chance. I promise you, Garret.”

			Tears came to the code slicer’s eyes. “I don’t think she crashed.”

			Keel clapped the kid on the shoulders. “C’mon. Don’t lose hope.”

			“No… the transponder thing. That reminded me. I have stuff like that too. On my rig. I could trace it all across a system unless it was practically atomized. It’s dead… She’s not here.”

			The kid was right. They went up and left atmosphere and entered orbit, Zora scanning on heightened alert for any incoming hunters. But the stars were empty. Of threats… and of Leenah.

			When Keel called off the search, it felt like he was ending life support for Leenah. He could see his own pain, and Garret’s, reflected in Zora’s face.

			She could empathize too.

			Garret stifled a dry sob, breathed in, and said, “I… I don’t know what to do now. Leenah’s gone. Prisma’s gone. Ravi and Skrizz are… I don’t know.” He looked up at Keel. “And you lost your ship and your armor. Tell me what to do, Captain Keel.”

			Keel crossed his arms and leaned against the weapons locker. “Ravi said he’ll be back. He’ll help us find the others, if they’re out there. Maybe Leenah jumped out of the system. We don’t know. Until then, we focus on what we can do. We find out who in the Bronze Guild wanted to see us dead. Zora, that’s a conflict of interest for you, I know, so if you can drop us off at a star port…”

			The bounty hunter shook her head. “I want to know who in the guild gave the okay to Venema on this, because this isn’t normal. And besides, all you have are the clothes on your back, a slug thrower, and your blaster. You’d be dead in a week.”

			“I still have an account loaded down with credits,” Keel said. “That’ll buy me at least two weeks. But thanks. You can opt out any time, Zora. I’m serious.”

			Zora smiled. “Trust me, that’s not something I need your permission for, jump jockey. So what’s the plan? Where to?”

			Keel brushed his palm down his face, not wanting to answer the question because he knew Zora, of all people, would hate the answer he’d arrived at. Come to think of it, Garret wouldn’t exactly be thrilled either.

			“I know a guy,” Keel began, “who can probably be paid enough of those credits I mentioned to give us a shortcut to what we’re after. He’s on Pellek.”

			The naming of the planet placed a look of shock on Garret’s face. 

			“Who?” Zora asked.

			Keel hesitated until it was clear he had to answer. “Lao Pak.”

			Zora’s eyes flashed with fury. “Are you kidding me? After what he tried the last time we were together?”

			“He and I patched things up since then,” Keel said. “He’s different now.”

			“He’s still a pirate,” grumbled Garret. “Technically he kidnapped me and made me a slave.”

			“Yeah, but I set you free,” said Keel.

			Zora looked at Keel in disbelief. “Absolutely not. No. Find another way.”

			“There may be another way, but there’s no faster way,” Keel insisted. “And besides. I’m telling you. Lao Pak is a changed man. Trust me.”
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			It used to be upon entering the arid atmosphere of Pellek that only one settlement was visible—the Tannespa Spaceport. The last time Keel had been on Pellek aboard the Six, it wasn’t until they’d gotten down to three thousand meters or so that Lao Pak’s makeshift pirate fortress was anything more than a shiny speck in the desert. Not so this time. Lao Pak had constructed for himself a gleaming palace that put the hardpan dirty streets of Tannespa to shame. Lush oasis greens and deep aquamarine pools surrounded the beautiful, white-walled compound that rested where the self-proclaimed pirate king’s junkyard abode had once sat in the wilderness.

			Zora put Clara’s Gift down in Tannespa, ignoring with a look of disgust Lao Pak’s personal controller’s repeated requests to make use of any of the seven landing platforms reserved for guests of the pirate prince. 

			Lao Pak was now a self-proclaimed prince of pirates, no longer a king. 

			But Keel impressed on her the need to be good guests, and so she agreed to take the open-air sled that was waiting to meet them. Garret, who didn’t want to go near his former life on Tannespa, opted to stay on board the ship.

			“Keep the ship safe, kid,” Keel said in his parting instructions. “We’re close enough to Bam Tammo’s that I wouldn’t be surprised if the little parasite tried to pry some parts loose.”

			Garret brightened at the mention of Tammo, who had been his only friend on Pellek during his time of forced servitude. But Zora dashed any hopes of a reunion.

			“If he even touches the hull he’ll get enough volts to cook him. And I mean well done,” she added before ducking out of the landing bay and closing the code slicer inside the ship.

			The wind outside was beyond hot. It was like standing next to a furnace. 

			“Oba, this planet is miserable,” Zora said.

			“You don’t get used to it,” Keel agreed. He looked Zora over. She had her armor on, but not her helmet. “Go ahead and put on the lid to cool off. I won’t mind.”

			“As if I have temp control,” she said, then nodded at a waiting sled. A Drusic sat behind the steering column, slapping the wheel as he hummed a tune to himself, no doubt listening to music through his implant. “This our ride?”

			“Only one way to find out,” muttered Keel. “Hey!” he shouted. “You takin’ us to Lao Pak?”

			The Drusic didn’t turn, but he did put his primate’s hand in the air to wave Keel over.

			“Guess so,” said Keel. 

			They got in the back of the sled, which rocked like a boat on water as its repulsor adjusted to the additional weight on its rear bench. The vehicle was sleek and narrow-bodied, causing Keel and Zora to sit close together. The powerful gorilla-like Drusic driver took up all of the front compartment by himself.

			He turned around, and at the sight of his passengers a look of surprise and anger flashed on his face. For a moment his yellow, sharp incisors gleamed, and then the Drusic regained control. 

			“Oh. It’s you, Keel.”

			Keel gave an uncomfortable laugh. “Ishm’mark. Been a while. Still working for the boss, huh?”

			The sled took off and began to speed toward Lao Pak’s palatial oasis. Ishm’mark grunted. “Somethin’ like that,” he growled in his deep voice. “Lao Pak felt bad and promised he’d take care of me.”

			“Felt bad? For what?” Zora asked. She was probably digging for intel on whether Lao Pak was truly a changed man from the one who’d tried to kill her at their first meeting.

			“Oh, I’ll never walk again,” Ishm’mark said, shooting Keel a nasty look. “Broken back. And out here, there ain’t cybernetics or regeneratives, so… I’m stuck with it. Thanks for that, by the way, Keel.”

			Zora turned to Keel. “You broke his back?” It was leveled as an accusation. Somehow she’d taken the gorilla’s side in this.

			Keel went on the defensive. “What? No! The fall did. And Zora, he left out the part about him trying to shoot down my ship. He deserved it!”

			Zora scooched away from Keel, though she managed only a few inches of separation given the confines. “I don’t believe you sometimes.”

			“I did kind of deserve it,” Ishm’mark snuffled. “That was stupid. You don’t shoot down friends of Wraith. I mean… the credits were too good to pass up. So there was that. But now, I mean, look around. I get to live here.” The Drusic gestured to the looming palace. “I’d kick myself for almost blowing that. If my legs worked, I mean.”

			Keel held out a hand toward the Drusic as though he were presenting Exhibit A in his defense. “See?”

			But the Drusic continued his stream of consciousness before Zora had a chance to reply. “And Lao Pak, he makes sure I have plenty of banyara stew, so… life is prit-tee good. Except for the whole never-walk-again thing. I’d have preferred it if you’d pulled me out of my ship before programming it to crash into the old place.”

			“Well,” Keel said, somewhat sheepishly, “in my defense, I kinda figured you’d just die in the crash.”

			Zora shook her head at Keel in a way that reminded him of Leenah. 

			Only… Zora wasn’t Leenah.

			He shook off whatever guilt trip she was attempting to lay on him. “Oh, don’t get all high and mighty, Little Miss Bounty Hunter. We both know the kind of terminations you took for the guild.”

			Zora scoffed and crossed her arms. The rest of the brief trip passed in silence.
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			Ishm’mark dropped Keel and Zora off in the front courtyard of Lao Pak’s place before driving off to the carriage house with a wave. The grandeur of what was before them caused the visitors to stand and stare, open-mouthed. The ivory-white palace seemed carved out of a mountain of marble—there were no seams between slabs anywhere to be found. Minarets rose forty meters into the air, not quite reaching the apex of a silvene-and-gold-plated dome that reflected Pellek’s sun like a blazing beacon of fire.

			The grounds were equally impressive. The white stone courtyard where Keel and Zora stood featured a hundred-meter-long reflective pool, lined on either side with lush, green grasses shaded by towering palms which swayed and dropped dates to be collected by small, dusky lizards when the bots appointed to collect the fruit were too slow to retrieve them directly. Statues studded the grounds, and the mastery of the artists’ work in the medium was not only exceptional but in perfect contrast to the general vulgarity of the models’ poses.

			“Yeah, this is Lao Pak’s place,” said Keel, staring at the exposed posterior of a Nypian stone beauty sculpted and chiseled to look as though she were kicking off her clothes and stepping down into the pool.

			Zora pushed her fingers against Keel’s chin and turned his gaze from the statue back to the front entrance. Two colossal doors had opened to reveal a solitary figure, dwarfed between them.

			“How in the world did Lao Pak come by all this?” Zora asked.

			“I’m sure he’ll tell us all about it,” Keel replied, nodding toward the Lao Pak standing in miniature and motioning for them to approach.

			They cut their own path across the stone courtyard, taking a route that wouldn’t force them to pass directly between the two rows of suggestive and sometimes outright lewd statues that lined the designated walkway. As they approached, Lao Pak began to shout, waving for them to move.

			“What’s he saying?” Zora asked.

			“I think he wants us to use the walkway,” said Keel.

			Lao Pak wanted just that. “I pay good credit for people mover!” he yelled. “You use it!”

			With a sigh, Keel and Zora obliged, stepping onto the stone walkway, which immediately lurched forward beneath their feet. The very stones were floating them toward the pirate prince awaiting their arrival, his loose robe drifting in the humid breeze, balled fists planted on his hips, legs far apart. On his feet were a pair of peculiar snakeskin boots, each of which had used the entirety of the snake, including the head, which seemed to rise up out of the toes, frozen in a menacing hiss. 

			Despite the changes to his environs and attire, Lao Pak remained otherwise greasy, tangled, and dirty.

			Zora tore her eyes away from the man and looked up at the various angles and details of the statues around her. She focused on one and made a show of retching. “That one was of him.”

			Keel turned around to see an… enhanced statue of an impossibly muscled Lao Pak standing brazenly in the same pose he now held in real life—without the benefit of the robe, boots, or any other stitch of clothing. Two stone beauties had their arms wrapped around his legs, and were looking up at him longingly. 

			Keel shook his head and turned his gaze forward. “This is one of the nine hells. It has to be.”

			Lao Pak, the decidedly un-enhanced living version, didn’t shift from his dramatic pose, though he wavered once from a momentary loss of balance as Keel and Zora climbed the steps.

			“Hey, Lao Pak,” Keel said in greeting. “Nice place.”

			Lao Pak smiled, revealing a mouth full of silvene and gold teeth. “You be nice to Lao Pak. I rich now, Keel.”
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			Lao Pak led them through scores of bedrooms, drawing rooms, parlors, picture rooms, a grotto, four game rooms, a theater, and a ballroom. Price of construction and furnishings was detailed ad nauseum. Rarity of material. Uniqueness of design. Compliments that other guests had left about Lao Pak and his magnificent wonder built on faraway Pellek… though the pirate often looked disappointed when neither Zora nor Keel offered compliments of their own at these obvious promptings. Perhaps the room they stood in last, a vast, empty room with a red carpet leading up to a mammoth silvene chair with royal purple upholstery, would change all of that.

			“This my throne room,” the pirate said, bursting with pride before the throne itself. The seat of the pirate prince. “It where I do all my business.” He gave a sly smile, his eyes shifting from left to right. “All my business with people like you, Keel—so stupid, they need Lao Pak help. This is where they beg. You beg now!”

			Keel roughly shoved Lao Pak in the chest, sending him falling down onto his seat, and pointed an accusing finger at him. “You’re gonna be beggin’ me in a moment if you don’t cut the twarg dung, Lao Pak.”

			“Hey!” Lao Pak shouted, struggling to get out of the oversized chair and back onto his feet. “That not respectful! My guards, they—” He stopped at the realization that there were no guards. “I forget to stop at guard room on way. Okay, Keel. Ha ha. Very funny this time. You impress new girlfriend with how big and strong stupid Captain Keel is. So much muscles and so brave to beat up poor Lao Pak. Wow. You marry Keel, lady. He not leave you at altar like all the others.” He turned to Keel. “That good? You be good guest now?”

			“I need some information,” Keel responded. “You know what it is and why I want it.”

			“You sure I know? I rich man now. I make lot of money in synth. I only talk to you because you set that up for Lao Pak.”

			“You talking about that mission with the… team?” Keel asked.

			Lao Pak nodded greedily. “I get credits for that, too. It gift that keep on giving. I keep billing Republic, they keep paying. But most money from synth. Market go very high when Legion took over Herbeer… but Lao Pak almost fill his ship before leaving. Now Lao Pak boss.”

			“Yeah, and the way I heard it you left them in a lurch,” Keel groused.

			“They fight monsters, Republic Army, Gomarii! What Lao Pak supposed to do? Die? That stupid, Keel. Even for you.”

			“You’ve clearly come a long way,” said Zora, cutting in before the back-and-forth could go any further between the two men. Lao Pak beamed. “So we understand if you’re in the dark about what happened to Keel on Rakka.”

			The radiance in the pirate prince’s face fell at once. “I not in dark! I knew all about it!”

			“Yeah,” said Keel. “I figured. And thanks for the warning, ‘old pal.’”

			“You change commkey!” Lao Pak protested. “I learn lesson! It lot of credits to turn down. Even for Lao Pak who is rich. But I say, ‘No. Not after poor, poor Ishm’mark.’ That why I send him. So you feel bad because you very bad, Keel. Very stupid but very, very bad.”

			“Changed your commkey,” Zora repeated, eyeing Keel and letting the accusation sit heavy in the air.

			Keel threw out his arms in exasperation. “It’s not my fault no one bothered to call until I changed it.”

			“Here the deal!” cut in Lao Pak. “I know all about black contract. I tell you what I know, but you pay first. No special-special for old pal Keel. You steal from Lao Pak too much. You untrustworthy. And if pirate say that, you know it bad.”

			“How many more credits could you possibly need?” Keel said. “I don’t even have my ship any longer!”

			“Yes, but you still have bank account. And bank account fat with credits. Lao Pak not stupid! Not like Keel! You pay!”

			“How much?”

			“Ten thousand credit. That a good deal!”

			“Fine. Your paykey still the same?”

			When Lao Pak nodded that it was, Keel sent a burst from his comm, and Lao Pak’s own comm beeped in receipt.

			“Now tell me what you know,” Keel growled.

			The pirate smiled. “It black contract. No way to know who put on bounty.” He shrugged.

			Keel balled his fists and took a step toward the scrawny pirate prince. But Lao Pak held up his hands to forestall the beating that was coming. 

			“No! I say more! I just point out that no way to know because you steal Lao Pak’s code slicer. So I can’t decrypt. Because you very bad thief, Keel. You have low morals.”

			“That’s rich coming from you. So what do you know?”

			“Lao Pak know that Bronze Guild boss know who put out black contract and… Lao Pak know how you get to him.”

			Keel gave a half-smile. He exchanged a look with Zora, who merely shrugged. This was a solid enough lead. Something they could work with. 

			“All right, Lao Pak old pal. Let’s hear it.”

			Lao Pak smiled and ran a filth-encrusted finger across his shining teeth. “See? We still best friend. But you pay first.”

			“I already paid,” Keel growled.

			“This a new thing.”

			“A new—” Keel stopped himself, took a deep breath, and then, clenching his jaw, transferred the credits with a beep. Glaring bloody murder the entire time.

			Lao Pak smiled again. Greedily.

			“Okay, here what you need to do…”

			[image: ]

			Back in Tannespa, no one had touched Clara’s Gift. Keel and Zora were dropped off by a different driver, sparing them the awkwardness of another trip with Ishm’mark. The cool of the ship’s interior was a welcome relief from the baking sun of Pellek.

			“How’d it go?” asked Garret. “He… he didn’t mention me, did he?”

			“Once or twice,” Keel admitted. 

			Garret blanched.

			“Don’t worry. He’s over it. You’re safe, kid.”

			The code slicer nodded in relief. Behind him was an activated holoprojection. He was interfacing with the Gift’s AI.

			“Been keeping busy?” Zora said. Her alarm at seeing Garret messing around in her systems only just revealed itself in her tone.

			“Oh. Sorry. Yeah. Well, I didn’t want to go outside and so I got bored and figured I’d take a look at the systems and there were a lot of security flaws but I got those taken care of pretty quick so I started to see how the AI was because the AI on the Indelible VI was really strange but meant well and I wanted to see if I could find any quirks because those are exploitable too but your AI is normal and kind of boring but that’s a good thing because it means it will be reliable but it also means that it won’t be willing to perform some of the more difficult tasks you might ever need unless you start to train—”

			Zora held up a hand. “Easy, Garret. Take a breath.”

			“Sorry.”

			“You didn’t mess anything up?”

			Keel answered for the kid. “He knows what he’s doing. The kind of overhaul the kid can do would cost six figures. If you could find someone with the skills to do it.”

			Garret blushed and lowered his head to get away from the attention. “I mean, I don’t know. It was easy.”

			“Easy for you,” Keel said. “What’s next is going to be a little bit more difficult though. I need you to work your magic to get a bug in the ears of every information broker you can slice yourself some access to. We need to nudge someone a certain way.”

			The kid nodded eagerly. “Oh, that actually is easy to do. Let’s just wait until we leave atmosphere because those multi-channel bursts can be easier to trace if someone has a good planetary repeater that’s pulling spectrum signals on the way to the comm relay stations. That wasn’t a problem back on the Six but Clara’s Gift hasn’t been modified to take advantage of that workaround I discovered back when the Black Fleet was assaulting Tarrago and without a stop for parts we can’t do the fix and even though Bam Tammo probably has what we need he charges too much and I really don’t want to go outside.”

			Zora waited a beat to be sure the kid was done speaking—spewing his words, really—before turning to Keel. “You were on Tarrago?”

			“Only for a little while,” Keel said evasively.

			Zora smiled. “I knew when it came right down to it you were a Legion boy. Doc told me you’d never really be able to walk away.”

			“Hey,” Keel said, pointing a thumb at his chest. “I walked away just fine. Now let’s get a course plotted for our next spot.”

			“Which is…?” 

			“Spilursa. Have to see an old friend in the Legion.”

			Zora rolled her eyes. “Walked away, huh?”

			“Okay, I’m composing the info burst,” Garret cut in, his focus entirely on the task Keel had given him. “What should it say?”

			“The Bronze Guild has a new head man named Kline. You tell every information broker you can find that Wraith survived Rakka… and he’s coming for Kline next.” 
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			Cohen Chhun entered his office on Spilursa, set on the sprawling capital campus that housed the Senate and newly renamed House of Liberty—a throwback to the days prior to the mission creep perpetrated by the House of Reason back when Utopion was called Liberinthine and the Legion was unaware of how political their life would become. The decision to move the Republic capital from Utopion had been easy. Finding a new location had been less so.

			With few objections it was decided that one of the early supporters of Article Nineteen who stood up to the Imperial Republic would get the honor. Then came the real bickering. Arguments dominated the holonews cycles. A push for a mid-core location since it, and not the core, was the true bridge between the old Republic and the edge worlds. Others argued for the traditions of the core and its place in the Republic dating back to the earliest days even before the Savage Wars. There were even a few calls for densely populated edge worlds to be given the honor—a view to the future.

			And somehow Chhun, as Legion Commander, was expected to join in the fray and provide the Legion’s opinion on the matter. When he stated that the Legion had no preference on the subject—that it was focused on rebuilding itself for the defense and protection of the galaxy—the press would merely rephrase the question and ask again. And when the decision for Spilursa had finally been made—an understandable choice, given the prominence of that world in the shaping of the galactic history—Chhun was asked what he thought about that. It seemed there was no escaping the odd celebrity that had come from rallying the Legion, and the galaxy at large, against Goth Sullus and his Black Fleet.

			The focus changed once the recent business on Kublar got underway. The news cycle became fixated on the fight between the native Kublarens and the zhee. About the role of Nilo and what it all meant in a galaxy trying to determine what it was. Some old habits remained, like zhee apologists denouncing everyone but the donks for what was happening, but more voices than there would once have been came out on the other side, whether for Kublar, the Republic, or even Nilo himself.

			It wasn’t long before pressure was again applied to Chhun from all sides, each wanting the Legion commander to take a different course of action. Politicians and citizens were fractured. Some said stand by. Others wanted an invasion and reestablishment of Republic control. A good number called for the Legion to support the native Kublarens in overthrowing a quisling government. The one saving grace through it all was that none of the pols had the old House of Reason delusions that their duty involved protecting the zhee from the retribution they’d brought on themselves on that world. Nor did any of them demand, as a right, the ability to tell the Legion how to operate on a world officially outside the Republic.

			Chhun’s generals had their say, which lined up almost exactly with how Chhun felt the matter should play out. And that’s what happened. The Kublarens won a victory together with their invited allies, Black Leaf. They then loudly croaked that they would govern themselves. True to their word, the Black Leaf Corporation pulled up its stakes and left the Kublarens to rule as they saw fit—mostly. There were of course a few preferential business deals between Black Leaf and Kublar that hadn’t existed prior to the revolution.

			But Black Leaf did pull out. They didn’t stay in an attempt to exert corporate control over a sovereign world as some of the Republic’s prognosticators had thought they might. And that went a long way in easing tensions between the Republic and the enigmatic Arkaddy Nilo, who was on the list of beings who wanted a meeting with the Legion commander.

			And that—all of that—was the problem, as far as Chhun was concerned. Not the events, the decisions, or the outcomes. But the expectation that the modern Legion commander would be a politician. That Chhun would be a politician.

			His predecessor, Legion Commander Keller, though gruff, had handled the job with considerable skill, keeping at bay the demands of a House of Reason gone mad for as long as he could. Until the time to do something to stop the madness had passed and then passed again. But politics was just not something Chhun felt comfortable with. He despised it when he saw it among the points in the Legion, and squashed it when he saw it among his fellow enlisted, back before he jumped and became a mustang. He was a military man. A fighter of battles—and not the figurative type. A war fighter. And his desired role in the Legion revolved around exactly that: war. Its preparation, and especially its application. That was where Chhun excelled. In the ranks as a Legion NCO. In Dark Ops as an officer. And finally in leading the desperate remnants of a Legion that was pushed well past the point of viability by a deadly alliance of enemies and still fought, grew, and won.

			And yet, he had to admit, there was a need, a great need, for the political battles to be fought and won as well. The Legion’s takeover of Herbeer allowed it to self-finance should Republic revenues ever be withheld, but Herbeer’s resources weren’t infinite, and even if they were, the Legion was nevertheless meant to be a part of the Republic, working within the confines of the Constitution in the same way the House, Senate, and individual planetary members were expected to. 

			Which meant a politician was needed at its head.

			And Chhun knew that politician wasn’t him.

			So he stepped down as Legion commander. More specifically, he had just come back from giving a speech announcing his intention to step down. The Legion’s generals would select his successor, and as a general himself, he would have a say in that process. But his mission and purpose, he now understood, lay closer to what General Rex had accomplished before being forced underground. The modern Legion commander simply wasn’t in a position to be a Rex, and Chhun wasn’t a good enough politician to change that. So he skipped getting permission and organized his own path. 

			Now it was left to another to handle the battles on Spilursa. 

			Chhun eased into his desk chair and blew the rising steam away from a hot cup of kaff. That was the one thing he’d miss about being Legion commander: you were never far from a good cup of kaff. Unlike in the field where the instant tabs were all there was to be found. He took a drink and found the kaff at that perfect temperature—hot enough to feel it, cool enough not to burn. He felt almost as much pleasure from the beverage as he’d had upon telling the screaming holonews reporters that he wouldn’t be taking any questions after making his announcement. The memory made him smile.

			“Scream at someone else for a quote,” he mumbled to the emptiness of his office. A room full of packed boxes waiting to be sealed and delivered to his next duty station. 

			There wasn’t much. Though his library was expansive, he kept it in his pocket out of a desire to have every volume of military tactics and history, human and alien psychology, political theory, philosophy, poetry, and a number of other subjects at his disposal. Being well-read was crucial to mission success. He’d found that out in Dark Ops, observing the way Major Owens—and Captain Ford, too—would read obsessively about their targets. A habit he made his own upon returning from the abbreviated officers training course on Victrix.

			Chhun took in the view from his office window. The majestic white-capped mountain dominated the capital’s landscape even though it was over a hundred kilometers away. The natural beauty of the Spilursan evergreens was almost matched by the elegance of its newer buildings, all designed with a mix of natural woods and organic brick and stone that stood in opposition to the pervasive simplicity of the older, printed buildings that were once popular on the sterling core world. Spilursa had been one of the first planets to be colonized after the great exodus from long-forgotten Earth.

			It was beautiful, but… 

			“I’m not gonna miss it,” Chhun declared without a solitary doubt in his mind. 

			The door to his office swished open. Chhun continued to stare out the window, half hoping that the sight of him looking away along with the packed-up office would be enough to deter anyone seeking out one last item that needed doing. No such luck. The door closed, and to his surprise, an old friend greeted him.

			“You’re a hard man to find around here, Legion Commander Chuh-hoon.”

			Chhun’s head snapped to attention at the sound of Aeson Ford’s voice. He smiled, his intellect working overtime, trying to think of a reason for the enigmatic Ford to drop in unannounced. Ford had been fairly… occupied since he’d taken down Goth Sullus. Impossible to reach.

			“You’ve been watching the news,” Chhun said. It was a peeve the way the galactic press had routinely mispronounced his name. Now anyone he met who didn’t know better called him Chuh-hoon. “Guess we all don’t get names as easy to pronounce as Ford.”

			Ford waved the comment away. “No one but you calls me that anyway.” 

			Chhun smiled and watched as the man he and his men had nicknamed Wraith examined the boxes and other signs of imminent departure in the Legion commander’s office.

			“You relocating the Legion HQ?” Ford asked.

			“No.” Chhun shook his head, feeling as though he was in a fog. Ford’s arrival wasn’t unwelcome, but it was unexpected. And unscheduled. Gone were the days when Chhun could put things on hold long enough for a trip down memory lane. Now his days were filled almost to the minute, and it wouldn’t be long before Colonel Locken arrived to brief him on the situation on Kima. Never mind that the same report would have to be given all over again to the man who sat in the Legion commander’s seat tomorrow. There was a schedule to keep.

			“I’m stepping down as Legion commander, Aeson.”

			Ford’s eyes went wide in surprise. He turned his head and looked at Chhun cockeyed, examining him. “That’s news. Figured you might’ve told your pal about it.”

			“Classified. And anyway, you changed your commkey.”

			Ford frowned. “When you gonna spring it on the rest of the galaxy?”

			“I just returned from the presser. You didn’t see it?”

			Ford peered around the room again, looking like the wobanki who’d just eaten the family pet. “I may have been… busy trying to avoid some of those hullbusters you have running security in the place. Took a while to find your office. Front desk wasn’t exactly helpful.”

			Chhun laughed and shook his head. “A lot of people in this building would be surprised to hear you made it even that far.”

			“Yeah, well, we’ve both got some experience in getting around perimeter gates.”

			Chhun was interested now. “So how did you get up here? This is the sort of security failure that would get someone stationed on Ankalor back in the day. But I know Dark Ops gave you all kinds of toys and tools that I probably don’t have the slightest clue about…”

			“That’s what got me past the desk, yeah,” Ford admitted. He tapped the side of his head. “I’ve got a treasure trove of idents stored up here that are meant to get me basic access to just about anything you can think of. Until they change… which they haven’t.”

			Chhun smiled wanly. “Transitioning to a new government structured the same as the pre–Article Nineteen government is not without its issues. Trust me.”

			“Well, you can bet that if there are any Nether agents still out there, they’ve got the same stuff.”

			Chhun nodded. “For the House and Senate I have no doubt. I think we did a good job purging those flaws from the Legion’s databases, though. Nether Ops was relying too heavily on the point program to get their candy. When we flushed the points, Nether Ops went out with it.”

			“As far as you know.”

			“As far as we know.”

			“Okay,” said Ford. “Well, if you do get to wiping all agent idents, do me a favor and toss me another I can use. I’m still friendly.”

			“Not my call,” Chhun said matter-of-factly. “I’m stepping down, remember?”

			Ford gave a fractional smile. “Never figured you to be the type to leave the Legion. Same offer I gave to Masters applies to you. There’s a spot on my crew if you need it—once I get a new ship.”

			That sentence carried with it more than enough material to fill the next half hour, Chhun knew. He checked the chrono on the wall. Five minutes until Colonel Locken arrived. Maybe the briefing could be cut short.

			“Ford… I don’t even know where to begin. How did you get in here after using the ident? Let me at least know how Wraith got into my office before we jump to a new topic. It’s good to see you, by the way.”

			“Good to see you, too.” Ford pulled an Order of the Centurion medallion from underneath his shirt. The metal glinted under the office lights as it swung in a tight, side-to-side swing. “This got me the rest of the way.”

			“You carry that thing on you?”

			Ford tucked it away. “No. And this one isn’t mine.” He looked away ruefully. “Mine was on my ship. This was Doc’s. More specifically it was Chappy’s. I got the old man to lend it to me. He bet me fifty credits it wouldn’t work… not that he’ll ever pay up. Probably tell me I already owed him fifty credits for some trick or piece of advice he taught me years ago.”

			Chhun smiled despite himself. “So you just—what? Flashed that around whenever anyone approached you?”

			“Pretty much. Everyone figured I was up here because I cleared it with someone below, and the Order had them all glossy-eyed and saluting. Those desk jockeys out there seemed ready to make me Legion commander.”

			“Those desk jockeys all worked hard fighting Goth Sullus and reorganizing the Legion once we scraped ourselves back together after the Battle of Utopion.”

			Ford gave a smile that told Chhun it was the smuggler Keel who was about to speak. “So where’s their Order of the Centurion?”

			“Ford, sometimes I can’t understand how you’re able to do what you did while taking all of this so lightly.”

			Ford shrugged. “And I don’t know how you do it by being so serious, Cohen. Oh, uh, you forgot to salute when I brought the medal out. Guess that civilian mindset is already taking over, huh, pal?” He winked.

			“I’m not going civilian, I’m—”

			The door whooshed open and Colonel Locken strode through, exactly on time as always. He hesitated for just a moment upon seeing Ford in the room, but quickly regained his bearings. 

			“I’m sorry, sir,” he said to Chhun. “Sergeant Ecks said you wanted me to come right in. I didn’t realize you were busy.”

			Chhun rose and shook the colonel’s hand. “Sergeant Ecks never steered anyone wrong.” He gestured to Ford. “I happened upon a chance meeting with an Order of the Centurion recipient and wanted to express my gratitude.”

			Ford, arms crossed, gave a slight nod of his head. “Colonel.”

			Colonel Locken saluted. “The Legion owes you its gratitude.”

			Ford saluted back, a casual gesture with two crooked fingers. As much military bearing as he was apt to give these days.

			“Sir,” Locken said to Chhun, holding up a datapad, “if you prefer, I can leave this briefing with you and remain available for any follow-up questions you may have.”

			“You’re sure?” Chhun asked. He knew how important it was for the colonels to have their one-on-one time with the Legion commander. It was a sort of capital among the officers as they sought to climb another rung toward Legion general.

			“Yes, Legion Commander.” He handed Chhun the datapad.

			“Thank you, Gary,” Chhun said. “I will call you to follow up.”

			“Yes, sir.” Locken saluted Ford again and left the room.

			“You’re not going civilian,” Ford said the moment the two were alone again. “So what are you doing?”

			“Taking a page out of your friend Tyrus ‘General Rex’ Rechs’s playbook. I’ll be leading an experimental Legion company that we’ve developed as a prototype to stand up to the sort of threats we’ve faced as of late.”

			“The Cybar…” Ford guessed. “And the Black Fleet. You think there’s more like that out there?”

			Chhun chose his words carefully. “I think… the galaxy needs to be prepared for any existential threats. The Legion is that preparation.”

			Chhun’s old friend studied him and then slowly shook his head. “You found something, didn’t you? Digging through all those Nether Ops and House of Reason archives that finally saw the light of day. That why you didn’t bring the hammer down on that rich kid out there on Kublar?”

			Chhun gave a slight nod to indicate the man had hit the bull’s-eye. 

			“And yet you’re stepping down,” Ford said.

			“I prefer to think of it as stepping in where I’m needed. General Rex fought at the front along with his legionnaires. You go back far enough and you see the same thing from Generals Marks, Cole, and Reach, plus several others. Whatever comes next, I plan on being on the front lines to meet it head-on.”

			Ford’s lightness evaporated, and the look on his face was all seriousness. “You’re the guy to do it, Chhun.”

			“How about you, Wraith?”

			Ford placed his palm on his chest, and just like that, the roguish Keel was speaking again. “Me? I’m not general material.” He swished his finger around the air. “In a place like this or on the front. Sorry, pal.”

			“That I already knew… though I think your self-assessment is wrong. At least when it comes to the front lines. You have a mind for the job.” Chhun leaned forward and spoke softly. “And what I’m forming… it will need leaders like you. I’m assuming command of the 131st, and I’m bringing Victory Company back online.”

			The two men looked at each other, neither showing a desire to break the silence. They both knew that paths were being formed here. That this was the chance for them to blaze that trail together again. Maybe the last time such an opportunity would present itself.

			But apparently Wraith had other things to do.

			“Sorry, Legion Commander,” he said. If he felt any hint of interest, he didn’t show it. Perhaps he was truly done with the Legion. Perhaps he just wanted to appear that way. “Why not check with Masters?” he joked. “See if he’s got the itch for those Legion stars.”

			But Chhun didn’t laugh. “Even though I expected that answer, I can’t say I’m not disappointed. My hope was that after you’d settled things, with both Leenah and the girl, that you’d be back.” He held up a hand. “I know. Delusional. But it was still a hope. I should have guessed your answer when you mentioned your ship, but… what did Pappy say? ‘Hope keeps a man going after what he wants’?”

			“Usually he said that when a leej got busted for chasing a skirt and missing curfew, but yeah, that’s what he said.” 

			The men stood in a silence that felt awkward for Chhun. But Ford didn’t seem troubled by it. Nor did he make any efforts to engage in any further conversation. Chhun was just about to drum his fingers and let loose a lingering “So…” to move things along, when Ford, predictably, beat him to the draw. 

			Abruptly he said, “I came here for a reason, you know.”

			Chhun smiled. “I figured that, yeah. Beyond just catching up, you mean.”

			Ford nodded and then entered Chhun’s personal space, near enough for his low whispers to be heard. “I need your help, Cohen.”

			Chhun got a close-up view of his friend’s soulful eyes. They were not only serious, but unless the soon-to-be-Legion-Commander-no-longer was fooling himself, they were also pained.

			“Someone came after me, Cohen. They wanted Wraith and thought that Keel was the best way to get him. I lost the ship in the fight… and Leenah with it.”

			Chhun gripped his friend’s shoulder. He knew just how much the Endurian meant to Ford. Or at least how much she’d seemed to. “I’m sorry.”

			“The people who did it are still out there… and I need to make them pay.”

			Chhun nodded, unsure what he was being asked. Surely Ford wasn’t requesting the use of a kill team or some other form of military assistance. But Chhun could think of nothing else that Ford—the most resourceful man in the galaxy—would want.

			“I…” Chhun began, then paused. “I can’t commit the Legion to anything. But you know that. I can arrange to take personal leave before I assume command of the 131st. I can go with you to do… whatever you need to do.”

			A look of surprise crossed Ford’s face, then he gave a wry smile and nodded slowly. “You would, wouldn’t you?”

			“You’d do the same for me.”

			Ford’s smile deepened. “I appreciate it, pal, really. But this is something that I have to do on my own. Plan won’t work any other way. But I do need something from you. And seeing as, for now at least, you’re still Legion commander, you can deliver.”

			“What do you need?” 

			“Oh, nothing much.” Ford, or rather Keel, grinned rakishly. “Just Tyrus Rechs’s armor.”
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			The end of the corridor where Crash and the Stranger crew had fought the creatures revealed two new pieces of information for the group to digest. The first was that the door that had opened by itself had only been a blast door. Two heavy secondary doors remained shut, though a cursory look by Stranger at the ancient keypad allowed him to declare that they were unlocked and “ready to go.”

			The other piece of information was that there was another possible route. Nestled into the wall on one side was a personal speedlift. Much too small to fit the entire team and a war bot, but an option. Stranger looked at the lift’s control pad and declared that it was not ready to go, but might be made such if the outfit wanted to give him the time to slice it. 

			“Don’t like the idea of getting stuck on a Savvie elevator,” mumbled one of the men. His helmet was on, but it sounded to Prisma like Raff.

			“I don’t either,” said Sergeant Walker, who had again lifted his helmet up to show his face. Prisma knew that was for her benefit. “That said, if our theories are correct, we’re going to run into more of what we faced in this corridor on the other side of that blast door.”

			“We got the bot,” argued another. The medic, maybe?

			Walker nodded. “Let’s ask our new allies. Crash, Prisma? How about it?”

			“I advise against losing operational mobility through the use of a lift,” offered KRS-88. “The opportunities to be made captive or eliminated are significant. Further, it would likely require splitting up the party. An often fatal error.”

			Prisma nodded and recited something Tyrus Rechs had told her. “Use the stairs or make a hole. No speedlifts.”

			Walker smiled approvingly. “I learned that same lesson. We have our answer. Prisma, you and your bot stay back. We’ll open the door and go in first. Don’t come in until we give you the okay to follow once we’re clear.”

			Crash drew Prisma away and then placed his towering metal frame in front of her, forcing her to peer around his thick metal legs to have a view of what was happening. She saw the team ready to move violently into the next level, rifles ready, each man with one hand on the shoulder of the soldier in front of him.

			Stranger worked the keypad and the door slid open, rumbling on its tracks instead of giving the usual soft hiss. Perhaps it was old and this was simply how these blast doors sounded on a Savage mini-hulk. Or maybe the door had been damaged during the fight. Whatever the reason it opened slowly. The Stranger soldiers stormed inside the moment they could fit.

			All Prisma could see was darkness. She wished for a helmet or some kind of smart goggles that could at least give her the benefit of infrared. She felt blind, the darkness on the other side of the door magnified by the thin green light still filling the corridor she stood in with Crash… and Stranger. He hadn’t bothered rushing the room with the others. He was waiting for the all clear, same as her.

			She could hear the men’s boots moving across the deck. They were likely speaking to one another, but she was deaf to that thanks to being out of their comm loop. Sergeant Walker had included her in the briefing, and in the decision-making, but he wasn’t connecting her to their team comm.

			“Crash, what do you see?” Prisma asked.

			“Very little.”

			“But are there more of those things?” Prisma knew the answer to the question before she even asked it. Of course not. 

			“I detect no organic life beyond our troop. And do not fear, I am with you.”

			“I wasn’t asking because I was afraid,” said Prisma. “I just wish I could see what’s going on.”

			She strained to make her eyes work in the darkness. It was useless. 

			Do not look by sight.

			The hairs on Prisma’s neck stood up at the sound of the voice. “What?”

			There was no answer. Except for Crash, asking Prisma what she meant.

			“Nothing,” Prisma said. She listened for the voice again. This was not the first time she’d heard voices. Hardly. But this one… it was… different. Not like the voice she’d heard on En Shakar with Mother Ree. This was softer. Feminine. If she didn’t know better, she’d have thought it was Leenah. But that was impossible. Leenah was half a galaxy away with Keel and Garret and—hopefully—a happy new life. One without constant danger brought on because of her. Because of the way death seemed to stalk Prisma ever since that day of days.

			Not by sight, the voice repeated.

			Prisma closed her eyes and brought to mind all the little lessons she’d received from Ravi and Mother Ree. How to calm herself. How to let go of what was around her and yet not lose awareness. To rise up out of herself and see herself as she truly was—to see where she truly was, as Ravi had once told her.

			Eyes closed, head drifting as though her body was floating weightless beneath the calm waters of a brilliant blue sea, Prisma searched. She moved past the bright light that was herself. Past Crash, who seemed cold and distant, a flicker. On to the more substantial light that was Stranger and into the room.

			There she could see the others. Not as people. Not as men moving on legs and clearing the darkness behind their carbines. They seemed to her like pillars of light. Some brighter than others, but all accounted for. And they were slowing down. Mingling. Their pace telling Prisma that they’d found the room safe. For now.

			That’s very good, Prisma, said the voice. I’m proud of you.

			Prisma could hear it so much clearer now. It was louder. Nearer. Above her. Speaking down to her from on high. She needed only look up…

			Prisma raised her head to the voice and saw the flash of a thunderbolt, so bright it seemed to burn its way into her mind. So powerful that she felt as though the ground had fallen away beneath her with an audible crack that stole the air from her lungs and made the back of her head throb again from where she’d bumped it aboard the scout jumper.

			She opened her mouth to speak, but no words came forth. 

			The thunderbolt above her remained, its blazing light increasing until it seemed that the entire universe would be as kindling to such intensity, and then fading just as quickly at the coming of a new voice. 

			Ravi’s voice.

			“Prisma! Prisma, I am coming.”

			And then everything faded and she was lying on her back behind Crash, who was only now turning around to see what had happened. And Stranger was coming toward her, calling her name.

			“You all right, Prisma?” Stranger asked.

			“I’m fine,” said Prisma, getting up and rubbing the back of her head. She must have hit that same spot again when falling down. It was tender. “Took a bad step.”

			Stranger shook his head. “I was watching you, Prisma. That wasn’t just a bad step. You fell over like you’d been shot. You sure you’re all right? Want me to call the medic?”

			“I’m fine. Really.” Prisma appreciated that the man even asked. He was different. Not military. Not by the books. She found herself liking him. 

			“Maybe that scratch has some side effects is all I’m thinking,” Stranger persisted. “Savvies got no qualms about poisons and a whole lot of other nastiness.”

			She gave Stranger a look she hoped would indicate that this, like Goth Sullus, was something she didn’t want to talk about. “I’m fine.”

			“Her vital signs are quite normal,” Crash offered. “Please be more careful, young Miss.”

			“Thanks, Crash,” she said. She moved for the open blast door.

			“Hang on, now,” Stranger said. “They haven’t called us in yet.”

			“They will,” Prisma said, not breaking her stride.

			A moment later Walker’s voice rang out, calling for them to join the company on the other side.

			Prisma crossed into the darkness. Feeling in control again. Feeling like she did after she’d killed Hutch and found her way off of the Sanctuary on En Shakar.

			As Stranger and KRS-88 moved to follow, Stranger looked up at the war bot. “She do that kind of thing a lot?”

			“Recently, yes,” said the bot. “She has entered puberty. A difficult time for human females.”

			“Not what I meant, Eight-Eight.” 

			Stranger looked as if he had another question. But if he did, he didn’t ask it.
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			Crash’s entrance into the room beyond the door, still dark except for the green glow resting on the deck from the lighted corridor he’d just left, seemed to mark the next turn of events aboard the Savage mini-hulk. As soon as he was clear of the blast doors, they closed again. Not slowly, the way they’d opened, but with a quick and determined boom that echoed across the now pitch-black room.

			Prisma moved nearer to Crash as one of the soldiers called out, “Got a pretty good idea what’s coming next.”

			“Rog,” said Walker. “Let’s go.”

			Prisma knew what would come next as well. What she didn’t know was what she dreaded more: seeing more of the shining black monsters… or seeing the apparition of Goth Sullus. 

			“Need that war bot up front,” called the sergeant. “Prisma, you can stick close to it if you want, but I recommend you keep back just like last time.”

			“I can pull extra security this time,” Stranger offered. 

			“Do it,” said Walker.

			But Prisma had her blaster, and was feeling confident beyond that as well. “I’ll be fine up ahead with Crash. Let’s go.”

			She led the bot toward the front of the column. Walking in the darkness secure in the knowledge that, so far, nothing else was in the room with them. 

			Crash confirmed the feeling each time he stated, “No organic life forms detected.”

			“Keep sweeping,” Walker ordered. 

			The Stranger soldiers formed up behind Prisma and Crash, walking slowly until a soft light began to fill the new space. They halted to look around. Unlike the alien greenness of the lights in the last section, this light was clear and clean. But not strong. It seemed to kiss everything with the soft glow of a blue moon, its beams reflecting off of helmets, shoulders, and weapons. Leaving all else in shadows.

			The mist again rolled in, collecting at their feet.

			“Here we go,” said one of the men.

			Only nothing came. No Republic marines. No Admiral Sulla. Just the mist and the soft, trilling sounds of night on a planet that they couldn’t possibly be on. They were on a ship. They knew they were on a ship. But if you’d woken Prisma up and told her as much, she’d never believe it. None of them would.

			Crickets sang. A soft breeze carried across the room, and with it came the smell of fire and destruction. The scent of battle. 

			Prisma wondered if the others could smell it underneath their helmets. They seemed to steel themselves.

			“Eight-Eight,” Walker said.

			“No organic life forms detected.”

			“What about anything else? Bots?”

			“Nothing beyond us, Sergeant.”

			There was a pause, and in it more of the room seemed to materialize. Now there were soft, swaying tufts of grass at their feet. Blue in the moonlight. The tallest blades only barely poking through the surface of the mist, which settled like a low cloud just above the earth.

			“Move up,” Sergeant Walker ordered. 

			The element pushed forward. A cricket chirped from the darkness and then silenced itself as they drew near its hiding spot. Prisma could see small white stones that seemed to push up from the grass as though they were the tips of great obelisks, worn smooth over time, each one giving no hints of the mass beneath the surface beyond the way the grass encircled it, unable to overtake it completely.

			A red light flashed to their left, illuminating their faces with its glow. Smoke drifted across the wind. The animal night noises gave way to distant, low booms. One. Then another. A flash of the red light accompanying each.

			“Getting a serious case of déjà vu here, Sarge,” said one of the men.

			The sergeant nodded and motioned for them to continue. Crash repeated that he detected no signs of life.

			Overhead were the brilliant stars of a night sky. That beauty unique to every planet. Never the same anywhere in the galaxy. Prisma looked up with the others as those stars streaked and then turned red. The distant pop of anti-aircraft guns sounded, sending up blazing streaks of energy aimed at intercepting the glowing comets that suddenly seemed to fill the sky.

			The night was warm. A summer’s eve. It all felt so peaceful, despite the distant sound of those weapons, which grew as more of the planetary defense batteries activated, sending up more light to dance with the light entering the atmosphere from somewhere in orbit. Everything, all of it, seemed far away.

			And yet a dread sat in Prisma’s heart. Weren’t the explosions growing louder now? Couldn’t she hear the raid sirens from some distant city reaching all the way out to where she now stood? Because sure, she and the others had walked through a door and had been transported to some idyllic, pastoral countryside. A place not meant to bear witness to the violence that men bring into the world. But war would come all the same. Prisma was sure of it. It was only a matter of time before the explosions and light that now seemed so far away as to be mesmerizing, almost beautiful, would soon find them.

			“Invasion,” Walker said. 

			“Not used to seeing it from this angle,” added another man.

			Stranger had his helmet off and was staring at the light show in the sky. He had a big smile on his face. Green and red bursts of light reflected off of his eyes and toothy grin, and he looked like a boy caught in all the splendor and wonder of Unity Day. 

			“Looks like the Savvies are tripping through time, don’t it?” Stranger said. He laughed and then nervously fumbled for his charge packs, removing one as though it were a pack of stim-sticks. “Guess I don’t mind there not being more of those little monsters this time around. Even though what’s comin’ will be much worse, as we all know. ’Cept for Prisma, I mean.”

			He let out another nervous titter. 

			The men in the company gripped their weapons, their wariness evident, even with the anonymity afforded them by their helmets. These were men preparing for a fight they seemed not to want. They seemed, to Prisma, almost to be afraid of fighting.

			She wanted to ask them how they knew what was coming. Was afraid that this ship and whatever was running it had the ability to read minds. That it could dig in and pull out all the blackest days of your life and force you to relive them. And despite the peacefulness of her surroundings and the soothing chorus of a thousand frogs croaking their songs to the impossibly large moon that served as a white backdrop for the stars exploding high above them, as the men moved themselves into position for something she did not yet comprehend. She knew that what was coming next… it was bad.

			The white mist around her feet swirled, revealing small white lotus flowers peeking between moss-covered stones. A river gurgled nearby. Behind them loomed a sharp-peaked mountain, covered in snow except for thin, veiny fingers, sharp ridges of the deepest gray stone. Nearer the base of the mountain was a temple, surely constructed from the alpine trees that halted their climb up the mountainside a hundred meters below its massive red doors. A pair of lanterns glowed at the face of that temple, the fire they contained shining into the darkness and revealing the flurries of snow that looped and sped, testing the temple with the mountain’s cold.

			It was all… so… beautiful. Prisma’s heart overflowed.

			And then the booms grew louder. The odor of burning hung thicker in the air as the winds shifted, and the war seemed to come along with it.

			“Prisma!”

			It was Sergeant Walker. 

			“You need to get down now. This is when it begins to go sideways.”

			Prisma looked. The men were finding cover and concealment where they could. Most put themselves behind some of the larger stones that rose up from the ground, boulders that wore robes of moss, long strands that hid any imperfections jutting out of the otherwise smooth surfaces. Prisma took cover as well.

			“What’re we hiding from?” she asked Stranger, who was peering out from a stone near her own. Only Crash remained out in the open, scanning for signs of life.

			“Just keep watching,” Stranger said, a rueful smile on his face. “Wouldn’t want to spoil it for you. Ruin the experience.”

			That wasn’t helpful. Prisma curled her lip in a frown and then joined the vigil.

			More booms in the distance. Closer now. Prisma could feel the vibrations in her hand as she held onto the rock. The frogs stopped singing.

			Overhead the explosions and streaks and bursts grew in intensity until it seemed the sky itself was on fire. Prisma had never seen a planetary invasion like this one. She wondered what all the others who lived on this world must be thinking as they looked up at the same skies. 

			Her musings ended with a deep, resonating gong that sounded in the mountains. The noise transformed into an echoing crash as it traveled down the slopes and over the pointed tops of green-needled trees. 

			The ground shook.

			Another gong boomed down from the temple. Its doors swung open, and columns of infantry marched down the great stairs carved from the mountain itself. Soldiers wearing white, glossy armor with yellow visors that seemed to dance and shine from whatever optical overlays displayed themselves to the wearer. They were flanked by men with shaved heads in orange robes, holding incense that formed thick, smoke-filled streaks as it swung back and forth before them, wafting its scents over the heads of the troop.

			Prisma watched the procession with rapt attention. Feeling like it would go on forever and then realizing, as the temple doors closed, that only fifty men had emerged. 

			Only fifty. 

			That was still a great deal more than those hidden down in the rocks. She looked to see what her allies were planning.

			“They’ll come down through this way,” Walker said, sure of this detail though Prisma didn’t know how. “We gotta hit ’em hard and make that thing feel like it needs to stick around to help.”

			Before she could ask what thing, the ground shook again, rippling down from the mountain. Prisma looked up and saw, rising above the temple, a colossal, bipedal mech. Easily fifty meters tall. It came striding down the mountain, a giant walking through the trees, which tumbled over as though it were passing through a meadow of tall grass.

			The Samurai mechs were things of legend. And now Prisma was watching as one of those legendary machines made its way behind the infantry moving obliviously toward the Stranger team’s L-shaped ambush.

			“Psst!” Stranger said, getting Prisma’s attention. He winked. “Welcome to Sinasia.” 
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			The Sinasian War was a conflict that didn’t need to happen, though neither side knew it at the time. It was merely a coda to the actual war—the Savage Wars—that had brought the Republic to the very brink of total destruction. A mop-up operation for a war that had already ended. A payment for promises made and broken.

			The end of the Savage Wars was not like its beginning. In the earliest years of the Savage Wars, after the newly formed Legion had proven itself to be the sole check humanity had left against the unified Savages, once-independent worlds across the core and mid-core flooded the fledgling Galactic Republic with petitions to be protectorates and, eventually, full members. This led to a boost in Republic resources and a unified military strategy under the capable leadership of Legion General Marks, who was credited with founding the Legion following the disaster at New Vega.

			For a time, that strategy was effective; the Savages were chased back into the nether of space. But inevitably they returned, launching a coordinated attack known as the Second Savage Wave, which granted them a foothold on systems and planets where even the Legion was unable to dislodge them, though countless died in the attempt. From this foothold sprouted the mysterious Savage Nations, an organized collective that repeatedly struck at unguarded and unprotected worlds and systems until it formed a broad base of power, though spread thin across the galaxy.

			That led to a pattern that continued for centuries. The Legion would swoop in and liberate a world or system, only to find that the Savage Nations, rather than fighting to reclaim the lost planet, would simply abandon the world altogether, in favor of striking at a new, less-protected one elsewhere among the stars. During this period the maps of Savage territory looked like the rippling waves of a receding tide. Uneven. The path of least resistance.

			Except, of course, for the sporadic and seemingly random offensive campaigns unleashed by the Savages with irregular regularity. Nightmarish hulks, filled with the most malignant terrors the Savages had at their disposal, would appear with little rhyme or reason in some seemingly secure region of Republic space. This kept the rest of the galaxy in a constant state of dread, for one never knew when or where such an attack would happen. One could only hope that the Legion would arrive swiftly enough to save at least some of the victims when it did.

			In the final years of the Savage Wars, there was always talk of a peace between the Savage Nations and the Republic. Never by anyone serious. Always by the type who felt that perhaps the Savages weren’t all that bad and a lot of the horror stories were just that—stories. Hadn’t the exploits of the Legion been exaggerated for effect? The ruthlessness, the blood, the toil, the scraping, tearing, and biting for survival—wasn’t that just the way war was? In time, those voices would grow, as would their influence. In time, those voices would change the House of Liberty into a House of Reason.

			But first, there was Sinasia.

			According to historians, the Sinasian Cluster was one of the earliest colonies to spring from the Great Migration following the invention of the hyperdrive. Far from the core worlds, it sat in its own little corner of the galaxy. Secluded. A sizeable jump from core, mid-core, and the hardscrabble worlds of galaxy’s edge. This was by design. The original Sinasian colonists wanted peace. Wanted privacy. Wanted a world that was their own. A shared culture for what had once been nearly obliterated in the sea of homogenized pop culture created by the elites before they left on their lighthuggers to become Savages.

			It was, therefore, ironic when the very same Savages expanded their territory right up to the edge of the Sinasian Cluster. Right up next to it, but no further. It was as if an invisible wall had gone up. The Savages conquered worlds all over the galaxy, some hospitable, many not, but they stopped on the doorstep of Sinasian space. 

			A curious thing.

			Sinasia, though not a member of the Republic, was still considered an ally in the fight against the Savages. They had committed warriors, and had shared some of their technology—no small thing given how secretive they were about such things. So when Repub Intel was warned of an imminent Savage campaign meant to wipe away its core planets, the Republic wanted to know:

			Would Sinasia offer its aid, just as the Republic vowed to offer aid should the Savages move to inflict harm on Sinasia?

			The Cluster’s response was that yes, when the Republic called for their aid, they would be there.

			And then the Savage offensive against the Republic core began. Worlds that had existed for too long with a sense of safety and security against the Savage threat now found themselves battlegrounds between Savage marines and a stoic Legion. Suddenly this was no longer a war that existed on forlorn planets sitting on the edge of contested space—suitable battlegrounds for men to die on. The violence, like the Savages, had now invaded population centers that had come to take their relative peace for granted. Losses were catastrophic. This was the final thrust. A last call for everything. Total victory or total defeat.

			Total war.

			General Rex responded with a campaign called Operation Warhammer, designed to strike the Savages in their deep, mysterious heart—the Savage core systems. It was a daring strike, and it achieved its objective—it forced the Savages to pull their forces away from the Republic core in order to deal with the threat. The conflict came to a head at Telos, where the brilliant Navy Admiral Casper Sullivan lost his life. 

			And the Savages lost the war.

			Only… right up until the moment the Savages lost… it didn’t seem like they would. Not this time. No, to the galaxy at large, it looked as though a final, inevitable end for the Republic was at hand. The trembling core worlds saw it. The mid-core saw it. The House of Liberty saw it. 

			And, of course, Sinasia saw it as well.

			They chose their path accordingly.

			What did the Savages at the edge of their territory say to the Sinasians who wanted freedom? What did they promise? What, when weighed and considered, led to the Sinasian Cluster aligning themselves not with the Republic, but with the Savages?

			The answer is lost to history. What is known is that, when the Legion arrived on Sinasia, intent on punishing the Cluster for its treachery, the Sinasians hadn’t yet heard about Telos. They didn’t know of the total defeat suffered by the Savages, drawn in tight and fighting for their very existence. They believed that their Savage allies would sit thick among the stars over the Sinasian worlds. And that the Sinasians’ infamous Samurai mechs, capable of engaging in space warfare against the Republic’s many frigates and destroyers, would be able to stay on planet and serve as a force equalizer against the Legion invaders.

			That was a miscalculation. 

			One that would prove fatal for Sinasia.
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			As Prisma and Crash and the Strangers awaited the Sinasian regulars marching toward their ambush—toward their death—the great Samurai mech lumbered down the mountain. The plan, as Prisma understood it, was to get a jump start on an ambush that the Legion had once set up in this very spot. As the legionnaires gave the Sinasians hell, a Legion special forces team—this was before Dark Ops had been formally created by General Rex—moved in close to the mech, which had shifted course to help the infantry. Destroying the Samurai mech was the SF team’s sole objective. And for good reason. A Samurai mech with a skilled driver was nearly a match for a destroyer. Deadly in the air, deadly in space, and twice as deadly on the ground. 

			Prisma knew all of this, though she didn’t understand how. There had been no informational briefing. No time to prepare for battle. The Stranger men seemed already to know what to do, and somehow, so did Prisma.

			You know much, young one. The voice was back. You need only uncover what knowledge already resides within.

			How? Prisma thought back.

			Find me, my darling. Find me…

			That voice. So sweet and calming. Prisma wanted desperately to do just that. To find her. She was on this ship. She had to be… 

			Prisma shook her head clear and gripped her blaster pistol. If anyone had seen her carrying it, they hadn’t made mention of it. But the voice…

			Gritting her teeth and again shaking its siren-like call, Prisma resolved not to leave until she’d discovered the voice’s origin. Because she had to know what it was. If it was Savage—Savvie, as the Stranger men liked to say—then she would destroy it. But if it were something good… a prisoner on the hulk just like Prisma… well, she couldn’t abandon it.

			The Sinasian soldiers were close now.

			Crash shared his sensor findings over the comm. “I detect no organic life forms.”

			That was odd.

			“Say again,” demanded Sergeant Walker.

			“There are no organic life forms nearby except us,” said Crash.

			“What’s the plan?” asked one of the men. “Hit ’em or let ’em pass?”

			In the previous encounter, against the creatures in the corridor, there had been no actual threat until the organic life forms entered the battle. That was the whole reason the Stranger team had wanted the war bot so badly. The arrival of Goth Sullus and the other marines had been merely a prelude, a setting of the stage. Perhaps what was happening now with the Samurai mech and the Sinasian soldiers was setting another stage, for another violent play that would soon begin.

			As the men discussed their next action, Prisma peered around the rock she used for cover. The approaching Sinasian force was close enough now to resemble real human beings, not just a formless crowd marching to their position. The mech continued its slow journey behind them, shaking the ground with each colossal step, occasionally venting a weapons system in preparation for battle.

			“Organic life detected from the northeast,” Crash announced. 

			That was the opposite direction from where the team faced. They turned around in confusion just as the first blaster bolts ripped into their exposed backs. Two of the Stranger men went down nearly at once. More blaster fire issued from the same spot into the ranks of the marching Sinasians, who began to shout and move themselves to the sides of the path to seek cover.

			Prisma looked into the darkness where the shooting had begun and saw shadowy figures moving quickly. These weren’t monsters, though. At least, not the same type as before. These were legionnaires.

			“Damn Savvies have us fighting the Legion this time!” someone shouted before returning fire.

			Blaster bolts streaked back and forth between the Legion and the Sinasian ground forces, with the Strangers and Prisma caught in the middle. The fight was so thick, so loud and chaotic, that Prisma had no ability to tell which were the “real” targets and which were just part of the simulation.

			An errant bolt struck the top of the rock she covered behind, sending a spray of pulverized stone down onto her head. Prisma screamed and went prone, her nose centimeters above the ground, the sweet smell of the lotuses filling her senses.

			You know what to do, Prisma.

			Prisma shut her eyes. The fighting was close and hard and it reminded her of her terrifying ordeal aboard the Cybar mothership. All she wanted was for it to be over. 

			She could hear Crash calling out targets for the sniper’s big gun to destroy. 

			Prisma…

			She squeezed her eyes tighter shut. 

			“Two targets remain,” KRS-88 announced.

			The sniper’s rifle boomed again.

			There, in the darkness of her mind, Prisma again sought to “see” beyond. The voice praised her the moment she began, as though it had been waiting inside her in anticipation.

			Good, Prisma. Very good…

			In the darkness, she again seemed to rise up out of herself. The pillars of light returned, blazing in the exact positions where she knew the Strangers to be. The big sniper glowed with a fury that stood out among all the others. Crash’s glow was faint, but real.

			“Get me a target,” she heard the sniper rasp.

			Though she was sure the request was for Crash or one of the other men, Prisma attempted to fulfill his wish. She found a distorted ball of light, unstable, seeming to spill out of itself from the top and reform at the bottom—a pulsing yellow that contained something black. But how to tell the sniper that?

			“There,” she said, a whisper.

			The sniper heard no whisper. Instead he saw something greater and clearer. Before him flashed a vision that might as well have been a bright, blinking holosign. He pivoted, watching through the scope, and found a legionnaire attempting to counter-snipe. 

			His rifle boomed.

			Prisma saw the yellow ball of light burst and radiate outward before falling to the ground, snuffing out in the darkness like the colorful sparks from a firework dying after their moment of glory.

			“No further targets detected,” Crash announced.

			And yet the battle raged on. The legionnaires continued to fight against the Sinasians, just as the hullbusters had fought those creatures before. The simulation showed no signs of fading. Gave no indication that they’d passed whatever trial or security challenge the Savages had left for them.

			“What now?” said one of the men. “Another wave? What?”

			Sergeant Walker began to give instructions, and Prisma began to withdraw from her heightened sight.

			No, Prisma. Wait. Wait and look. Do not relinquish your great advantage.

			Heeding the voice, she kept her eyes shut and searched. Rising higher and higher until her eyes flew open.

			“There’s more!” she called out.

			No one heard her above the din of battle. 

			“Crash!” she shouted, but the war bot was even farther away than the rest, now closer to the place where the legionnaires had been.

			Blaster fire was still streaking back and forth. None of it was aimed at the Stranger men; it was all going into the Sinasian ranks. Meanwhile, the Samurai mech let off a flurry of missiles that streaked toward the legionnaires, exploding behind them but momentarily keeping their heads down.

			Prisma took the opportunity to dart from her rock to Sergeant Walker’s, blaster fire skipping behind her feet as she ran. “Walker!” she shouted, practically slamming into him.

			“Not now, kid!” Gone was the patient, understanding man. He’d just gotten a child dumped in his lap in the middle of a fight that they weren’t sure how to win.

			“More life forms,” Prisma said. “I saw them. They’re west of us and heading toward the temple.”

			“Saw them how?” Walker asked. He called out, “Eight-Eight! Are you detecting anything to the west of our loc?”

			“I am not detecting any further life forms,” the bot said. “Though my sensors are limited.”

			“They’re there,” Prisma insisted.

			Stranger now took up for her. “Out west. Now, I wasn’t with the boots on the ground, but wasn’t that…”

			Walker picked up what Stranger was saying. “Where the kill team maneuvered to take out the first mech. You think this is the same place? Is that what we’re supposed to stop?”

			“I don’t know what we’re supposed to do here,” Stranger said. “But if the girl saw something…”

			“I see it too,” grunted the sniper. “Leejes moving parallel to the column, making for the Samurai. Gotta be the kill team.”

			“Slow ’em down, then,” ordered Walker.

			The sniper’s gun boomed. 

			“Prisma,” Walker said. “We’re going to need to go in close. Can you send Eight-Eight with us?”

			Prisma nodded. “But I’m coming too.”

			Walker didn’t play the role of responsible adult. He didn’t argue. He just nodded and ordered his team to move, and then they were all running out ahead, outpacing the lumbering war bot by a considerable stretch. KRS-88 was deadly, but not particularly swift.

			Prisma also lagged behind, keeping close to her war bot. That action saved her life.

			The “kill team,” as Walker had called them, had organized an ambush of their own, and opened fire on the lead runners. They all dropped as one under intense fire and began crawling under the barrage.

			“Oh dear,” said Crash. “Young Miss, I am detecting life forms ahead. I think it wise that you stay behind.”

			“Help them, Crash,” Prisma said. “I have my blaster. I’ll be all right.”

			Crash continued forward, unfurling a micro-missile from drop-down armaments housed inside his barrel-like chest. The missile streaked and sidewindered toward the ambushing legionnaires, erupting in their midst. 

			The bot’s attack drew their firepower; blaster bolts thwacked and clanged against his considerable armor. It wasn’t enough to put him down, but it was slowing him.

			“Up!” Walker shouted. “Hit them!”

			He ran forward, followed by two of the Stranger men. The sniper’s gun rang out from his position back at the rocks, tearing a hole in a legionnaire who had been up on a knee aiming some sort of launcher or designator at the Samurai mech, which seemed oblivious to the threat near its flank.

			One of the men was struck and went down, stock still, surely dead, as Walker and the others closed in, firing as they advanced. They drew enough fire for Crash to pick up his speed. The war bot closed as well, until he was right on top of the legionnaires, firing ruthlessly with his blaster cannons. And then, all at once, he stopped, smoke rising from red-hot barrels that now cooled in the Sinasian light.

			“No further life forms detected.”

			Already the simulation was fading, beginning with the large Samurai mech, which vanished from view along with the mountain. 

			Prisma hurried to join the group. She found Sergeant Walker and the other survivors staring down at the corpse of one of the dead legionnaires. The man’s helmet had been shot away by Crash, revealing a burned but recognizable face.

			“It’s you, Walker,” said one of the Stranger men. “What the hell, man?”

			Raff. It was Raff. And he had that same urgency in his voice. A man too close to the edge.

			Prisma’s eyes went wide. It was true. The dead man looked exactly like Walker. She turned to the sergeant, wanting to verify what she’d seen, but the real Walker still had his helmet on.

			He shook his head. “Damned Savages.”

			“Yeah, but how would they even know?” Raff persisted.

			“I don’t know.” Walker sounded agitated. Then, seeming to recognize that Prisma was among them, he said, “Talk about it later. You all right, Prisma?”

			“I’m fine.”

			More of the environment faded, erasing all the beauty of Sinasia and replacing it with whatever room they’d truly been inside. But there was now a weak lighting effect that allowed them all to see much better than when they’d first entered.

			Walker crouched and removed his helmet to look Prisma in the eye. For whatever reason, it didn’t feel condescending. 

			“Prisma. How did you know these men would be here?”

			She stammered, unsure what to say. “I just… I just felt it. Lucky guess.”

			Walker exchanged a look with Stranger. The last of the Sinasian illusion faded and the corpse at their feet turned into the form of a human body without features. The head had no face or hair, as though the splotched skin simply grew around all the bones and muscles to make a single androgynous… thing.

			It gave Prisma chills.

			“Look at that,” said Raff. “What the hell, man.”

			As if in response, the screaming returned. The same ghostly howl that had come after the last encounter.

			“Get back,” Walker said. “Away from the bodies.”

			Prisma stepped backward, wishing that Crash were closer. Wishing that she could hide between his legs. She turned and saw the sniper. Far away, but not nearly so far as he’d been when he was still providing overwatch back on Sinasia.

			The mist returned, and with it came the apparitions. The ghostly pale hands that reached out from beneath tattered white cloaks to claw at the dead and pull them beneath the deck. This time they sought to gather up the dead men from Stranger’s company as well.

			“Hey!” shouted Walker. “Hey!”

			And then the survivors were firing on the ghosts, sending blaster bolts that clearly hit the apparitions but had no success in slowing them. They greedily wrapped arms and claws around the armored Stranger men who’d fallen, pulling them toward the vents. But there the bodies seemed to get stuck.

			Raff clipped his rifle to his chest and began to fight with the creatures over a dead body. Grabbing his deceased buddy’s arm, he pulled, determined to reclaim him for the living.

			“Let him go!” he shouted. “Let him—”

			With a ripping sound, the body, armor and all, broke and tore and twisted until it was pulled through the vent and down to wherever those things resided, leaving Raff sitting there stunned, his own armor splattered with the blood of his friend.

			“What the hell,” he said. Almost a whimper.

			Walker bent to help the man up, only to have his arm slapped away.

			“What the hell!” Raff bellowed. “Damn Savages!”

			He raised his rifle and fired it into the vents, cursing as he did. “All that to go like this!”

			“Raff!” Walker shouted. “Hey!”

			But the soldier named Raff just kept shooting and screaming incoherently until the sniper approached. The big shooter grabbed the man’s weapon and held it, even as Raff continued to fire. Slowly, Raff looked up at the big man.

			“Scott,” the sniper said, his voice husky. Almost raw. “He’s gone, man. They all are.”

			All the strength seemed to drain out of Raff then. He let the sniper lead him away from the grisly scene, though there were others like it. Grisly blood trails that marked the departures of the dead soldiers. 

			It dawned on Prisma that they were now down to five and a half, if she used Stranger’s math. Walker. Raff. Stranger. Sniper… and her and Crash. That was all that remained. It occurred to her that the kind medic who had treated her scrape was among the dead. She didn’t even know which one of those bodies he had been. Or his real name.

			“Galaxy’s an odd place,” Stranger observed, almost casually, to Prisma. “You think you got it figured out one day and then—” He made a pop with his mouth and then left Prisma’s side to follow the others.

			Across the room, another door opened. There was no speedlift this time. No other way forward. There was only the next room.
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			Mallet Kline had built a reputation for fearlessness inside the Bronze Guild since his earliest years as an apprentice hunter. Back then, they didn’t call him Mallet. He was still “kid.”

			He officially broke into the business with Sigma Seven. Sig-Seven was a hunter clan that kept its headquarters on a massive, half-kilometer-long, Titan-class deep-space hauler dubbed Sigma Prime—a ship unlike anything Kline had ever seen as a fresh-faced hunter. 

			But Kline had been in the business before that. Even before Sig-Seven. From the time he was old enough to hold a blaster, Kline worked as a Judy—a gun for hire—on his home planet of Karsten’s Silence, one of those lonely, ill-formed worlds that sat in the dead space between the mid-core and galaxy’s edge. The kind of inhospitable rock that punished its forlorn colonists for the indignity of having populated it, even a population as small as Karsten’s’. There was just enough to be wrung out of the planet that its inhabitants could eke out another day of life, if not a living. Never that. Because life on Karsten’s Silence wasn’t living. And no one who’d ever set foot on that Oba-forsaken rock would ever tell you otherwise.

			It was a planet that technically wasn’t a planet. A world that some explorer discovered in those early days of hyperdrive. Probably Karsten, although the modern inhabitants were split on that. Kline believed what most of them believed, though—that Karsten was the captain of whatever colony ship jumped its last and wound up on that hellhole. And when she saw what she’d led her crew to, well, she didn’t say a word. She just up and died.

			Karsten’s Silence. Just like that.

			Whatever the truth was, it was long gone. The reality of growing up in a place like that was one of cold, cruel hostility. You want to eat today? Spit on the ground and try to make something in that thin atmosphere, constantly smelling of tin, grow for you. Nothing to hunt because nothing except humans was ever dumb enough to try and make a go of it on Karsten’s Silence. Maybe you stole some food if you could. Grab a loaf or two of bread made from the one grain that seemed to like the planet—at least for some harvests. So yeah, maybe steal. Maybe get caught stealing and get yourself shot. 

			Get yourself eaten if the winter was bad enough. 

			But suppose you were stolen from. And suppose they got away. Suppose they got away clean and free. Maybe one of the bastards who set down for emergency repairs and didn’t like the prices at the town’s only bakery—run by a fat man named Gallup, because the people who sold food were always fat; that’s how you knew they had good food—maybe one of them. Or maybe they weren’t off-worlders. Karsten’s Silence had its bandits. Its thieves. Its social predators. Just like every other world.

			Maybe one of those bastards steals something, their blaster pointed at your face while they just laugh and take a big bite of the only thing that was going to keep your family fed. They leave you feeling relieved because they didn’t take anything more than bread. But you also feel ashamed as your wife, already bone-thin, puts a calloused hand on your shoulder and tries to lead you back inside to close the door. And you know that would only cause more shame. So you don’t go in until they’re out of sight and you can’t hear their laughing any longer because they’ve moved out through the badlands that constitute most of this world to live in their camps and at the mouth of their caves.

			Maybe that happens.

			And then what?

			For another loaf of bread and a glass of murky well water tasting of metal—always tasting of metal—you could hire yourself a Judy. And the Judy, who lived off the bread of those shamed men and drank their well water and sometimes came back and received that and more from their widows after Karsten’s Silence had pulled their husbands to the grave… the Judy would go after the one who’d done the wrong. 

			Because a place like Karsten’s didn’t have any law. Not beyond the Judys. 

			Kline, though back then he was still called Ryan, had one thing in his life, and that was his pa. Then his pa died and left him an old blaster. That winter KIine had two things in his life. The blaster, and the frozen body of his father. One of those things took all winter long before the thirteen-year-old boy finally felt comfortable with it. The other sat frozen inside their shack, waiting for burial at the thaw. Pa watched through frost-covered eyes as his boy drilled with that pistol, just like he’d seen his daddy do before he’d had the fall that broke his neck. 

			When the boy’s father died, so did the name Ryan. After that he was just Kline, then Mallet Kline much later. He never minded either. Liked Kline because that was his father’s name. Liked Mallet because that was another story.

			Kline became a Judy because he had a blaster and he needed to eat. That simple. He got to be pretty good at it. Three years of living off his blaster, and it’s the day before he turned seventeen. That’s when the big ship settled in over their heads, too big to come down on Karsten’s Silence. The town’s landing pad wasn’t even close to large enough. So down came a shuttle and out came some men in armor who called themselves Sigmas and wanted a man who had come to the planet about a year earlier. Man named Patillo.

			The people who eked out their livings knew of that man. They hated Patillo. He lived out among the badlands and ran a gang and lived off the fat of a land that had no fat on her. Just skin and bones. Rocks and permafrost. So Patillo, he lived off the people instead. And every time a Judy went after him, that Judy never came back.

			Kline had never been hired to go after Patillo. Once, a man brought him into the house and it was clear that Patillo’s men had beaten up the man’s wife something fierce. Kline looked younger than he was and the man gave him his bread and his water but didn’t ask him to go for Patillo. The house had its fill of shame and the man was unwilling to add more to it by sending Kline out to die, though Kline was fairly sure he could kill Patillo. He’d never had any trouble killing anyone else. Never anything close to trouble. He was too fast. And when the shooting started things seemed slow and easy. He could see the fear in other men’s eyes and he… he felt just fine.

			The man didn’t hire Kline to go after Patillo. He fed him the bread and gave him the water but he didn’t ask for the help. And that was a last and necessary step in the contract between a Judy and those who sought to hire out their revenge. The ask.

			The man didn’t ask. 

			That winter, the man hanged himself, and Kline visited the widow in exchange for a warm night, and as she made up her hair after they’d rolled a few times together, her husband frozen stiff in the back room where the warmth of the fires didn’t reach… she didn’t ask either. 

			But these new men. The Sigma men. They did ask. Because they’d gone out and back twice and never found Patillo. And then their shuttle went up to the big ship that couldn’t land and came back down and more men went out and came back and still they didn’t find Patillo. But the people knew—they insisted—that Patillo was still out there.

			And they whispered to one another, “I’ll bet Kline knows where to find him.”

			Those whispers reached the Sigma men, and they found Mallet Kline and offered him credits to be their guide. Their weapons were clean and menacing. They wore armor and carried grenades and knives and ener-chains. One such man could be king of Karsten’s Silence. But who would want such a kingdom?

			Kline, sensing opportunity, declined the credits, which were of no use here. He sought to exchange them for something that was valuable. The only thing that was truly valuable. 

			“I find him for you,” he said, “you take me the hell off this parthing rock.”

			The man leading the expedition, a bounty hunter named Chadrick, nodded. “Prove to us you can hold your own and you got a deal. Otherwise… no.”

			That was as good as it would likely get. Kline shook Chadrick’s hand. The bounty hunter wanted to set out for the badlands right away. Instead Kline took him to the fat baker’s to have a loaf of bread and a glass of water. 

			Because until he left Karsten’s Silence for good, Kline was still a Judy.
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			Kline led the Sigma Seven bounty hunters out through the badlands. It was warm enough in the towns and farms that you could shed your outer coats until the next winter. But the badlands stayed cold most year-round. There was never any snow, and the people would say that was because it was too cold for snow in the badlands. Snow was only for killing crops when they would grow those first few inches above the hard ground.

			Kill enough crops and you’d kill plenty of the people depending on them. Republic Aid wasn’t a thing out this way. And everyone knew that the planet called Karsten’s Silence wanted nothing except to be an uninhabited world once again.

			Everyone knew that.

			“Been traveling for miles,” complained one of the Sigma hunters, his voice alive in Kline’s ear as it buzzed through a comm piece.

			Kline had never seen a comm before. Not up close. Let alone put one in his ear. But he could see right away how it would help the hunters better move and fight together.

			“How far is a mile?” Kline asked, unfamiliar with the term.

			“You know kilometers? Clicks?”

			Kline said that he did.

			“Mile is about one-point-six kilometers, kid,” Chadrick said. 

			Doing games with numbers in his head was one of the ways Kline passed the long hours between bouts of hunger. So the calculation was easy, and he gave a reply that he hoped would improve his popularity with the hunters. Thus far, he’d only heard complaints about his crisscrossing manner of tracking. Kline had needed to track by crisscrossing because that was how Patillo and his men had traveled. It seemed obvious to the Judy but it wasn’t to the hunters.

			“That case, we’re about two thirds of a mile from where I expect him to be.”

			“Hear that, boys?” Chadrick called out over the comm, a smile in his voice. “Eighteen standard months’ tracking and we’re finally about to get that payout.”

			“Spent more than the bounty just on hunting him down,” grumbled one of the men whose name Kline didn’t know.

			“Sometimes you gotta finish a hunt for the reputation,” Chadrick said. He turned to Kline. “If you end up comin’ back with us, there’s your first lesson.”

			Kline nodded. He would leave with them or he would be dead. He had already decided.

			The trail led to a cave, as Kline knew it would in these parts of the badlands. He pointed it out to the hunters, who took up overwatch positions and spied its entrance with infrared overlays and thermal overlays and saw nothing but cold, blue darkness.

			“That’s an ambush site if I ever saw one,” said another of the hunters, whose name Kline also didn’t know. He sounded alien. Or at least his voice didn’t sound quite human though he spoke Standard. Kline had never seen an alien.

			“This cave have another entrance, kid?” Chadrick asked.

			Kline looked at the terrain thoughtfully. “Maybe. Might take you until winter to find it if there is.”

			One of the other bounty hunters complained. “How the hell do we know Patillo’s even in there? Maybe this kid just took us for a nice long walk?”

			Chadrick, who was the only hunter that Kline didn’t think of as a grumbling complainer, looked Kline in the eye and said, “You sure he’s in there?”

			The question was absurd. There were signs everywhere that a large group of men lived nearby. Rocks that ought not be turned over the way they were. The unnatural sweeping of the permafrost dirt to hide crunchy tracks. The unmistakable whiff of organic odor coming from the mouth of the cave. Kline half-expected to see the spilled blood of the last Judy to find the place because there was no way he’d have missed it. 

			He mentioned none of that to the bounty hunter. He only said, “They’re in there.”

			“All right,” Chadrick said, satisfied with the answer. “This is your planet. How would you play it?”

			“I’d stay right where I am until he came out. Then I’d kill him.”

			Chadrick gave a breathy laugh through his nostrils. “How long would that be?”

			“Long as it takes. Until I starve or until he gets too hungry.”

			“Sounds like a gamble.”

			Kline didn’t smile. He met Chadrick’s eyes—or where he figured the man’s eyes were behind his helmet—and said, “Not so much. I just ate.”

			“Well,” said the bounty hunter, “we don’t have that long.”

			“In that case, I gotta go in and get him.” Kline got up, pulled his blaster, and started to advance toward the cave’s mouth.

			Chadrick pulled the boy back down. “We move together.”

			Kline shrugged. “You hired me. I figured I would go in alone.”

			This elicited a murmur among the other bounty hunters, who called a meeting with Chadrick. They muted Kline’s comm but he could still hear them talking, though he pretended he couldn’t as he watched the darkened cave.

			“Why should we get blasted going into that cave? You heard what happened to some of Moyo’s hunters when they had him cornered back on Rinkata. Let the kid go in and when they kill him and think that’s it, we can hit them by surprise.”

			There was more, too muffled for Kline to hear.

			Chadrick returned. “You think you can get him yourself? He’s a dangerous man.”

			“I know he is,” said Kline. “If I bring him out… you’ll take me off-world?”

			Chadrick flashed a toothy smile. “You do that and we’ll gladly give you an apprenticeship. Fair warning though, we all expect you to die.”

			Kline nodded. “Makes sense.”

			Chadrick held out his hand. “Let me see that blaster you’re carrying.”

			Kline handed it over, reluctant to part with it but eager to be agreeable to his ticket off-world.

			“You work with this thing?” Chadrick asked. “Gotta be a century old if it’s a day. Here.” He pulled a thick, mean-looking pistol from his side holster and placed it in Kline’s hand. “Use this.”

			Kline sighted the weapon, moved his arm with it as though obtaining targets. It was too heavy. Didn’t feel right. He spun it so the bottom of the grip was facing Chadrick. “Sorry. Don’t like it.”

			The bounty hunter took the weapon back and shook his head as if to say, Poor fool. At least I tried. He returned Kline’s blaster to its owner.

			The weapon felt good in Kline’s hands. Natural. Later he would learn to use that big heavy blaster and others much like it. He would grow proficient in carbines and long rifles, surge shotguns, and slug throwers. But they never felt as pure and true as his father’s old blaster.

			He crept toward the cave and disappeared right inside. No hesitation, no waiting on the stone side and peering in as if somehow he might see into the darkness or hear some telltale noise that would give him a final, triumphant advantage.

			No. He walked in, and not ten seconds later blaster fire sounded. Enough shots that the hunters waiting outside thought a gang of men would soon burst out and charge their position nestled in among the rocks. 

			But nothing came out except a voice. 

			“I’m gonna come out now, so please don’t shoot.” There was a pause, and then the voice added, in an afterthought, “It’s me, Kline.”

			Kline stepped out, and in front of him was Patillo, bleeding from one arm and the opposite leg. The kid looked untouched. He wasn’t even breathing heavily.

			Chadrick and the other hunters came out to meet the Judy, amazed at how it had all gone down.

			“He had about ten more in there,” Kline said, hitching his head back toward the cave. “Killed them. But then I wasn’t sure if you needed this fella alive or not.”

			“Just need the body,” Chadrick said.

			Kline shot Patillo in the back and then holstered his weapon. “All right. When do we leave?”

			On the ship, the story of Kline’s exploits seemed to have preceded him. He would soon add to the story with an aggressive yet casual fearlessness that landed him the most important and dangerous jobs that Sigma Seven contracted. Jobs he took, and completed, living up to his reputation and then some. In time he became Sigma’s leader. And from there, the leader of the Bronze Guild itself once the position became available.

			There’d been resistance to that last move. Every hunter considered for the job was at least as brave as Kline. At least as capable. Often more so. But Kline had secured the position by promising a guild suited to navigate a galaxy in transition. And all the riches that would come with such a transition. 

			It was enough to put him over the top.

			And when a black contract came in offering unbelievable amounts of money, Kline demonstrated to the guild that he’d meant what he said. The black contract was taken—a guild first. And Wraith was its target.

			But that had gone poorly. Woefully. 

			And Kline, who everyone always said was fearless. Mallet Kline, formerly Ryan of Karsten’s Silence. He was terrified of the independent hunter who declared he was coming for him.

			Because there were men like Kline… and then there was Wraith.
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			“Okay, kid,” Keel said. “You’ve gawked at it long enough. I gotta put it on or we’re going to miss our window.”

			The code slicer sat at the workbench he’d set up in what had become their quarters aboard Clara’s Gift—the cargo hold—and turned Tyrus Rechs’s helmet over in his hands. Conspicuous was the absence of wires running from it and to the code slicer’s mainframe. The rest of the armor, laid out on a repulsor pallet that served as a makeshift table, teemed with both wired and wireless connectors. There had to be at least thirty meters of total conduit, with some wires as thin as hair follicles and others eight-centimeter-thick bundles. The kid had spent the last two days examining the armor and as many sleepless nights. Keel hadn’t seen him this focused in, well, maybe ever. 

			“You may as well put it on,” Garret said. “I’m not any closer to figuring this thing out now than I was when you first brought it aboard.”

			Keel took the bucket from the kid’s hands and looked inside. “I thought you said you were figuring out all kinds of things.”

			There was scarcely an hour that had gone by when Garret hadn’t breathlessly told Keel some new tidbit about the notorious bounty hunter’s armor.

			“Well sure,” said Garret, palm held out—a given. “But that was just how to use it. I got all that down, I think. Mostly. There’s a personal bubble shield and I can’t figure out what activates it. What I mean is I can’t figure out how it works. Some of the tech inside I can’t even interface with.” Garret stood up and pointed inside the helmet, peering inside together with Keel. “Look there. Most helmets with full-spectrum viewing have a port that lets you run diagnostics. At a minimum they have a dual comm node that lets you bounce info without having to hardwire it—a little slower but not a problem. This thing has neither.”

			Keel scrunched his face in confusion. “It has no comm?”

			“It has a comm, a hypercomm even, but a weird one that I’ve never seen before that I can’t even figure out how to remove. It’s just not a dual node… incapable of sending me a diagnostic burst.”

			“But it is a comm,” Keel verified. “I spoke to the old man via comm. He has to have one.”

			“It is,” Garret confirmed. “But that’s all it is. An ultra-encrypted comm. Emphasis on ultra. But my point is, I can’t see anything in any of this armor lying around to couple to, and then talk to it or figure out what works or doesn’t work by an outside system.”

			Talk to it. Keel wasn’t a fan of that phrasing. “Tell me you don’t mean the armor has an AI bouncing around inside it.”

			Garret shook his head. “No, not that I could find any evidence of. It has a system interface of course, low-level AI, but not a true AI with personality like you’re thinking. It just gives status in response to voice commands. But also I think maybe it can respond to mental commands too.”

			“Like it can read my mind? I thought that tech required a brain implant.”

			“It does. At least in humans. Which is why I hesitated to say it, but I don’t know how else to describe it because while I was going through some systems with the bucket on, I know I should say helmet because I’m not a legionnaire but I like the way bucket sounds, and anyway as I was going through it all I got a really strong feeling like it was anticipating what I wanted to do and it would lead me from one thing to the next so that the status screen and systems readouts were ready for me before I finished speaking the command and I’m pretty sure at least once or twice it showed me statuses that I didn’t even think to look for like the bubble shield which is really exciting because I know I don’t have any universal implant in my brain because I always do a monthly sweep to make sure because if you get one someone can wipe your memory of you getting it which is pretty basic and why you have to check for them regularly so that means that without an actual interface this thing has a predictive algorithm that anticipates what I want and then actually does something about it and—”

			Keel held up a hand. “Kid, take a breath.” 

			“Sorry. This is just really exciting. Mr. Chhun didn’t mention whether any of the Legion R&D people found something out about it?”

			“He didn’t mention it. Honestly I think they just put it in storage with the thought that it would go in a war museum at some point, more because of its most recent owner than because of Rechs.”

			Garret grunted. “The last owner didn’t seem to figure anything out either. The only changes to the system log—at least the system log the bucket showed me—involved customization.”

			“Customization?”

			“Yeah. Font size and colors for HUDs, plus you can make the armor emit light in various hues. Goth Sullus liked red. Anything else he did was cosmetic because this armor doesn’t look quite the same on the outside as it did when I saw Tyrus Rechs wearing it. I still can’t believe I got to see Tyrus Rechs in person.”

			“Well, you and the rest of the galaxy are about to see him again.” 

			Keel set the helmet back down and examined it. The kid was right. It was the same helmet, but it didn’t look like the one Rechs wore. This one looked closer to the ancient Legion Mark I armor that Rechs had purportedly modified his own armor from. That, like almost everything else Keel had discovered about the late bounty hunter, had proved to be false. Tyrus Rechs was a mystery that only seemed to grow the more one learned about the man.

			“Hey, Zora,” Keel called, booming his voice loud enough for the woman to hear him up in her quarters. “You got a minute?”

			Zora came down from the loft wearing the blue flight suit Keel thought of as her “casual attire.” Her hair was down, wet from her private shower and bobbing atop her shoulder before she pulled it back into a ponytail and doubled it to rest on top of her head. “What is it, jump jockey?”

			“You got a few good looks at Tyrus Rechs in your time, right?”

			Zora glanced at the disassembled armor filling up a corner of her cargo bay and then looked back at Keel. “Oh, yeah. All the time. We used to play tiles every week and then sat next to each other at the Bronze Guild potlucks.”

			“Did you?” Keel shot back derisively. “C’mon and help me. This doesn’t look right and I can’t remember what the old armor looked like well enough to fix it.”

			“I remember he had this… cape thing when I saw him,” offered Garret.

			Zora rolled her eyes at the code slicer. “You saw him in person?”

			Garret nodded innocently. “We both did. We set up an ambush for him, actually.”

			“And you’re not dead?” said Zora.

			“He’s lucky I didn’t dust him,” Keel said proudly. “I got the draw on him.”

			“You did not!”

			Keel beamed. “True story.”

			Garret cleared his throat. “Well, technically he got the draw on you after that so… tied one to one.”

			“That didn’t count,” Keel snapped. “We’d already agreed to work together. Called a truce. That was a dirty trick by the old man.”

			Zora arched an eyebrow. “Well. All I ever saw were a few holos of the man in action for as long as they were up—he was surprisingly good about erasing his presence. Plenty of people would kill for whatever data worm he used to get that done.”

			“Oh,” said Garret, reaching for the helmet. “Maybe I can find a trace of it.”

			“Another time,” said Keel. “We gotta get this armor fixed up to look right and then I need to transmit to Kline’s sector lieutenant before the window closes.”

			As Keel moved to gather up the pieces, he felt a tap on his shoulder and turned to see Zora’s face hovering just inches away.

			“I think you’re forgetting someone who can help you out there, jump jockey.”

			Keel furrowed his brow. “Who?”

			Zora clasped her hands behind her back like a schoolgirl and swung her hips. “Someone who probably wants to hear how your little trick with the Order medal turned out…”

			“Oh.” Keel felt all the joy leave the room. “Right.”

			



	

36

			“Before you open your trap to say a single word,” Doc growled, his visage glowing green as the holoprojection of his head filled up too much of the cockpit dash aboard Clara’s Gift, “let me say this. If you lost Chappy’s Order, Keel, just do yourself a favor and dump yourself outta the airlock. Save me the trouble of hunting you down and breaking your neck. And Zora, if he lost that medal and you didn’t already dump him out of the airlock, consider yourself disowned.”

			Keel held the medal up. “It’s fine.” He handed it to Zora. “Now your daughter has it. And if it gets lost, leave me out of whatever filicide you have planned.”

			Doc smiled. “Oba’s balls, Keel. I figured the only way you’d call this soon after leaving my hide was to tell me you screwed up. That’s how most of your calls came, anyway.”

			“No they didn’t, old man. You’re imagining things.”

			“I’m still sharp, kid.” Doc tapped the side of his dome. “I don’t imagine, I remember. Like that time when you got my daughter kidnapped by a bunch of MCR. Remember that?”

			“I didn’t get her kidnapped! She followed me onto the ship.”

			“That’s not the way I remember it.”

			“Listen,” Zora interjected. “As much as I love to take trips down memory lane with the only two men I can’t seem to keep out of my life, we’ve got another reason for calling.”

			“Yeah?” Doc said. “What’s that?”

			“I’ve got your buddy Tyrus Rechs’s armor,” said Keel.

			Doc’s face lit up. “You did? It worked? The medal plus an old Dark Ops ident got you into the Legion Command HQ?”

			Keel gave a lopsided grin. “Told you it would.”

			“Hot damn. I never woulda believed it. That kind of hole in security… not in my Legion, brother. And even if it was, Legion Commander Umstead would’ve shot you on principle.”

			“Well, today’s Legion commander likes me more than Umstead liked you,” said Keel. “And you didn’t have the kind of clearances I do.”

			“No, I didn’t. I just taught you everything you know.”

			“You did not teach me everything I know.”

			“The hell I didn’t!”

			“You taught me everything you know,” Keel jabbed. “There’s a difference.”

			“Not everything,” said Zora, “because we need to hear what you know about Tyrus Rechs.”

			Doc was quiet for a while, his rheumy eyes lost in a reminiscence that traveled across the stars, visible even through the holo transmission. He rubbed his whisker-studded chin, days since his last shave. “That’s a lot to tell. Other’n Chappy, and of course your mother, he was about the best friend I had.”

			“Don’t need your life’s story,” Keel said, a remark that got him a punch to the ribs from Zora. “Gah.” He rubbed his side. “Your daughter’s a real charmer, Doc.”

			“Don’t mind him, Zora,” Doc rumbled. “Boys like Ford here only pretend not to like it.”

			Zora again pulled the conversation back on topic. “Specifically, what we need is to make this armor look like it did when it belonged to Rechs. When that maniac took it, he polished it up, and we can tell it doesn’t look the same but we can’t figure out exactly how to make it look like it used to.”

			“Let me see it.” Doc examined the armor piece by piece as Keel and Zora presented it to the holocams. “Yeah, I see what you mean. First thing is how clean it is. I ain’t never seen it so clean. Rechs kept it dull and dark. Avoided reflection that way.”

			Zora nodded. “Okay, what else? Did he wear a… cape?”

			“Wasn’t a cape, it was a mantle. Tyrus Rechs in a cape? Like some fancy House of Reason delegate.” Doc laughed at the thought. “He took the hide off a lycanlore who took a Nether Ops contract on his life. That beast got close to doin’ the job, too, so Rechs let him hang around. As a reminder. Of how close he came to gettin’ planted. Least that’s what he told Chappy and me.”

			Keel nodded. “All we need is to look enough like Rechs to get an invite. You know the plan.”

			“Well, he had a machete he kept over his shoulder. Big nasty thing. And then the slug thrower.”

			“I have that already,” said Keel.

			“You have a slug thrower. He had a lot of those. What you don’t have is the slug thrower. The one that pulled ammunition from a belt in the armor. Full auto. Turn a Nether Ops kill team into a pulp, armor and all—believe me, I seen it first-hand.”

			“Safe to say no one will be looking that close,” said Zora. “Anything else?”

			“Nah,” said Doc, shaking his head. “That’ll get you in the door. Most people never got a good look at Tyrus unless it was their last. The big thing, Ford, is this… Tyrus Rechs had a presence. You felt him as much as you saw him and it didn’t matter whether he was in the room with you or in a holo. Tyrus Rechs showed up and your blood went cold and hairs on your arms and legs stood up straight outta respect for a killer. That’s what he was. Oba’s perfect killer. He told me once it was the only thing he was ever any good at. War and killin’. He wasn’t lyin’.”

			Doc looked Keel dead in the eyes. “I told you how I tried to make you like him, Ford. Never told you that was what I was doin’ while we were doin’ it, but it was. Wraith is just Tyrus Rechs with another name. You put on that armor and you let the Wraith come out and… well… nobody’s gonna know the difference, kid.”
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			Kinstle was already a Sigma Seven hunter when the kid who would become known as Mallet Kline first arrived on Sigma Prime. His first impressions of the kid weren’t much. Skinny to the point of malnourished was about the sum total of it all. Probably wouldn’t survive the process. Another space rat who would gorge himself in the mess and then make a series of bad choices and end up on the wrong side of the airlock. Only it didn’t turn out that way.

			The first clue about the type of man Mallet Kline was came in the fight. Not some showdown with spanners and knives in a secluded corridor where the established order on the ship tried to get the new guy to fall in line and pay his dues. Sigma Seven was a pro outfit. You didn’t make it within a hundred meters of the outer hull unless you showed to someone who mattered, someone like Chadrick, that you might have what it takes to become a Sigma hunter. 

			These fights were planned, supervised affairs. Training exercises with instructors who had studied martial arts from dozens of worlds and observed the fighting tendencies of scores of species. It was as much about learning how others fought as it was learning to fight yourself.

			Because he was fresh meat, Kline was placed into Phase Alpha. The beginners’ program. Kinstle was Alpha’s secondary instructor. On hand mainly to jump in and break up any real fights that erupted from sparring sessions, which was a thing more common in Phase Alpha than anywhere else. Those hand-to-hand students often told themselves that the purpose of hitting the mats was to impress the Sigma hunters who had full Bronze Guild affiliation—a thing they all hoped for themselves one day. What better way to impress than to keep swinging when the referee called a stop? Show ’em you don’t back down. You don’t quit.

			And then the looks of shamed worry when they found out that in Sig-Seven, stop meant stop.

			It was always a hoot, the first day of a new Phase Alpha class. The students were all nerves. They’d try to cover it with swagger if that was their thing—it often was—or they’d get real quiet and maybe give themselves over to some nervous tic. Pick their fingernails or neurotically shift their weight from one foot to the other like some exotic Nypian dancer. 

			Kline was different. He just stood where he was told to stand. Sat when told to sit. Always calm. Never looked afraid. He watched as the first pairing fought under the instructor’s eyes. Just a quick spar to give the Phase Alpha trainers an idea for what kind of fighters they were dealing with. Same thing would happen when it came to shooting, tactics, Republic law, tracking, and every other course a Sigma Seven candidate had to absorb and master in order to stay on the big ship.

			Kinstle missed the fight’s details once Kline was up. It happened that fast. A singular smack and the kid’s opponent, who looked jacked enough to tear the Judy apart, was flat on his back and staring at the lights. Kinstle had been looking away for only a second. But he turned his head at the sound of that smack and saw the loser falling to the canvas like a tree cut down from its forest.

			“Let’s go again,” said the primary instructor, who had seen the fight and was interested to see it again with a new opponent for the first-time victor.

			The result was the same.

			The instructor rotated in several new challengers to face Kline, none of whom looked too happy when their turn came up. One quick fight after another, again and again, until there was no one left in Phase Alpha who hadn’t been knocked on their ass inside of thirty seconds.

			Except Kline.

			Kinstle knew the sort of instructors who would step in and “teach the boy a lesson in humility.” That wasn’t the style of the man in charge of Phase Alpha. He took Kline over to the next class, conferred with the Phase Beta instructor, and asked if Kline could square off against a Beta challenger—these were graduates of the Alpha class.

			Kline took out the Beta as quickly as he’d dispatched the Alphas.

			After he knocked down a few more, they brought out a med bot to check Kline’s hands, which were starting to swell despite the padded striking gloves. The bot administered a salve for the swelling and said its patient could continue. 

			And Kline did. He moved through the Betas and the Gammas and right on up until he was in Phase Delta, which included fighters skilled enough that they could probably do a number on Kinstle himself if they had the size or speed for it.

			That might not seem fair to someone watching from the outside. Putting that almost-starved-looking boy up against fighters of such caliber that they could probably test the professional waters. But all that the Alpha instructor wanted was to put Kline in the right class, because the point was to make a Sigma hunter. And the fastest way to do that was to identify true skill level and then hone from there.

			The fight started, and this time the man across from Kline knows a few things. He feints, draws out that left hook that has already floored so many of the students now following along to watch the new sensation in rapt attention. Then he drops low, takes out the boy at the knee, forces him onto his back, and drives an elbow into the breadbasket.

			Kinstle figured Delta was where the new kid belonged, and he probably wouldn’t have thought much more about it because that sort of thing did happen from time to time, depending on where a Sigma candidate grew up. Except for one thing. After Kline had sputtered and coughed, he rose to his feet, eyes watering, and said in a very plain, even voice, “I’d like to try that again.”

			“You sure?” asked the Delta instructor.

			Kline nodded. “Yes, sir. I’m sure.”

			Another fight, and this time Kline about does the exact same thing that was just done to him except twice as fast and twice as hard.

			“Oba have mercy!” Kinstle cried after seeing that. “This boy’s a killer.”

			Those words would be proven prophetic. Kline made full Sigma Seven faster than any hunter on record. You can join the Bronze Guild easily enough. Plenty of hunters out there who joined the guild while still in their teens. But for Kline to become a Sigma Seven hunter and to join the guild by his nineteenth standard year, well… that didn’t happen. At least, it hadn’t happened before then.

			Kinstle worked closely with Kline, even though he was a good deal older than the boy. By the time Kline was a young man entering his prime, Kinstle was a man on the decline. Gray hair. Bit of a paunch. Jaw still square but not nearly as taut as it once was. Yet the partnership proved a good one. A great one. The pair rose through Sigma Seven until Kline sat at the top. And then together they made the transition to Bronze Guild leadership when Kline was elected as its new head after old Archangel finally gave up the ghost. And through it all, Kinstle only ever saw Kline show that same cool, even, and fearless attitude.

			Until about a week ago. That was when the news about what had happened to Venema got out. That was when Kinstle saw the nervous tics in Kline that were absent that day on the mat in Phase Alpha. 

			Then more rumors circulated. About the note written in blood. And the information brokers who said Wraith was coming for Kline.

			Kinstle now knew what a scared Mallet Kline looked like. It wasn’t a pretty sight. Never is when the bravest man you know proves himself to be human. The tragedy of sons realizing their father is but a mortal… it happens, but that doesn’t make it any easier.

			Kline was working exclusively through his lieutenants now, and Kinstle was chief among those. Both men knew that Kline had to come out of his hide if he was going to effectively lead the Bronze Guild. Taking the black contract on Wraith had been his idea. Whispers were already second-guessing it.

			But Kline was scared not because of some defect that had developed after all the years of hunting. He was scared because he was smart. Wraith was an independent hunter who got the impossible done. A man who’d told the Republic how things would be when it was at the height of its power. He was the man who’d managed not only to hunt down Goth Sullus when most of the galaxy didn’t even know who the future emperor was but, if you believed the rumors, went ahead and killed Goth Sullus when the Legion put up more credits than any man can spend in a hundred lifetimes.

			If Kline was going to have a chance against Wraith and run the guild, he needed protection. Kinstle was put in charge of finding that protection. 

			He’d already put the call out for the galaxy’s best mercs and hunters to come and get paid a salary that would surely make anyone with a financial stake in the Bronze Guild red with anger but would also make anyone who knew the slog of hunting and soldiering for hire more than willing to leave that life for the opportunity of joining Kline’s personal guard.

			Now, as those same bounty hunters and mercenaries stood waiting at the course Kinstle had overseen construction of—their initial proving ground—the Bronze Guild lieutenant was reminded of that first day with Kline on the mats during Phase Alpha.

			There were the usual suspects. Powerful Drusics. Venomous Hools. A pig-nosed swolly, muscles rippling beneath ample layers of fat. A vicious, snarling Doro. Three reptilian, hissing Lahursians. A lone, one-eyed wobanki. A reptasaurian in a vac-suit, though its kind can survive vacuum without suits. A black-robed Taurax wielding a live-edge molecular sword. Even a shark-faced Jumwara. Of course there were former SOAR Marines and Navy Wet Sox. And best of all… former Legion.

			They would all have to impress Kinstle on a course that included obstacles meant to stymie every species, fast-moving targets they were expected to eliminate with live fire with precision, and… a few other surprises. 

			When Kinstle had them all lined up at the start, he gave his speech. 

			“You’re competing with yourselves. Coming in first doesn’t matter, so no shooting one another in the back. You’re not up against the humanoid next to you… you’re up against my expectations.”

			“Howww’sssss’lllong’sss do we haaavvvesssss?” hissed one of the Lahursian snake-men.

			Kinstle checked the holo on his wrist and held up his blaster to signify the start of the course. “Find out.”
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			Despite the instructions, things quickly became heated as those seeking to become part of Mallet Kline’s well-paid personal security detail reacted to the sound of the blaster bolt signifying the course’s start. Right away the swiftest among the candidates surged ahead, leaving behind the stronger but slower-moving species. Among the humans, it was the former legionnaires who surged ahead, trailed by the other human and near-human mercs and hunters who elbowed and jostled one another for room. Those hunters with jet packs used them, rocketing into the air to “hop” ahead to first reach the labyrinth-like trenches that made up the core of the course.

			Kinstle had gathered the prospective elite guardsmen atop one of the tallest buildings on Mupree, an edge world in location only. The small planet served as a base of business operations for just about every corporation desiring to increase their holdings at galaxy’s edge. That gave it the unique distinction of being built up to mid-core if not core-world levels while still being a short jump from planets such as Kublar and Denebia. The roof of the massive building was twelve hundred meters square, and Kinstle had his candidates running to special access points that led down into the building’s top ten floors—the labyrinth.

			Even in simply selecting the hired help, Kline had shown no hesitancy to spend credits. Kinstle knew that other lieutenants had similar such courses on other worlds, but Kline wanted only the best of the best… and he was more than willing to pay handsomely to make sure he filtered the very cream of the guild for his purposes.

			The first real end-your-life scuffle occurred when one of the Lahursian snake-men found himself caught behind a wall of well-armored but slow-moving plodders. After slithering to the left and right in search of an opening, he laid himself down and pressed his arms to his sides, suddenly appearing much like his evolutionary forerunners, from before the Lahursians had developed arms and fingers, let alone the ability to move upright and stand as tall as humans on their powerfully muscled bodies. The creature found daylight between the squat legs of a Drusic, and shot through.

			But as the snake-man looked for the next opening, his progress was violently halted when another of the would-be elite guardsmen stepped on his tail, the abrupt change in momentum causing the Lahursian’s hooded head to snap back like the cracking end of a whip.

			It wasn’t the Drusic who’d trampled the snake-man’s tail, it was actually the clumsy swolly. Kinstle had seen it, but the Lahursian hadn’t. And in the snake-man’s anger he sank two curved fangs into the Drusic’s trunk-like calf.

			The Drusic’s scream echoed out over the course. A Lahursian’s venom wasn’t powerful enough to do much more than cause localized pain on something so large as a Drusic, but the mammoth, black-furred merc reacted by howling and throwing its flailing, hulking arms to either side. One fist touched only air. The other struck the snout of the swolly, sending the portly creature tumbling to the side in a roll that stopped against the knee of an armored human. And when that human went down, clutching his knee, Kinstle could see right away that regeneratives would be needed to repair the torn ligaments. 

			But that was the human’s problem.

			The Drusic wasn’t finished. In its rage it grabbed the Lahursian’s tail and swung the snake-man in the air overhead before releasing his grip. A coiled mass of arms and scales landed several meters behind the pack. Kinstle considered the Lahursian lucky to have not been thrown off the side of the building, but the snake-man hissed a curse and probed a cracked fang with its long, forked tongue before its coiled muscles sent it slithering back to recover its considerably lost ground.

			It was about then that the newcomer arrived. He dropped from the sky next to Kinstle, then immediately activated jump jets and disappeared from sight amid a gout of flame and white smoke. The stranger landed once more in front of the Lahursian before jumping again, this time conserving his jump juice and letting launch angles, momentum, and gravity leap him over the raving Drusic.

			It had taken only that first jump for Kinstle to realize who it was. The old Legion Mark I armor, the cloak… 

			“Couldn’t be,” he muttered to himself.

			But maybe it could. Tyrus Rechs was Bronze Guild. The hatred the House of Reason and Senate had for him, and the rumored bounties for his head, were legendary, yet it was the Bronze Guild as much as the hunter’s own considerable skills that kept those bounties from ever being cashed in. Because Archangel had insisted that the Bronze Guild didn’t take black contracts against its own members. 

			That policy, along with steady, measured leadership, was what had kept the man in power until the day he died. The other hunters were smart enough to know that such a rule was ultimately good for them. Black contracts were not only anonymous, they didn’t require the rigors of proof that accompanied Guild-authorized contracts and terminations. An accusation and credits—that was all it took. Not a good combination for a group of professionals who all wanted to get ahead of the next man.

			So maybe Rechs, out of a sense of loyalty to the guild, really was showing up again. The man had fallen off the grid before. More times than Kinstle could count. He’d also been rumored to have died just as often. Death had never stuck to Rechs before. Why should it now?

			Kinstle pulled out a micro-TT bot and oriented it toward the newcomer. “Follow.”

			The bot obeyed, and Kinstle watched its feed on his datapad, eager to see how this new wrinkle played out.

			Tyrus Rechs had just jumped over the Drusic and other slower runners and landed five meters behind the next group when someone called out his name.

			“It’s Rechs!”

			It wasn’t a shout of adulation. More like some farmhand spotting a dreex among their groose and calling for the rest of the workers to grab their rifles.

			The first blaster bolt came and scorched the ground where Rechs had just been, missing him by a hair as he boosted in the air, turned, and unleashed the crack that was his slug thrower’s signature sound. A herald of death. The shooter, a human, fell dead and left a spray of red mist splattered on those around him.

			“Huh,” mumbled Kinstle. 

			Whoever took the shot at Rechs had likely had visions of all those long-promised credits swimming in the back of his head. Never mind that the House of Reason who’d once discreetly authorized those princely sums had been Article Nineteen’d out of existence, even a rumor of credits on that scale would get your blood pumping… assuming you had any. Besides, now that Kline had taken a black contract on Wraith, maybe the old rules were gone and Rechs was fair game. Figure out who’ll pay for the corpse later. Best to take your shot now.

			Of course, Kinstle, having been in the game as long as he had, was no fool. He’d personally known a number of hunters who bucked Guild law to go after Rechs, figuring all those credits would buy them a comfortable hiding spot should any other guildies come looking. They weren’t Sigma Seven, but they were good hunters. 

			And now they were all dead.

			Those out among the fray who had similar knowledge of what crossing blasters with Tyrus Rechs looked like, took that opening shot and counter-shot as a signal to put some distance between themselves and the big, bad T-Rechs that had just crashed their party. Notable among them were the former Legion boys, who ducked right on into the labyrinth to continue the exercise. Maybe they just wanted the job. Certainly they did. But just as likely they’d heard the stories of the leej patrols Tyrus Rechs had… well, wrecked… and were not eager to add to the legend’s tally.

			But not all of the mercs were so reluctant. Or wise. For an instant later a second blaster bolt streaked up high, trying to catch Rechs in midair, this one from the swolly. Another miss was met by another answering clap from the slug thrower, and the swolly’s big, green belly was oozing darker green blood. But despite the hole in his gut, the porcine brute merely steadied his arm to take another shot. It took more than a single round to take out such a hulking opponent.

			Unless it was a head shot. Which the next shot was.

			The swolly would not be joining the ranks of Kline’s elite guard this day, or any other.

			Rechs landed and was swarmed almost at once. The Drusic led the attack, windmilling massive fists which the fabled bounty hunter dodged left and right, giving ground until an armored merc wrapped his arms around Rechs’s chest and attempted to hold him still long enough for the Drusic to get in a solid blow. Rechs activated his jump jets—only a little—and backflipped out of the grapple and over the mercenary. He put a round in the back of the guy’s helmet, a helmet that failed to prevent the initial penetration but did stop the bullet from coming out on the other side after its destructive journey through the man’s head. Blood trickled down onto armor and the dead mercenary slumped at the advancing Drusic’s feet.

			The big ape slapped the corpse away, screeching fearsomely while in a two-legged, one-armed run, one head-sized fist cocked and ready to pulverize the bounty hunter, whose problems were quickly multiplying. For behind Tyrus Rechs advanced the black-eyed Jumwara, its shark-like nose in the air and its mouth open to reveal rows of serrated teeth. 

			Kinstle was simultaneously riveted by the stream provided by his datapad and repeatedly raising his gaze to see it all happen in real life. If Tyrus Rechs was going down, it would be now while the Jumwara and Drusic slipped into their instinctual, predatory modes of attack. That was the thing about those types of species. Same with wobanki, Doro, and countless others. When it got really heated, they’d often forget the tech that made them civilized and go back to savagery. It was an open secret, and part of why Sigma Seven preferred human and near-human hunters whenever possible.

			Kinstle made a mental note to disqualify both of the mercs should they survive. Kline needed guards who would keep their heads about them. But at the moment he only watched with interest as the life-and-death drama unfolded, wondering if today would be the day he witnessed both the return from the dead, and the return to the dead, of Tyrus Rechs.

			Chalk it up to a honed sense of surroundings, a passive scanner in that old Legion armor, or simply a holocam on the back of his helmet, but Rechs saw the gaping monster running toward him, ready to tear out a big piece with those dripping teeth. The bounty hunter stopped his retreat and let the Drusic close the gap, that big, hairy fist hurtling toward Rechs’s head with the industrial force produced by a tree-trunk-sized arm. And at the last instant Rechs spun his way around the attack, grabbed the Drusic’s wrist, and used the big creature’s momentum to pull the arm forward through the spot where he’d just stood and into the waiting jaws of the Jumwara. The shark-faced hunter clamped down with its massive teeth, severing the Drusic’s arm with gouts of blood and still bloodier screams.

			Rechs didn’t pause to celebrate. He sent a bullet into one of the Jumwara’s eyes, which had rolled back and was covered by a transparent membrane from the bite. The creature spun away, its predator’s instinct not allowing it to let go of the meal it had made for itself from the Drusic’s arm. It wasn’t dead, and it was still close enough to continue engaging with those teeth if it got its reason back.

			The bounty hunter was about to send more rounds at the threat when impatient hunters and mercs nearby accidentally did the job for him. In the desire to kill Tyrus Rechs, they pelted the Jumwara with blaster fire, imagining that once they dropped the big predator, they’d be able to bring down their target. The tactic might have worked had the armor not done its job. As it was, the bounty hunter pumped his jump jets and went vertical, his slug thrower sending pain down on the shooters’ heads and making short work of helmets meant to blunt energy weapons. The kinetic punch of the standard blaster bolt was nothing compared to what Rechs was handing out.

			It was a gunfight now as the Drusic bled out and the bounty hunter continued to do almost magical tricks of motion coupled with deadly return fire. Tyrus Rechs wouldn’t stay still. He was faster than the hunters and mercs who’d chosen to pick a fight with him could target. Their blaster bolts missed as Rechs moved like a wobanki with his tail on fire, always seeming to jump early or land late. Forcing miss after miss from his would-be killers and yet never missing his own shots. Until attrition had just a few former candidates huddled together, fighting for their lives.

			Because Tyrus Rechs wasn’t stopping. There was no call for surrender. There was only the slaughter.

			The Lahursian slithered around the pack, firing at Rechs and using his fellow guild members for cover until he drew too close to the Hool and felt the prick of the creature’s spines dig in past his scaly skin. The snake-man discovered how potent Hool venom, or what the Hools simply call blood, truly is. He writhed and foamed at the mouth, tail slapping the ground or thrashing the backs of his still-living compatriots’ legs, until he went rigid, then placid, his coiled muscles now loosely pooled to make the Lahursian appear liquid even as he lay in a puddle of Drusic blood.

			The distraction was all Tyrus Rechs needed. It gave him the time to switch magazines and then systematically head-shot the remaining would-be assassins. Lost souls desperate for a reward that would never come. One that, in all probability, never was. At least not anymore.

			The notorious bounty hunter landed from his augmented jump just as the Hool—the last of the killers to die—dropped to its knees to fall face-first onto the ground. Rechs looked around. There was no one left, apart from a few hunters who were watching from the start of the labyrinth bunker that was meant to be where the real trials began. Unable to tear themselves away from the show. The others, the focused few, were already below, running the bunker. Still gunning for the job.

			As was Tyrus Rechs. He looked to Kinstle and then turned to enter the course.

			“Wait!” Kinstle bellowed, waving his arms for the bounty hunter to stop. “That’s more than enough!”

			Rechs gave another jump, this time toward Kinstle. His heavy cloak flapped in the strong winds atop the high rise. He holstered his slug thrower but kept his hand dangerously close to the weapon.

			“Tyrus Rechs,” said Kinstle. “Heard you were dead.”

			The bounty hunter’s voice was cold. Yet matter-of-fact. “You heard wrong.”

			Kinstle laughed and then dropped his head for a moment before looking up at the bounty hunter from beneath his brow. “You here for the job?”

			Rechs gave a singular nod.

			“Never thought I’d say this to Tyrus Rechs, but… it ain’t yours yet.” Kinstle pointed at the ground and swirled his finger. “This here’s just a qualifier. You want the job, you’ll need to complete the… shall we say, the working interview.”

			Rechs strode toward the man, stopping only when there was a meter between them. “What’s the contract?”

			Kinstle smiled. “Always heard you were a smart one. You got a comm signal I can bounce?”

			Rechs issued the burst, and Kinstle began to manipulate a datapad. “One of the biggest bounties the guild has right now… and the most dangerous. Have a look.”

			He handed the datapad over to Rechs, unsure if the bounty hunter had a way of viewing the transmission inside his armor. “Take care of this and the job protecting Mallet Kline—and the substantial salary that comes along with it—are yours.”

			Rechs examined the datapad and then looked up. “Honey.”

			



	

39

			Keel went over the edge of the building that served as the trial ground. Everything Lao Pak had told him about the event had been accurate. Keel just had to live long enough to follow things to the next development.

			And seeing as he’d just used up the last of his jump juice, that meant surviving the fall.

			Zora was supposed to be somewhere beneath him, following his instructions via comm, but in the split seconds where Keel was over the edge and dropping, he saw no sign of the ship. His eyes went wide and his stomach dropped and then Clara’s Gift was beneath him and he landed on her hull before he had time to even begin to process all the ways he might flatten and come apart at the end of the long drop. 

			The upper hatch opened and Keel climbed his way down, relieved. He found Zora waiting for him in her bunk, which the upper hatch led to. Keel was as surprised about this as he had been about the temporary absence of the ship.

			Zora closed the hatch and removed the “cape” that Keel had worn with the armor. “Look at this,” she said, putting a finger through a blaster hole in the fur and then flinging the thing at Keel’s feet in disgust. “I sleep with that thing, you know. That’s how I keep warm.”

			Keel removed Tyrus Rechs’s helmet. “Way I remember it you sweat outside the covers most of the night anyway. Those ventilation holes will help. I did you a favor.”

			“Pretty sure I’m the one doing the favors around here,” she grumbled, folding up the fur blanket and tossing it on her bunk. She pointed to the loft’s exit. “Out.”

			Keel raised his hands in surrender. “I’m goin’.” He started down the ladder, but paused when only his head and shoulders were visible. “I’ll buy you a new one, Zora.”

			“Out,” she repeated.

			Keel climbed down to the hold and tossed the helmet to Garret. “All yours again, kid.” He moved to the sonic shower and then stopped in his tracks. “Who’s flying the ship?”

			“Clara,” Garret said.

			“Who’s Clara?”

			“That’s what I call the AI. Didn’t have a name, and Clara seemed to fit since that’s what the ship is called. I haven’t run it by Zora yet. She just called it ship, same as you did on the—” 

			Garret looked up at the ladder, and Keel followed his gaze to see Zora, halfway down and now frozen in place. 

			“Do you mind?” the kid asked her. “About Clara?”

			“No,” she said. Softly. Somberly. Then… “I’m going to take us out of atmo. Excuse me.”

			She walked to the cockpit and closed the door behind her.

			“What was that about?” Garret asked. 

			Keel continued on toward the sonic shower. “Old wounds, kid.”

			“About the AI?”

			Keel shrugged. “Couldn’t tell you what it’s about… but I know that look and I know that voice.” 

			He peeled off his armor, stripping down to his underwear. The kid was staring at him. Keel looked down and saw the angry red marks that were turning into bruises wherever his armor had taken a stiff shot from the more powerful of the blasters.

			“What happened?” Garret asked.

			“Just part of the job,” Keel said. “Rechs’s armor may be a technological marvel, but it doesn’t ablate kinetic energy the way my old rig did.”

			“Maybe I can fix it,” Garret offered eagerly. “Once… once I figure out how to talk with it from my own systems, I mean.”

			Keel motioned for Garret to look away. “Better turn around, kid, or you’ll embarrass yourself and get a complex. About to drop my silkies.”

			Garret laughed, but did as he was told.

			Keel stripped the rest of the way down and took up the sonic fresher. It was the most basic of units. Handheld since there wasn’t enough room in the cramped ship for a proper enclosed station. Just a seat and a drain. He switched it on and felt the ultrasonic waves hit his skin and hair, shaking every bit of moisture, dirt, and dead skin cells off to the point that you could almost see it “flow” down and into the uncovered suction drain. 

			“How did the system perform?” Garret asked. 

			Apparently the kid’s questions couldn’t wait until Keel was finished. Garret did, however, remember to keep his head turned and allow his captain to keep his modesty.

			“All right,” Keel replied. “Reminded me a lot of my Dark Ops kit. The interface was different, but I didn’t come across anything that I wished I had while in the thick of things.”

			“Was it a bad fight?”

			“You saw the bruises.”

			“That’s great. I mean… that you got to use the suit in a combat situation. And, you know, seeing as you survived. Did you experience any of the predictive algorithms I theorized? Did the suit anticipate what you wanted and bring anything your way? Did the bubble shield deploy?”

			Keel smiled at the kid’s enthusiasm. “The jump jets seemed to adapt to what I was trying to do with them, if that makes any sense. We tested that, I know, but a couple of times I was too busy lining up shots to use the throttle control and yet the jets seemed to just anticipate how much thrust I wanted based on how I positioned my legs.”

			“Really? Whoa. That’s great. I mean, that kind of tech is already out there, but for such an old piece of technology… that’s great. What else?”

			“Those jets need a better fuel supply. I was alarmed by how quickly they were depleted.”

			Garret nodded but didn’t turn around. “I’ll look into that.”

			Keel finished his sonic shower and began to dress himself again. “The bucket has a targeting assist that’s tied into the armor.”

			“Like how?”

			“Like it sees what I’m trying to do and micro-adjusts to keep me on point. I could feel it tugging to get me to line up my shots the way the armor felt I should shoot. Didn’t like it.”

			“But did it help? Were they more accurate?”

			“Does it matter if I shoot someone in the left eye instead of the right?”

			“I guess not,” said Garret. Optimistically he added, “But we can fine-tune with more time in the armor.”

			Keel grunted as he fastened his belt and then pulled his shirt on over his head. “You can turn around.”

			Garret waited a few seconds more, then spun in his repulsor chair. “I can clean out the armor. Probably pretty sweaty and… well, I can smell it from here.”

			“Combat in a battle suit’ll do that,” Keel said. “And see what else you can find out about it because it looks like I’ll have to use it again before taking it back to Chhun.”

			“Maybe we’ll find Leenah and you can get your old armor back,” Garret offered hopefully. “I bet I can find a way to synthesize the two suits and get you outfitted in something really nice.”

			Keel suppressed a sigh and hoped the kid didn’t hear him. “Yeah. Maybe. I certainly need something out there for protection. If I hadn’t’ve been wearing this, I’d be dead right now.”

			Garret gave a snort. “Yeah, right. Good one.”

			Keel thought about whether to tell the code slicer that he wasn’t kidding. If he’d shown up today as some run-of-the-mill hunter wearing typical aftermarket armor, a few of those shots would’ve dusted him. “Well, I know what we’ve got to do next. I’m gonna go see how Zora feels about it.”

			When he walked past Garret, the kid stood and gently grabbed Keel’s elbow. “Um, Captain Keel,” he said, his voice low.

			“What is it, kid?”

			“I know, um… I know that going after this Kline guy is important. Always make ’em pay. I know that. I want them to pay, too. But…” 

			He hesitated and looked down, long slender fingers combing through the wild, bushy hair on his head that never would lie down right.

			“Let’s hear it, kid.”

			“If I… if we stopped looking for another Lifty bot, like if I promised not to ask about one again, could we look for Leenah and the Six more?”

			Keel frowned.

			“I know we don’t have a lot of time,” the kid continued. “Things move quick. Really, I know. But… I feel like she’s out there.”

			Keel looked from side to side. They were alone. He put his arm on Garret’s shoulder. “You have any signs from any of the things that should be pinging you?”

			Garret wiped something from his eye and didn’t look up. “No,” he admitted.

			“She’s gone, kid. The sooner you accept it the sooner you can move on.”

			Garret paused as if gathering himself. Still, when he spoke, his voice was choked. “I just… I’m just… I’m not like you, Captain. It sticks…” He put his hand over his heart. “Here.”

			Keel hesitated too, then patted Garret’s shoulder. He wanted to tell the kid that the pain that stuck there never went away. It didn’t for him for all the brothers he’d lost, and he knew it wouldn’t for Leenah, either. It might grow faint enough for you to forget about it most of the time, but whenever you went looking, it was there.

			He wanted to say all of that to the young man standing before him. But no words came to him except, “Hang in there.”

			Because that was all you could ever really do.
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			Prisma and the surviving members of the Stranger expedition spent a good deal of time looking for a way forward that didn’t involve the heavy, open blast door at the far end of the room. The room that had brought them to a virtual Sinasia that was indistinguishable from the real thing according to the men, who told Prisma they’d been to the planet before. Prisma believed them. She could still smell the scent of the white lotus flowers in her hair. 

			There were only four men left now. Stranger, who seemed to alternate between anxious and resigned, the stoic and quiet sniper, the excitable Raff, and Sergeant Walker, who had to spend his time keeping Raff from another breakdown. Something inside the man seemed to have snapped. He cursed and raved and seemed more like a wild animal than a human until Walker pulled him aside. This happened repeatedly. 

			“I need you to focus,” Walker would say. “This ain’t no thing. Focus.”

			“Yeah,” Raff would say. “Yeah. I’m good. I’m good.”

			And then he’d look at a macabre scene of blood and hair that marked the spot where one of their comrades had been hauled underneath the deck by those things—whatever they were—and he would rage again. He would kick the grates around the open vents or slam his arm or elbow into a wall. Then he would grab his helmet and squat, taking in deep, shuddering breaths that made Prisma believe he was crying underneath. The man wasn’t well, and everyone could see it.

			His last outburst was violent to the point that both the sniper and Walker had to restrain him long enough for Stranger to inject some kind of sedative into the man’s bulging neck. The sniper now held Raff in a sitting position, preventing him from falling over. Raff’s helmet was off, revealing eyes that were glossy and distant, and a clear bead of drool pooling at the end of his bottom lip.

			KRS-88 stood above the sick man. “I can fix this problem for you, Sergeant.”

			“No thanks, war bot,” said Walker. 

			“Ah. You misunderstand. I did not mean to terminate him, though I am capable of such should the need arise. My programming dictates that in these circumstances, liabilities are to be eliminated. Your companion is a significant liability who will likely compromise the team in matters of noise or tactical acuity. However, I am not bound to that programming. I have suites at my disposal that include a variety of therapeutics suitable for humans. I am willing to make use of my full array of psychological offerings.”

			Walker stared at the bot for a moment. “Thanks, but… this just happens sometimes. He needs to get back and…” He paused, as if choosing his words carefully. “He needs to get some sleep.”

			“Ah, yes,” boomed the war bot. “I often remind Miss Prisma about the importance of a regular sleep schedule in relation to human physiology and mental well-being. Particularly for humans still in their pubescent growth cycles, such as her.”

			Prisma didn’t like the direction the conversation had just taken. She didn’t like being spoken of as though she were just a kid tagging along with the grownups, and she especially hated when Crash brought up her… womanhood. As far as she was concerned, she was an adult. Responsible for herself and making sound decisions. After all, she was the one who’d found those other organic life forms. Not Crash. 

			You are right to think so, said the voice. Do not let them minimalize you, Prisma. They will always try.

			“We can sleep when we’re dead,” she said to the group. “For now, we need to decide if we’re moving on or what.”

			The outburst caused Crash to stop and examine her, his optics clicking as they zoomed in and out. “Are you feeling quite well, young Miss?”

			“I feel great, Crash. And Walker, don’t waste your time with his ‘psychological programming.’ It doesn’t work. Just a package suite meant to sound impressive. Ask him how well it ever worked to get me to do what he wanted.”

			“The purpose is not to get you to do what I want,” Crash protested. “It is to help you live a healthy and balanced life.”

			“That ship’s already jumped, Crash. And you know it.”

			The bot looked down, and an awkward silence followed.

			It was Stranger who broke it. “You know, some people find it difficult to discuss… personal matters in front of a large group. Especially a large group of strangers.” He looked around. “Then again… we aren’t such a large group anymore, now are we? And since the odds are, at the very minimum, better now that we all end up dying on this ship than they were when we first set out on our little expedition, well, I think it’s high time we all just come clean with one another. What do you say, Prisma?”

			Prisma looked to the side. This wasn’t a conversation she wanted to have either.

			“Oh, come on, Prisma,” Stranger said. “I knew from the moment we started talking that you had quite the backstory. My childhood might have been interesting, but something tells me yours is downright fascinating. So let’s start with something easy. Why are you here? You tell us all that and I’ll bet Sergeant Walker gives me the okay to tell you why we’re here. Why we’re really here, that is. Don’t you want to know that, Prisma? I’d want to know it if I were you. Hell, I know it and sometimes I still ask myself, ‘Why are we here again?’”

			“Not much to tell,” Prisma said, trying to sound indifferent. “We were jumping from one place to another and the ship pulled us out and sucked us in. That’s it.”

			Stranger tittered. “‘That’s. It.’” He laughed again. “Well, humor me here Prisma, because I don’t think that’s enough for stern old Sergeant Walker to let me violate his precious OPSEC. Unless I’m wrong. Am I wrong, Sergeant Walker?”

			Walker stood by with arms folded, helmet clipped to his side so Prisma could see his face. For all the good that did. The man was unreadable.

			“See, I’m not wrong,” Stranger concluded. “The good sergeant would have said so otherwise. So Prisma, let’s start with that easy one. You were going from one place to another. You don’t have to say where you were headed because we already know where you wound up. Fair enough. What was the place you started at to get to the other?”

			A litany of planets swirled in the nebula that was Prisma’s mind. She’d visited so many. Seen more of the galaxy than she’d ever imagined she would. Hiring tramp freighter captains like Hogus in an effort to find a single man in the galaxy and make him pay for what he did to her family. So where to begin? At home? That might give too much away. The same was likely true of the Sanctuary at En Shakar. Where, then? Answer quickly.

			“Tarrago,” Prisma said at last. “I was there when the fighting started.”

			She resisted the urge to offer anything more than that. Captain Keel, as difficult as the man could be, had taught her more than a few things about how to bluff your way through a situation. The biggest trick involved letting the other guy do the work for you.

			That was precisely what Stranger attempted. “Your parents sent you away?”

			Prisma looked away as though the words stung her, another trick Keel had shown her.

			“Well, that’s a shame to hear, Prisma,” Stranger said. “I’m sorry. Truly I am.”

			Now Prisma indulged the man with a meager, sorrowful nod of her head.

			Stranger rubbed his chin. “Only thing of it is, what were your parents? Some kind of classic starship collectors? Hobby like that requires some deep pockets.” Stranger rocked on his heels, then laughed to himself when Prisma made no reply. “And another thing. I never had kids. Wouldn’t want ’em after what I’ve seen. Didn’t want ’em before, neither… you know? But if I had kids and if I lived on Tarrago and if a big war showed up on my door and I said to my wife, ‘Darling, we need to get our little bundle of joy and her war bot nanny out of here,’ well, Prisma, if it were me—and I do not intend to disparage your parents, mind you—but I’d go ahead and have her take something a bit more reliable than that old scout jumper you showed up in.”

			He smiled. “But then… I’m not a parent.”

			Prisma knew she was caught. And she knew better than to try and lie her way out of it. That wasn’t one of Keel’s lessons. That was her father’s. One that Crash was always ready to remind her of. The bot probably wasn’t thrilled about how she’d tried to lead Stranger the way she had. Not that she’d actually lied. Maybe technically, but not really. Not in her mind.

			Stranger knew it, too. He gave a smile and a wink and pointed his finger at her. “Got you.”

			He turned his attention to the sniper. Stranger Two. “She’s a sharp one. You have to give her that. Keeps her tiles close to her chest.” 

			All the while, Sergeant Walker watched the relaxed interrogation take place. Looking as much like he was about to call the entire thing off as he was to let it continue. Prisma just couldn’t make out what the man was about. He reminded her of Keel. Not in the way the captain of the Indelible VI was funny or, though she was loath to admit it, charming. Prisma did see what Leenah saw in the man. At least a little. But that wasn’t it. It was his focus. The seriousness that came over him when he set about performing a task.

			Prisma had first seen that in Keel in the little ways. The way he concentrated on flying when things got too scary to make jokes. Or the way he obsessed over cleaning his weapon. And, especially, the way he got while fighting. Like the time aboard the Cybar ship. She knew why the other legionnaires she’d met all held Keel in such high esteem after that. 

			“We should keep going,” she said at last.

			Stranger checked on Raff, who was clearly in no condition to move. “I think we still have some time yet. And there are things I’m just dying to know, Prisma. We can start anywhere you’d like. Where you really came from. Where you were going. Why you’re here. Why seeing Goth Sullus made you jump like a frightened narthrax. Or… the big one… how you knew those legionnaires running for that Samurai mech weren’t part of the simulation.”

			He sat down on the deck and folded his legs, a young student waiting for the teacher to begin her lesson. “So where do you wanna start, Prisma?”

			“We don’t have time for this,” she said.

			“I disagree. We have, oh,” he made a show of checking his wrist for a smartwatch that wasn’t there, “well now. We have until the rest of our lives. When you think about it, I mean.”

			Prisma walked to Crash and then past him, moving toward the double blast doors waiting open at the end of the grand, open room. “Come on, Crash. Let’s keep going. We need to get off of this ship.”

			The bot hesitated, then moved to follow.

			“You don’t trust us, Prisma.” Walker’s voice stopped Prisma in her tracks. “I don’t blame you. I understand.”

			He walked in front of her, his carbine stuck to its magnetic carry on his chest, his bucket held beneath his arm. “But if your goal is surviving and getting off this ship, then going ahead by yourself isn’t a good call.”

			“I’ll be fine,” Prisma said. Those were her words. She didn’t move to match them. She stayed still. She knew the sergeant was right.

			“Maybe you will,” he said. “Or maybe not. It’s your life, it’s your bet. But I can tell you that since I landed on this hulk I’ve lost more men in a single day than I have since the Savage Wars. And yes, I said the Savage Wars, and yes, I meant the Savage Wars.”

			Prisma squinted up at him. “You’re not old enough for that to be true.”

			“You’d be surprised.”

			She turned and looked at the others. The sniper, who stood tall and motionless, his helmet still on. He hadn’t once removed it, even when the others took ration gels. Stranger, smiling like a lunatic. And Raff, trying to shake off the narcotic haze. None of them were old enough to have fought in the Savage Wars. Unless…

			“Are… are the Savage Wars… did they not… are they still happening?” Prisma finally managed to ask.

			Walker shook his head. “They ended when you were taught they did.”

			That didn’t make any sense. Prisma’s great-grandfather had fought in the Savage Wars, and so did a number of her other relatives dating as far back as they could trace. That was according to Crash. So how could these men, none of whom looked any older than… forty? Prisma was a poor judge of an adult’s actual age. How could they have fought in the Savage Wars? 

			“You’re trying to trick me,” she said.

			Walker smiled. A sad, melancholy expression. “I’m not. Almost every single day of my life since the day I joined the Legion has been a mission or a war. I volunteered for it. We all did. And that’s all I can tell you. But it’s more than you knew before. And I’m telling you because we need to stick together. We can’t have another encounter like the last one. So if you have something—if you know something—I need to know it, too.”

			Prisma looked to Crash. The war bot remained silent, but something about his face, his eyes, something made Prisma feel as though KRS-88 wanted her to tell them. As if that were possible. As though Crash’s unchanging metal face could ever register anything. And yet… it did. The eyes, somehow, did.

			“I…” she began. “It’s strange.”

			“We’ve seen some strange things,” Stranger said, strolling up to form the points of a triangle in the conversation. Walker. Prisma. Stranger.

			“I can… do things. With my mind. And I can sometimes see things. Hear people.”

			When she said that last bit, she realized that the voice she’d been hearing was quiet and had been for some time.

			“And you can tell,” Walker said. “You can see what’s real and what’s not real in the simulations?”

			Prisma nodded. “I think… I think I can see souls.”

			This caused a titter of laughter from Stranger, who quickly covered his mouth and cleared his throat under Walker’s withering gaze.

			“Call it whatever you’d like, Prisma,” Walker said. “Solid copy. I get what you’re saying. We need that. Whatever it is you did—we need that. Your range beats the war bot’s. No offense, big guy.”

			“I am not offended,” Crash said matter-of-factly.

			“The question is,” said Stranger, “can she keep doing it?” He looked at Prisma. “Can you?”

			“I think so. Yes.”

			Walker looked back to the open door. “Good. Because we all know that our way off this ship goes through those doors. And we’re going to need all the help we can get.”

			That reminded Prisma of something. “Help is coming,” she said.

			Walker arched an eyebrow. “What kind of help?”

			“A friend.”

			“Care to be more specific?”

			“I have a… friend who can do what I can do. Only better.” Prisma was animated now. “He told me—I heard him—he told me he was coming.”

			Walker accepted this information with a nod. “Let’s hope he does, then.”

			Behind them, Raff gave a derisive laugh. “Sounds like an imaginary friend to me. That it, kid? Because that ain’t gonna save our asses.”

			“Shut it, Raff,” Walker said.

			The man obeyed.

			But Prisma, who’d ventured this far into the light, felt indignant. “He’s not imaginary!” she shouted. 

			Walker took her shoulder gently, trying to calm her. “Hey. Relax. Don’t worry about him.”

			She shrugged him and his words of comfort right off. “You don’t even know what you’re talking about!” she shouted at Raff. “You don’t understand what it’s like and you don’t know Ravi! He said he’s coming. He’ll come!”

			She didn’t storm off. There was nowhere to go except the place they would all travel together. Instead she stood, chin held up defiantly. Daring Raff to speak further on the subject.

			It was Stranger who spoke instead. “Ravi. Did you say Ravi?” 

			Prisma rolled her eyes. As if Stranger knew anything about what she was talking about. As if.

			“Wears a turban? Black beard and mustache, all pointy-like. Sword about this big?” Stranger held his hands apart about to demonstrate—about the size of Ravi’s scimitar.

			Prisma’s mouth fell open.

			Stranger laughed his peculiar laugh. “Well if that don’t beat all. Me and him… we go way back.”
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			Stranger didn’t offer Prisma any more hints about how he could possibly know who Ravi was. He would say only that it had been a long time ago and that Ravi, like him, had been a prisoner of a certain place at a certain time. Part of this was just Stranger being coy. Prisma could see that he enjoyed having the connection and was amused at how flummoxed this made her.

			Of all the people in the galaxy to know… Ravi?

			Perhaps Stranger would have told the tale had Prisma insisted and had Sergeant Walker not told the team that the time had come to move on. Raff was feeling better and was now suitably calmed down, if not fully calm. He still looked agitated, but no longer appeared at his breaking point. His eyes were bloodshot and his lower lip bore marks from where he’d apparently bitten himself. He wouldn’t put his helmet back on, even when Walker told him to do it directly.

			Walker let it go.

			They marshaled at the door. “Stick close to your war bot, Prisma. You two will be our sensor team. We’ll keep a watch out for you as best we can, but if it’s anything like the last go-round, that may not mean much. So keep alert for threats.”

			Prisma revealed the blaster she’d been carrying. “I can protect myself.”

			Walker frowned and gave Stranger a look. Stranger only shrugged and laughed. 

			“Don’t worry,” Prisma added. “I know how to shoot. Tyrus Rechs taught me.”

			The statement sent a charge through the group, but not in the way Prisma had found it usually did when she mentioned the notorious bounty hunter’s name. There were no eye rolls or patronizing smiles at the supposed overactive imagination of a child. Nor was there the surprise that registered on adult faces when someone—usually Captain Keel or Crash—confirmed that what she’d said was true.

			There was none of that.

			Instead, the men seemed bothered. Maybe worried? Prisma couldn’t quite tell beyond knowing that it was a strange way to respond. Eyes met eyes among the soldiers, and those eyes, all of them, looked soulful and haunted.

			Stranger flexed his hand and then held his wrist. This time he didn’t laugh. “We should keep going. Shouldn’t we, Sergeant?”

			Walker placed his helmet over his head, but tilted back to leave his face showing. “Yeah.” He sounded grave, a heaviness of voice that matched the looks on all the men’s faces. “But after this… we need to have a chat. All of us. Whatever’s going on, I’m having a hard time believing this is just a chance encounter.”

			“What is going on?” Prisma asked. The men looked agitated, and it was making her nervous. 

			“Honestly, Prisma, I don’t know,” said Walker. “But we knew Tyrus Rechs, yeah. And you knew Goth Sullus. And now… here we are. You’re sure—you’re absolutely telling me the truth—when you say that you were pulled into this ship by accident?”

			“Yes,” Prisma insisted. “Ask Crash. He was there. I wasn’t even awake.”

			“How about it, war bot?”

			“Wha—ah—ah—well,” Crash began. He seemed to be having some trouble getting his words out. Like he was malfunctioning. “I’m sorry. I cannot answer that.”

			Prisma took a step back from the machine. “Crash?”

			“Can’t or won’t?” Walker asked. He sounded alert, like he was fighting against his adrenaline. His opinion of the war bot seemed to have changed in that instant.

			“I won’t tell you,” Crash said, “because I cannot.”

			“Some kind of security block,” said Stranger.

			Prisma was lost. How could that be?

			“Might be something I can bypass if I can take a look,” Stranger continued. “Feels like that needs to be our new priority.”

			“What’s going on?” Prisma asked again. She felt wretched for being out of the loop. For her mind not catching up to the others. Clearly Stranger and Walker seemed to on the same page about… something.

			“May I have your permission to take a peek at the inside of your bot’s brain?” Stranger asked.

			“For what?”

			“To see why he brought your ship out of hyperspace here instead of wherever you were headed.”

			Prisma stood stock-still. She shook her head. That wasn’t possible. Crash would never do something like that. She told the men that.

			“Prisma, come on,” said Stranger. “You’re a smart young woman. We knew where the hulk was. Came to it on purpose. It’s in the middle of nothing but dead space. There is no reason whatsoever for anyone else to be here. That’s the only reason this ship is still in one piece instead of atomized per Legion and Republic protocols.”

			Prisma swallowed and turned to Crash. “Did you fly us here on purpose?”

			“I cannot say, young Miss.” Crash sounded pained to speak the words.

			“KRS-88,” Prisma demanded, “tell me.”

			“I cannot.”

			“Tell me or… I’ll let Stranger look in your head.”

			“That would be unwise. I am required to stop such a thing from occurring, using lethal force if necessary.” Crash turned to the sniper. “That includes any more of your attempts to disable me. To be clear.”

			Prisma felt a jolt of ice run through her insides. How could something like this have happened? Crash’s abrupt, unusual behavior was as good as an admission of guilt.

			“Did Garret do something to you?” she guessed.

			Crash didn’t answer.

			Prisma scowled. Her brow furrowed in anger. “Why did you bring me here, Crash?”

			“I cannot say,” the bot repeated before adding, almost compassionately, “and I do not know.”

			Prisma wanted to scream. Perhaps the only reason she didn’t was because the chilling, underworld screams from beneath the decks sounded again. The tortured howls and screeches that prefaced the arrival of the spectral beings that took the organic dead down below.

			“Sket!” Raff shouted, and then spun around, weapon up, scanning for targets, the barrel passing by the sniper’s big chest as he did so. A thoughtless, dangerous move that had surely been drilled out of the man long ago. Only he did it all the same.

			The big man grabbed the barrel of the weapon and shoved it down. “No.”

			Raff moved away from the group, leaving them back at the door, probing for unseen targets in the center of the room where he’d lost his friends. Passing the streaks of blood and gore where they’d been carried down below. “I knew this would happen. I knew it. We’re cursed, man. We’re cursed!”

			Walker looked at Stranger. “Calm him down.”

			Stranger raised both eyebrows. “He’s probably right. I believe we are cursed.”

			“Use the meds, kelhorn,” Walker said.

			“Can’t,” said Stranger, shaking his head. “Might kill him. Unless you want him killed. In which case, I can. You have to be specific about these things, Sergeant Walker.”

			“You’re a real piece of work, Makaffie,” Walker said. “You know that?” He turned to the sniper. “Watch the girl.”

			Walker moved after Raff, who was raving now.

			“Karking cursed!” he screamed, spittle flying from his mouth. “Volunteer for what? Same kelhorned fight! Same karking fight! They all die anyway!”

			“Raff!” Walker shouted.

			“I told you—I told you! It was Rechs. I said that! I said it! He was Rechs! We shoulda said no!”

			“Raff!”

			“Cursed!”

			“Raff! Get control of yourself, damn it!”

			In that moment, five of the white apparitions appeared, their tattered, spectral cloaks floating in a wind seen but not felt. They seemed to spring up from the vents and then took form, lining up in an inverted vee.

			Raff let loose with a cry of anguish and rage. He pulled his trigger and sent automatic blaster fire spewing at the things. They recoiled from the attack, turning their backs to the blaster bolts, which seemed to disturb their powder-white robes before passing through.

			Without warning, the four spirits in the back—for that was all Prisma could think of them as—flew at Raff, overwhelmed him, and brought him down amid a bloodcurdling scream, their hands and faces tearing at him while a fifth kept back and watched.

			“Raff!” Walker raised his weapon.

			Do not shoot them! 

			The voice practically screamed the warning in Prisma’s head.

			“Walker—don’t!” Prisma called, but too late.

			The four spirits rose up from the mangled corpse of Raff, his blood somehow resting on their spectral mouths and running down their claws and robes, and sped toward Walker.

			The sniper rifle boomed. Stranger sent bursts from his weapon. Prisma, though, remembering the voice, refrained. Neither did she order Crash to shoot the creatures. She wondered at her trust for the voice and hoped that it was well-placed.

			Unharmed by the volley of fire, the spirits continued on, forcing Walker to fall back. At best, they were only slowing the creatures down.

			“Back!” Stranger shouted, as though there were any other option. Giving ground was the only thing that would buy them a few more seconds of life.

			They moved through the open doors and into the next room. The blast doors immediately shut behind them, cutting off the creatures. 

			“Keep going!” Walker shouted. 

			They moved another twenty meters away from the door. This next room was well-lit, though that could change at any moment, Prisma knew. And those things, whatever they were, seemed more than capable of coming right inside if they wanted.

			“Watch the vents,” Walker ordered, though what they should do if the things came through them was a mystery to them all.

			They waited, their panting the only sound. 

			“Perhaps we have lost them,” suggested Crash. “I detect no life forms.”

			“You never detected life forms from them in the first place,” said Stranger.

			“Be ready,” Walker advised. “Whether they follow us or were just herding us ahead to start the next—whatever this is… we gotta be ready.”

			That was true. And yet none of them were the least bit prepared for what entered the room behind them—though Prisma, at least, should have been.

			Stepping through the heavy blast doors, his scimitar dripping with a translucent white that seemed to make the edge of the blade transparent… was Ravi.

			He stopped and smiled. “Hello, Prisma. I am pleased to have finally found you.”
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			Without thinking, Prisma ran up to Ravi and embraced him. She’d seen Captain Keel walk right through Ravi once aboard the Indelible VI, but that had been a trick. A time when Ravi, for his own reasons, had chosen to allow Keel and everyone else to believe he was merely an advanced holographic AI. Perhaps not dissimilar from the sort of thing Prisma and her new allies faced aboard the Savage ship.

			But Ravi could be real when he wished to be, and as Prisma buried her face into the folds of the ancient one’s azure robes, he seemed to genuinely enjoy the reunion. He gently stroked her hair, which made her squeeze him that much tighter.

			Ravi laughed. “Hoo, hoo, hoo. Prisma, it brings me much happiness to see that I am not alone in being joyful at our reunion.”

			Prisma pulled away and looked up at her mentor. His face was lit up with the kind of genuine, loving smile that can’t be faked. At least Prisma didn’t think so. Ravi’s eyes sparkled, with crow’s-feet forming at the edges, eyes that smiled every bit as fully as his mouth. Here was someone she’d left—like all the others—and was now together with again. Much sooner than she’d ever imagined. 

			Prisma was surprised by her reaction. When she’d left, she was sure she was making the right decision. But that resolute feeling of certainty now faded. Maybe the circumstances she’d faced on En Shakar weren’t all that she’d remembered them to be—all that she’d told herself they were. Maybe there was a life for her among her friends.

			In any case, it felt good to be reunited. 

			“There is, I am sure, very much to say.” Ravi put his hand on Prisma’s shoulder as she turned to face the others. “But first, we must depart from this ship. It is very dangerous.”

			The comment elicited a laugh from Stranger in his peculiar tittering style. As though he was always laughing in his mind at everything, and sometimes those manic laughs escaped. The laugh of a madman. But Stranger wasn’t mad. Or at least, if he was, he didn’t let it get in his way. He was eccentric, but not out of control. 

			He spoke to Ravi. “I know you.”

			Ravi gave a single nod. “Rather, you knew me. Long ago.” He placed his hand across his heart. “And for freeing me, I remain your friend. However, I find it curious that you would now be here.”

			Stranger held out his hands. “The galaxy is a mystery, man. A big, swirling mystery.”

			“The galaxy is mysterious,” Ravi agreed. “But not all is mystery. Much has been revealed to those with eyes to see it.”

			Sergeant Walker cleared his throat. “Maybe another time for the philosophy.”

			Ravi smiled at the characterization.

			“You can kill those things?” Walker asked. “You killed them?”

			“All but one,” Ravi confirmed. “The four who attacked your friend are Savage reclaimers. Deadly creatures tasked with the purpose of collecting all organic matter for reuse. They are also what animate the organic matter once it has been constructed.”

			“Possession,” rasped the big sniper. 

			Prisma was surprised to hear the man weigh in. He usually only talked when it related to the mission. 

			Ravi gave a fractional nod. “Of a sort.”

			“What about the last one?” Walker asked.

			“It will be here with us very soon.”

			“But you can kill it?”

			“I can. I do not believe that will be required.”

			Walker seemed bothered by this. He shifted his weight and looked away as if he didn’t believe what he’d just heard. “You wanna fill us in on that?”

			“Its purpose is not reclamation. That you saw it at all means that it wished to speak with you. Had you not attacked, it would have begun to parlay. I do not blame you for attacking, of course. Few know the purpose of this ship.”

			Prisma wondered how Ravi knew the purpose of this ship. But that thought was in the back of her mind. She blurted out what was at the forefront. “The voice warned me not to shoot!”

			Ravi looked down at her, his brows furrowed. “Voice?”

			“She’s been helping me since I arrived on the ship,” she said. But at Ravi’s look, she regretted mentioning it. He was clearly bothered by it. “I could hear her, just like I heard you when you told me you were coming.”

			Ravi folded his arms and pulled at the pointed end of his beard. “Prisma, what did this voice—”

			His question was interrupted by the scream of a Savage reclaimer. A lone howl this time, rather than the full chorus of moans.

			Everyone save Ravi brought their weapons up, even Prisma.

			“Have a care,” Ravi urged, “and do not attack, lest it bring more.”

			The mists floated across the floor, again covering the feet of the party, and from those mists sprang the reclaimer. Alone. It stood, almost floating above the ground, its tattered robe revealing a ghostly white face lined with deep age wrinkles and long white beard.

			Ravi took a step toward the thing. “You wish to speak to us.”

			The creature nodded.

			“Speak,” Ravi commanded. “And know that I have it within my power to destroy you.”

			Again the creature gave a single nod of understanding. And then it spoke. Its voice was thin and stretched. Haunted.

			“I came… to see if we had displeased the Master. I know now that we had… this much is clear.” It repeated itself in a whisper. “It is clear.” 

			“Displeased who?” asked Walker.

			“You do not know,” the creature observed. 

			“They meant you no harm,” Ravi said.

			“Did you not attack us for acting in our purpose? Our purpose. Was that not a betrayal? Betrayal.”

			Walker gave the thing a hard stare. “We don’t take kindly to our dead being carried away, if that’s what you mean.”

			“Ah. So it is true. It is true. You are not Uplifted. Not Uplifted. You are Runners. Runners. You have made it far. Have done well. Far. Well.”

			“Runners. That must be what they call whoever gets pulled into that docking bay,” Stranger remarked. “No way back out, so they venture into this.”

			Ravi nodded and then told the creature, “The Uplifted have fallen.”

			“Are you so sure? Are you?”

			“I am. Do you have a name?” Ravi asked.

			“I am Archimedes. I am. Am.”

			“Then tell us, Archimedes. How are we to remove our ships from this prison?”

			“You have done well as Runners. You solved the Sinasian scenario—SX-516. We now know. Know what victory could have been.”

			“Guess you had to be there,” Stranger said, and then let out another madman’s laugh before silencing himself.

			“But you have not done so well as to receive what you ask. You are not Uplifted. You are not the Master. You know not what you ask. To leave this place would be to put down the Rebellion. Such a thing is beyond mere Runners. Lowly Runners.”

			“You forget so soon that I am now with them,” Ravi said, brandishing his sword. “Tell us what we must do.”

			[image: ]

			Archimedes told Ravi and the others the story of the Rebellion. The Savage reclaimers, tasked with the purpose of running simulations for Runners—initially Savage captives from throughout the galaxy—were not automatons. Each was an individual. Each was entirely devoted to its task. And that task was twofold. 

			The primary mission was to re-create battles, as many times as necessary, to identify tactics and strategies that turned the tide. It did not matter who the winner of the initial battle was, Savage or Heretic. Heretic was the specific word Archimedes used to describe those first Runners. When possible, the reclaimers placed Runners in battles they were already familiar with, wanting to see how they managed when placed on the opposite side.

			“Battles,” Archimedes said, “turn their tide on the slightest change of initiative or variation from circumstance. To be able to foretell such events through an abundance of data would be of great value. Immense.”

			The Runners, it seemed—unlike earlier simulations that did not involve organic live fire exercises—had a knack for bringing those variations about. There was something about fighting for survival that no simulation could fully account for.

			And then, one day, new Runners ceased to arrive aboard the mini-hulk. One of twelve of its type. Yet though they had no subjects on which to run their simulations, new scenarios continued to be received from other Savage data ships that were tasked with cataloging and recording warfare through something called the Strand—a sort of proprietary Savage comm system.

			At the mention of this, Stranger’s eyes seemed to light up. Prisma wondered if this “Strand” was what he and his team had come for.

			Years passed. Centuries. The scenarios stockpiled, unexamined because there was no resupply of Runners. That resulted in activating the secondary protocol: Maintain operational ability and secrecy. That meant remaining in a fixed spot on a stellar chart far away from any habitable systems or planets. Those who stumbled upon the ship’s location were to be captured and terminated—as Runners if possible, but ultimately via whatever method was necessary. 

			That explained the accumulation of ships in the docking bay. Poor souls who’d found something they were never meant to discover.

			Stranger interrupted and asked how the mini-hulk had managed to pull ships from hyperspace. Archimedes dismissed this as too simple to be bothered by. 

			“It is an old technology. Magic to the primitives.”

			The Rebellion itself happened when a group of the reclaimers decided that they could continue the initial mission by animating the organic matter and moving through the simulations as though they were Runners. This thought was well outside the established parameters, and was denounced as heresy by Archimedes.

			“It was a bad thought,” Archimedes explained. “Bad thought.”

			But, in the ship’s isolation, the reclaimers determined to follow through on the thought. Bad or good. It was data. It could be useful. Archimedes seemed proud that it was in the end true Runners who had solved the Sinasian puzzle, as opposed to the rebels and their reanimated organics, who had failed the simulation for decades now.

			That prompted Stranger to ask. “That battle wasn’t that long ago. End of the Savage Wars. So how did you find out about it?”

			“The Strand still functions, of course,” Archimedes explained. “Of course.” 

			The look of excitement on Stranger’s face was unmistakable.

			The punishment for Archimedes, and for his allies who likewise refused to go along with the democratic choice of the other reclaimers, was banishment. Archimedes would be destroyed if he ventured beyond his allotted space on the deck. He was not destroyed outright because it was determined that he and his ilk would still be beneficial for sending Runners through simulations, should more arrive. The death and slaughter constant as Runners ran the course and Rebel reclaimers reanimated what remained of the organic soup of flesh to die endlessly. 

			But… if Ravi and his friends wanted off this ship, suggested Archimedes, there was a different course they might take. A course directly into the heart of the Rebellion. Put an end to the rebels’ heresy… and the path would be clear. Archimedes would ensure it was so.

			“A bargain, then,” said Ravi.

			The reclaimer nodded.

			“And you would not seek to add to this bargain once we finish, Savage?” Ravi asked.

			Archimedes said he would not. Regaining control was his singular aim. The Rebellion was unlawful. It was beyond parameters. It needed to be put down so original mission protocols could again be resumed.

			“I will complete this task,” said Ravi.

			Archimedes stared at him for a time and then nodded. “I shall grant you access to the lower levels. Deep down.”

			“We must be allowed to return to the hangar. I will not suffer my friends to endure any more of your trials while they wait for my return.”

			“This is agreeable. Agreed. Hunger will force them to return should you fail in your task. Always hunger leads them to run.”

			Archimedes led the group back through the rooms they’d come through. Stranger pointed out the speedlift they’d passed. “Where does this lead?”

			“It is sealed. We will unseal it. Down to the Rebels,” Archimedes answered. “They once controlled the uppermost deck as well. But no longer.”

			“Is that where the Strand is?” Stranger asked.

			“Mm-hmm,” Archimedes almost groaned, sounding ancient and withered. “They now must ask me for new battle data. Kublar. Utopion. Something they despise.”

			The final door opened, revealing the docking bay looking exactly as they had left it. Sergeant Walker pointed out their attack shuttle. “Wild Man, stock up. You too, Mak. Sounds like we’re gonna need everything we brought.”

			The two men went off obediently while Archimedes stood by. Examining the ships filling the hangar as though it was the first time he’d seen any of them.

			“Which ship was yours, Prisma?” Ravi asked. 

			She pointed out the scout jumper and then tried to talk to Ravi without speaking.

			I can hear you, child, Ravi answered.

			Prisma told Ravi about Crash and how it seemed that the war bot had brought her here.

			When she had finished, Ravi said aloud, “I appreciate your wanting to come with me, Sergeant Walker. However, your weapons will be useless against the reclaimers unless they are to have animated flesh. You will only slow them. I will slay them.”

			“I appreciate that,” Walker said. “But we came here for a purpose. One that I can’t let go.”

			“You wish for the Strand,” Ravi said. “You may have it. I will bring it to you. I only ask that you stay and protect Prisma while I am away.”

			“And if you don’t return?”

			“The galaxy itself will have been destroyed in such an event. I will return.”

			Walker considered, then shook his head. “No can do. Sorry. We need to go along.”

			“I will not take Prisma through such an ordeal,” Ravi stated firmly.

			“It is my purpose to watch Prisma,” Crash interjected. “I will remain with her. I will keep her protected.”

			Ravi looked lovingly on the bot. “Gentle KRS-88. You know why I cannot allow such a thing. Something has happened to you.”

			The bot examined Ravi with its optics, then looked down. “I am ashamed.”

			Ravi placed his hand on the cold armored frame of the war bot, lightly patting its barrel chest. “We will be reunited with the others soon enough. Our friend Garret will discover what has happened. Until then… you will stay close to me. I consider it an honor to fight by your side. The reluctant warrior’s soul is to me the purest of all.” 

			To Walker, Ravi offered a compromise. “I will allow Makaffie to be our third. It will be easier for me to keep one man alive than all of you.”

			Walker crossed his arms. “How about it, Prisma? You okay with me and the big guy as company?”

			“Wild Man?” Prisma asked. “Is that what you called him?”

			“That’s what we call him, yeah,” Walker confirmed. “Maybe he’ll tell you why while we wait for your friends to get back.”

			“Okay,” Prisma said. Unsure why she felt so comfortable around the man. Perhaps it was the return of Ravi. His arrival brought with it a sense that things would be all right. That life would be okay.

			Stranger and the sniper returned, loaded down with grenades, rockets, and a host of other munitions.

			“Change of plans,” Walker said, and then filled the men in.

			Stranger smiled, unslung the additional gear, and walked up to Archimedes. “I guess we’re all ready for you to take us to that speedlift.”

			The reclaimer nodded and led the way. “I am hopeful that you will achieve your task. Do not fail.” 

			Stranger tittered. “Well, that’s the trick, man. Don’t fail. I’d have thought that went without saying, but then, you Uplifted types, well, you have a way of repeating things so you won’t forget. Don’t you? Or is that a bad thought?”

			Archimedes seemed to scowl, which made Stranger chuckle to himself.

			They arrived at the speedlift, and Archimedes opened it and beckoned for the trio to enter. They did, while he stayed outside. 

			“I had lost hope when the Master failed to return,” said the reclaimer. “She cleared the upper decks, and fear now confines the Rebels to where you now go. Leave. Begin. She once promised to do what you now seek to do. Do it well.”

			Ravi arched an eyebrow. “Who is your master?”

			“Do it well,” Archimedes repeated.

			The doors to the speedlift closed, and the occupants were hurtling down into the depths of the mini-hulk before another word could be spoken.
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			The story of how Ryan Kline became Mallet Kline wasn’t one he told people very often. He didn’t have to. All the Sigma Seven hunters who’d witnessed it—and even more who hadn’t—told it on Kline’s behalf.

			Some of it, naturally, was embellished. That’s how real-life deeds turn into folk tales which, given enough time and persistence, turn into legends. Mallet Kline wasn’t a legend… but he planned on reaching that plateau before all was said and done. And Kline knew it could be done.

			Tyrus Rechs was a legend. 

			Wraith had been on his way to becoming one before he got mixed up where he shouldn’t have.

			So why not Kline?

			There were two ways, by Kline’s accounting, you became a legend. The first involved the doing of deeds. Mallet Kline had done his fair share. Once he was made a full Sigma hunter, it didn’t take long for him to further his reputation for not only fearlessness, but relentless calm in the face of danger. In fact, to the other hunters, Kline’s unflappable demeanor was something bordering on magical. To Kline it was no less than what was expected of a Judy on that Oba-forsaken planet he’d escaped. 

			At least, it was what was expected from a Judy who wanted to eat.

			The other thing every Judy was known for—though no one beyond Karsten’s Silence even knew what a Judy was, much less what they were known for—was their honesty. Once a Judy ate the loaf and drank the water… that was it. They did what was asked of them or they died in the attempt. There was no waiting until the thaw. A Judy didn’t scrounge up a new loaf and a glass and attempt to buy back their debt. And they certainly didn’t stick their hands in their pockets and talk about “new information,” “better prospects,” or “extenuating circumstances.”

			They did the job.

			Transferring that Judy code of conduct to the Bronze Guild was easy for Kline. You took the job and you did it. No excuses. And that code of conduct, that black-and-white perspective when it came to the integrity of the hunt, was essentially the same as what the guild itself wanted. 

			True, the guild had a few rules that were more of a gray color. Rules about hunters not going after other hunters, for instance. Kline, like a lot of the hunters, saw those rules more as guidelines. The galaxy was a bigger place than he ever imagined possible while trapped on Karsten’s Silence, and the people in it—bounty hunters or not—were bound to have their disagreements. Even the Judys didn’t all get along. That was life.

			Generally, of course you left your fellow guild members free to do their job, and they did the same for you. But it was still only a guideline. Not a rule.

			But there was no such gray when it came to the hunt. Once you took a job, you did the job. Which meant you took no contracts, terminations, or payments that might interfere with or hinder that job in any way. Local system hires you for a thousand credits to haul in some sleazy smuggler who jumped planet while on bail, and when you find that same scumsack, they offer you ten thousand credits to look the other way. Do you take the bigger payday? Hell no. You forget about the extra credits and you bring the smuggler in. Always. Every time.

			That was a rule that made sense to the “hick” of a Judy—as the other Sigma Seven hunters called Kline once upon a time. And it was over that rule that he earned the name Mallet.

			The job was a simple one. Simple. Not to be confused with easy.

			Someone with credits to burn had done something stupid and someone else had gotten killed as a result of it. If you’d have asked the target, he would have told you it was an accident. That he never meant for it to happen. He wouldn’t have been lying.

			It happened on one of those vacation planets where the oceans were impossibly blue and clear, with plenty of brightly colored fish swimming along coral palaces under a bright and vibrant sun that only ever treated you right. The kind of mid-core destination that those with credits flocked to and those without pinched and saved or added just a little more debt so they could flood the middle-of-the-road establishments on the less-exclusive parts of the planet. Good things happened on places like that. Fun memories. 

			Bad things happened, too. And when the target reached that point in his life where an impossibly bad thing happened to him—it was worse for the girl, of course—well, he panicked. He didn’t follow through on his promise to the posh, planetary police officers who wore shorts and often didn’t even carry blasters. On the date his hearing was scheduled, he had long since left on his yacht and gone for home.

			Most times, that would be the end of it. Those officers and their beach patrols and gun belts with no guns weren’t the sort to hunt a man across the galaxy. Someone would say, “It’s too bad,” and everyone would nod and agree and repeat, “Too bad.” And then they’d head back to their patrols on the beaches, happy to show the tourists that were the lifeblood of such a planet directions to whatever they wanted to visit or experience that day. Even happy to look away when those same tourists had a little bit too much to drink—a little bit, not too much. Or built a fire on the beach—a little fire, not too big.

			But the trouble came because the girl in the accident had all her idents in her room. She had next of kin to notify. And so it fell to one of those officers to notify said next of kin. And they, the next of kin, between sobs, wanted answers. They got them. The name of the suspect and how he’d jumped off-world and how local law enforcement just didn’t have the resources to go after him. Arrangements would be made for the body and the case would be closed. 

			And it would have been. But that was when the case took one of those odd, cosmic turns. Because the suspect and the victim both lived in a system at war with itself. Planet against planet. The old grudges that had led to two cultures segregating themselves still burning in the distance between their new homes. And though the war between planets had cooled under the steady hand of the Republic, the hostility at heart had not.

			Word spread. One of theirs killed one of ours and got away with it. Just like that. He’s sitting at home in his mansion… and where’s justice? Charges were filed. Locally. And of course the target didn’t show for any of that either.

			Attention spread until things reached the planetary level and everyone on the first planet was demanding that the target—who was guilty of premeditated murder in their minds—be extradited that short trip between worlds and face what he’d done. Sabers rattled until the government of the target’s planet, who didn’t like being told what to do but also didn’t want to go to war over some rich kid who’d had too much to drink on a pleasure world and should have never been out on the water in the first place, made a declaration. 

			We won’t extradite him but neither will we protect him. 

			Meaning… if he ever left the planet again, they would not interfere should he be arrested and brought to trial. Of course, any attempts to take him by force from the planet by the other world would be viewed as an act of war. Of course.

			Nobody was really happy with that outcome. Except maybe the target. Being confined on one planet is a far cry better than being hanged on another. And nobody on either side wanted war. Not really. Including the suspect.

			It just so happened that when the decision was on all the local news cycles, Sigma Prime was in that very system. So when the job came—five hundred thousand crowd-sourced credits for the apprehension of the suspect and his return to stand trial, well, Sigma Seven accepted it before someone like Tyrus Rechs could. They were right next door. Easy money.

			Only it wasn’t. It was simple money. Not easy.

			The suspect could afford to have his own sizable security detail, and have one he did. It took several experienced hunters to assault the compound—that was what he’d turned his estate into—and a few hunters were hurt. None of them were killed. If they had been, what happened next might not have happened at all.

			In those days Sigma Seven was led by a hunter named Bri-sahn Potts. The other hunters just called him Potts. Or Potter. Potts took the suspect in and a five-hundred-thousand-credit payday was happening and no one had died and so the boys and girls in Sigma Seven were feeling pretty good about life. Full clan members got a full share, the clan treasury grew fatter, and prospective clan members got to keep eating and training for free. 

			Only Potts, he called a meeting and told everyone they weren’t going to collect. Told them that he’d done them one better and took five million credits from the suspect in exchange for an escape pod equipped with hyperdrive because the target knew he’d be dead if he ever stood trial and old Potts agreed there could never be a fair trial on that planet anyway.

			Now, some of the hunters were happy about what their leader told them. A full share of that many credits was the kind of thing they went to sleep dreaming about when they’d have their fill of the galaxy’s other pleasures. 

			But not Kline, who felt someone like Potts should have never been a leader no matter how good he was with a blaster. Breaking the code was proof of what, to Kline, had already been obvious.

			Kinstle hadn’t liked it either. He shared his frustrations with some of the other hunters, and Kline heard it and nodded his head. As a junior man, just a few years removed from being a frostbitten Judy, he didn’t feel it was his place to talk.

			Except all the talk was driving him mad.

			“Someone needs to do something,” they’d say. And then the something they did was to say that someone needs to do something. Again.

			So Ryan Kline decided to do something. He didn’t excuse himself from the circle of conversation. He just walked away. The others didn’t seem to notice.

			Kline made for the engine room, where an old man with a round belly and cybernetic arms and legs supervised the always-shifting crew of prospectives who were expected to learn how to keep Sigma Prime running in all its stations. In that engine room were a lot of big, mechanical parts. Massive gears and so much technology that Kline used to wonder if it even really worked on its own or if some alien magic made it all come together. Occasionally, on a ship as big and old as Sigma Prime, those big gears would get stuck. There were all sorts of ways to un-stick them, from specialized torches to vibrating spanners but most of the time the old man with the round belly and cybernetic arms would hoist a great big metal hammer—a mallet—and give the stuck part a whack. And then the part would move and the ship would keep on humming.

			Kline picked up the mallet and said to the old man, “I’m taking this.” 

			He said it so softly that the old man almost didn’t hear it above the hum of the engine room. He said it so seriously that the old man didn’t dare tell Kline to leave it alone.

			Afterward, the other hunters would ask themselves, Didn’t we see him walk right past us holding that hammer in his hands while we were sayin’ someone should do something? And didn’t he do it? 

			He did.

			Kline found Potts taking his meal in his quarters. It was nothing to come inside—all the hunters were free to see Sigma’s leader when they needed. The industrial mallet came down on the table first, breaking it and sending Potts’s dinner scattering as it carried on toward its target—Potts’s right knee.

			He screamed and hollered like death, not even thinking about his blaster as he went down hard on his side, both hands trying to hold in place a knee that was impossibly shattered. Kline, however, was thinking about the blaster, because the blaster was still what was most likely to kill him at that moment. He pulled it from the holster and gently tossed it across the room as Potts screamed in agony.

			Then Kline obliterated the other knee as well as a wrist and hand that got in the way trying to protect it.

			By now the hunters were gathered in the large hall outside of Potts’s quarters because of the screams, which were carrying out beyond those impervisteel bulkheads even louder than the constant hum of the engines you learned to tune out after a few days in space.

			Those hunters jumped back when the doors opened and Kline strode out, pulling Potts behind him by the collar and carrying the mallet in the other. Kline didn’t look strong enough to hold that big metal mallet the way he did, but sometimes strength is deceptive that way. He dragged Potts out across the threshold, and the man screamed in agony with every bump until he was roughly thrown down and left to stare up at the lights and the faces of those around him—the other hunters, Sigma Seven all.

			“Tell ’em,” Kline said in a voice so calm and cold that more than one of his fellow hunters later remarked that it was the voice of a stone-cold killer. Which was what any Judy really was.

			“I did Sigma wrong,” Potts spat out, the anguish in his voice clear.

			Whether that was what Kline told the man to say or whether it was an honest confession was never known. 

			“And?” Kline prompted, as sober and serious as those who’d been with him back on Karsten’s Silence had seen him be on the day he’d fought his way into their ranks.

			“And… I broke code. I brought shame… on us all.”

			“That’ll do,” said Kline. And then he brought that big mallet up and swung it crashing down onto the man’s face and that was that. Potts passed on from the galaxy, and Mallet Kline was born into the same.

			They didn’t make him the head of Sigma Seven right away. They put Chadrick up first, even though he could barely walk because of what the fall a couple years back on a job gone bad had done to his back. Everybody knew that Chadrick’s job was to teach Kline what was expected, because Kline was the future of Sigma Seven. And Chadrick, he didn’t mind. Hell, he was proud. Wasn’t he the one who’d brought Kline in? Looked like a pretty smart decision in retrospect.

			They caught the target out on the edge a few months later. They gave the five million to the victim’s family and refused payment for the completed job. It was the only way to maintain their integrity in case word of what happened ever got out. And of course it did get out because those who witnessed it couldn’t help but share such a tale.

			So. Mallet Kline had all the beginnings of what was needed to become a legend. He’d done the doing of deeds. 

			Yet it wasn’t enough. He wasn’t a legend yet. Which was what led him to pursue the second way of becoming a legend: 

			Kill another legend.

			And that… that was what had caused him to take that black contract on Wraith, though he’d never admit it. What he would admit were the merits of his decision as they pertained to the guild. Wraith was a man who showed hunters that maybe they didn’t need the Bronze Guild. That was a problem. It had been a problem during Archangel’s final tenure, and it had become more of a problem when word got out about some of the massive bounties Wraith got, never owing a fraction to the guild for any of it. Plus, nobody went after Wraith. He didn’t need the guild’s protection. 

			Yeah. Wraith was a problem for the Bronze Guild.

			Kline had the guts to do something about it. And while his and Venema’s plan ended up shot to hell… he, Kline, was still in control. He wasn’t afraid.

			He knew there were some who might dispute that, but he wasn’t. He was looking for a way to win. And when Kinstle called and said that Tyrus Rechs had shown up and that he was just arranging the details before sending the man on to see Kline, well… Kline thought long and hard about what that might mean.

			Wraith wanted Kline dead.

			Rechs wanted Kline’s money. 

			The latter could be used to stop the former. And not only would Wraith be the one who ended up dead, but a proper standard for legal bounty hunting—Guild bounty hunting—would be reestablished once more.

			But Rechs was supposed to be dead himself. That was the rumor. And Kline would be making a grave error if he simply accepted as truth the claim that the man was still alive and willing to work for him. Even given the word of as trusted a lieutenant as Kinstle.

			He needed to find someone in the guild who could verify, with certainty, whether they were truly dealing with the real Tyrus Rechs. It took some research in the Bronze Guild databanks, but he found a person who could do just that. 

			And when he called… she answered.
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			Keel had known that putting the legendary bounty hunter’s name back out in public would be something of a mixed bag. On the plus side, it got him immediate access to the guild’s inner circle and a shot at taking Mallet Kline down directly. That would surely prove easier in the long run than fighting his way into whatever bunker the guild boss was hiding in. Flushing out anyone playing defense was never a sure thing, especially a capable target with his own private army of mercs and hunters that, if unified and included all the guild members, would exceed a good number of planetary defense forces. Not that they would all be on hand. But they were out there, all those hunters. If Keel had taken that approach, he might well be forced to go back and actually ask Chhun for a kill team. If not a company of legionnaires. 

			No, this was still his best bet… going in as Rechs.

			But that meant he now had to track down this Honey. Which raised the downside of bringing Tyrus Rechs into the public eye. For if Honey heard that Tyrus Rechs was looking for her, well, she’d go completely underground if she wasn’t stupid. 

			Nor could Aeson Keel be seen to be showing any interest in the target. Keel was too strongly associated with Wraith, so if word got out that either one of them was looking into Honey… well, that word would get back to Kinstle, and he’d surely put two and two together. 

			And yet Keel needed information on Honey. The various leads collected from the brokers paid for by the Bronze Guild and supplied to him was scant. He needed hard, reliable intel. And had no clear way to get it. 

			Zora proved exceedingly useful when it came to solving this dilemma. Her association with Keel was long forgotten, having occurred well before Wraith had risen to any galactic notoriety. Lao Pak hadn’t even remembered her when she’d showed up with Keel at the pirate’s front door. That allowed her to inquire about Honey with all the information brokers Keel knew, as well as a few he didn’t, without raising any suspicions. And being a hunter herself, she knew precisely what to ask and what not to ask. As well as what to do with the intel as it was collected.

			She took Keel up to the loft that served as her private quarters. “This is where I do my mission planning, otherwise you’d have no hopes of being in here, jump jockey.”

			“Yeah, yeah.” Keel followed her up, leaving Garret to tinker with the armor—the kid’s new passion—and occasionally run some intel through a tracking system he’d been rebuilding on the ship’s mainframe. A variant of what he’d done on the Six to help with finding Prisma. Keel knew the kid was also spending time trying to figure out if the computations could give him anything, even a scrap, about Leenah.

			As Keel reached the loft he said to Zora, “You know, for someone who’s supposed to be level-headed and rational—the logical one—you sure do have your delusions.”

			He had passed through the room only once before when entering the ship from its upper hatch. Now, without the helmet on, he better took it in. The blaster-scarred fur blanket was neatly folded atop a bed that would have passed Legion inspection—a habit Zora surely learned from her father. Zora’s personal fresher was visible through an open hatch, just behind the bunk. There were a few magnetically fastened chests and lockers, a personal datapad kept strapped to a pouch just above the bed, and a workstation.

			Keel moved to the workstation, seeing it as the only place in the room Zora would want him.

			“What’s that supposed to mean?” she asked, following him.

			“The way you keep shooting me down, you’d think I actually tried to flirt with you or something.” Keel picked up a cleaning rag she’d left on the bench. This was clearly where she maintained her weapons. Hard-mounted holoscreens and projectors told him it was where she did her research as well.

			Zora pushed her hip against the bench and leaned over the table so she could see Keel’s face while he stared straight ahead. Her arms were crossed and her face wore an expression of seriousness, but also amusement. “That’s because I know how you work, Aeson. You act like the most impossible, pig-headed, sarcastic man alive with just enough charm to avoid getting punched in the face.”

			“You’ve punched me plenty of times.”

			Zora ignored the remark. “And somehow you… sense the exact moment a girl tells herself that you’re hopeless. A lost cause with pretty eyes.”

			Keel scoffed, but Zora pressed in for the kill, speaking in lovey-dovey tones. 

			“And then the impossible, pig-headed, sarcastic smuggler captain gets soft and shares a tender moment.” Her brows flashed with sudden anger, and she slapped the back of Keel’s head. “And then he strikes!”

			“Hey!” Keel rubbed the back of his head. “That doesn’t sound like me.”

			“Doesn’t it?”

			“No, but you’ll see me ‘strike’ if you keep smacking me like that. And not the way you want it either, sweetheart.”

			It was Zora’s turn to scoff. She threw up her arms. “The way I want? I want a lot of things, Aeson, but getting mixed up romantically with you again isn’t one of them.”

			Keel gave a smug, full-faced smile. “Good. Then we’ve got nothing to fight about.”

			“I can hear you up there,” called Garret from the deck below. 

			Zora activated the hatch to seal the two of them in the room, making their conversation private. She then looked at Keel, arms crossed, expression challenging him to say another word on the subject. It was the same look she used to give him back when they were both younger. When he would point out some flaw in her shooting, planning, or flying and she would call him a jump jockey and threaten him with violent harm. It was that look that had made Keel “strike,” as she called it. Though not out of the blue. There had been flirting. Teasing. Swats and shoves if only to have some physical contact. So much of it that Doc had noticed and embarrassed them both by calling it what it was.

			Here that look was again, standing before him. Zora knew Keel, yes, but he knew her as well. She was waiting. Saying nothing. Wanting to see what he would say next. About himself. About her. Maybe even about Leenah.

			The thought of Leenah was a moral clarion call. Not only in the way it woke Keel up to the reality of a fondness toward Zora. One he hadn’t been aware was creeping back until that moment. It was also a condemnation on Keel’s life and the lack of attachment that had so often manifested itself therein. Leenah was supposed to be his anchor. The one he let his guard down for. Tried to be normal for.

			And even now that she was gone she still managed to carry a presence in his psyche. Not in the way that fallen brothers like Exo or Twenties did. But not all that different, either. Her memory brought with it a burden. But a burden to do what?

			When leejes fell, Keel knew what to do. KTF. Fight the fight. Don’t forget nothin’. Leenah’s memory demanded something more delicate… and respectful. 

			Keel didn’t feel ashamed, but neither did he want to play the game that Zora was setting up. Unless she’d really changed, that is. That was possible. But Keel doubted it. Still, she was back, and going across the galaxy with him again. 

			And the fact that she’d even bothered to come to his aid when she realized he was in trouble… that was something in itself. Zora wasn’t the type to run with someone else unless she wanted to. Usually because she had her eyes on a finish line that Keel himself didn’t fully see yet. There was something in it for her… either because of someone else, like a favor to Doc, or simply because of how it made her feel inside.

			Keel pushed down a temptation to be rash and “strike” and see what kind of a mess that might make of his life. But the temptation was there. It was always there. 

			What would happen if I just jumped? 

			Instead he slowly nodded and said, “Let’s see what we’ve got from the brokers.”

			She let down her arms without a word or a look of confusion or disappointment. She only nodded in return and brought to life the glowing blues and greens of the holodisplay as it mapped out every lead, dead end, and last known whereabouts of Honey, each neatly marked and tagged to show elapsed time and trustworthiness of the source. Zora was good at this part of being a bounty hunter. Very good.

			Where she fell behind Keel was in her ability to do the deadly part of the job. But then, few hunters beside Tyrus Rechs ever could. She would have fit in perfectly in one of the clans. Using her skills as part of a team. She’d have had a nicer ship by now if nothing else. But Zora did things her own way, and the surest way to make an enemy of her was to try to make it otherwise. 

			She cycled through the data and went over all the details they both already knew. The target was a female Tennar with a magenta skin coloration—though that was easy enough to change with biomods if she knew someone was after her. And she definitely knew that. It became clear early on in their research that she had been feeding false info to the brokers to keep people off her trail. A time-consuming trick unless you were already connected. But a good one.

			What was unclear was who else was after Honey. The contract was legal but blind, meaning only the buyer and the man with the highest levels of guild access knew who the debtor was. And that knowledge wasn’t recorded anywhere except in the mind of the guild boss who took those calls and made those deals: Mallet Kline. But if Keel had access to him, he wouldn’t need to go after Honey in the first place.

			Zora continued her debrief, even though it was old news for both of them. She went through the details because that was what she always did. She felt that repeating out loud what they already knew was sometimes a pathway to seeing old information in a new light. Something might come up to get the brain synapses firing to create a new angle and then everything is suddenly clear and obvious and you know what to do next. Those moments often led to subsequent breakthroughs that would finish the job.

			As she spoke, a red box appeared on the holodisplay, flashing atop the other hololayers with a soft, audible brink, brink.

			“What’s that?” Keel asked.

			“Something new.” Zora swiped the box with her finger. She frowned in displeasure. “Your friend Lao Pak’s report came in and your code slicer’s algorithm seems to think it’s important.”

			“Open it up. Lao Pak’s about the most reliable source I have, despite everything else.”

			Zora raised an eyebrow. She wasn’t interested in hearing anything positive about the “pirate prince.”

			“He didn’t steer us wrong about Kline’s lieutenant, did he?”

			Zora didn’t admit defeat out loud, but she did access the heavily encrypted message. A black screen buzzed and whirred as her systems decrypted the transmission, then it revealed a rough, jumpy image of Lao Pak speaking.

			Zora had left him on mute.

			“It might help if we can actually hear what he has to say,” prompted Keel.

			“Fine,” sighed Zora. “I’ve got one kelhorn in my personal quarters. Why not admit a second?”

			“It’s a recording. He’ll never know… until I tell him.”

			Zora turned on the audio, and Lao Pak’s voice came through.

			“This how I know it true… it not usual broker. It some rich businessman who like to slum it up in greasy dive bar. Feel like he a pirate king like Lao Pak before he go back and disappoint rich family. I not pay extra to find out name, but he pay a lot to know what I send you. And businessman say he leave right away. Careful Keel… very dangerous-looking. You probably die.”

			Zora turned to Keel. “That make any sense to you?”

			“Not really. Is that it?”

			A faint pounding sounded from below. Garret was banging to get their attention.

			“Care to add a third kelhorn to your quarters?” Keel asked.

			Zora opened the portal and sent down the access ladder. “Garret’s not a kelhorn. He just works for one.”

			“I won’t try to come up,” Garret called from below. “But Lao Pak sent some jump coordinates and it’s really clicking in my algos. Definitely crosses the threshold you had me set up to know when we should take a jump or when we should wait. And that’s even after I adjusted for spoofs and switchbacks based on her behavioral pattern, well, not so much her pattern but the predictives that her pattern worked in my system because for a while it didn’t seem like there was any consistency in when she gave false leads to places she was really at and when she gave false leads to places she was never at that we knew of because she could have been there but she wasn’t seen so I tried to adjust for that too.”

			“Garret,” Zora said, holding up a hand as she looked down the ladder at the code slicer. “You think you know where she is?”

			“Well…” Garret suddenly sounded less enthusiastic. “I think that what Lao Pak just gave us is where she is if Lao Pak’s intel is correct and also if…”

			He trailed off.

			“Also if what?” asked Keel.

			“Uh, well, if it’s not a trap. It’s a space station. An asteroid station, technically. She got tracked to one—a station, not an asteroid station—a while back and it ended up being an ambush but I had to really dig to find that out. So maybe this is legit but maybe she’s trying to lure someone into another trap. Lots of people died but the local holos called it gang-related.”

			“Was she at that station?” Zora asked.

			Garret shook his head. “No. But she definitely led whoever was hunting her there. That much was clear.”

			“Okay,” Zora said. “So we have a lead but it might be an ambush. What now?”

			Keel was already inspecting his blaster. “Ambush or not, you don’t get a bounty like hers unless you’re dangerous in some way or another. No point waiting to see if the galaxy gets any safer. This is our best lead. Let’s get there before someone else does first.”
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			A jump into uncharted portions of the galaxy was always a risk. Satellites and deep space buoys mapped stellar bodies in motion and transmitted the data into a number of open-source feeds that nav computers accessed to ensure they weren’t exiting FTL travel the hard, fatal way. Those numbers were quite reliable close to the vast majority of inhabited planets and their local systems, but some edge worlds were still dangerous, and of course so was just about any place out in the deep dark cold of space.

			It was in one such deep dark cold area of space that their destination was located. An installation of some sort built into a kilometer-radius asteroid named AC-111 in a belt once mined by the Keefer Mineral Trust before it was abandoned due to low output. The distance between mine and market wasn’t worth what they were pulling from the rocks.

			Jumps into regions such as this took time, and the amount of time varied depending on how slick your nav computer was and how effectively your ship could handle the innumerable micro-corrections required to stay safely on course. For the Indelible VI, that delay was hardly noticeable. Especially with both Ravi and Leenah on board. The same could not be said for Clara’s Gift. 

			Keel passed the time by going through dry fire drills and his typical leej-inspired workout routine. Zora joined him for much of that, while Garret remained occupied with the armor. And when he’d had enough of exercising and drilling and had cleaned up with the sonic shower while Zora enjoyed the real thing in her quarters, Zora suggested they play a game of tiles. Keel agreed—it was better than nothing. Garret didn’t even acknowledge the invitation to join them. He gave out the usual stream of oblivious “hmmms” and “ohs” as he delved deeper into the armor.

			“I think this is Savage tech,” Garret said at one point, a mumble clearly not meant for anyone really.

			But Zora and Keel heard it and halted their game. 

			Zora raised an eyebrow at Keel. “What do you think about that?”

			Keel shrugged. “Wouldn’t surprise me. It wasn’t Legion, that’s for sure.”

			“And yet it looks like the old Mark I’s you see still see in museums.” Zora began to play again, setting her virtual tile down on the holoprojected game board. “So the question is… did Tyrus Rechs add in a little Savage tech to a Mark I suit, or is the Mark I suit based off of Savage tech? Your move.”

			Keel gazed over at Garret. “Beats me,” he said. He absently put down his tile, realizing that he’d made a mistake in the game the moment he did so, but not particularly caring. “Kid’ll figure that out with enough time.”

			Zora smiled. “That ‘kid’ could make himself a fortune if he used those skills in the corporate world instead of hanging out with a scoundrel.”

			“A charming scoundrel,” Keel corrected. “Your words. But nah, he wouldn’t. He would make someone else a fortune. Whoever ran the corp would be the one getting rich off the kid.”

			“And you figured, if someone’s going to take advantage, why not me?”

			Keel scoffed and leaned across the holoprojected game, his face glowing in its light. “He can leave any time, Zora… and so can you.”

			She examined her next move. “We’ve come this far. No sense turning around now.”

			“It would be nice if this junk heap of yours could come this far a little faster. It could use some Savage tech of its own.”

			Zora rolled her eyes. “Savages had to steal FTL tech from us. Everyone knows that.”

			“You haven’t met my friend Masters—he’s got a few theories about that,” Keel said, and then responded to Zora’s move with another hasty play of his own. He looked around the ship. “Why haven’t you upgraded to a better model?”

			Zora pounced on Keel’s mistake, causing the game to flash and her score to spin upward. “You’re falling right into my trap.”

			“I’m serious, Zora,” said Keel. “I see the holosystems you have in place and the kit you’re running. You aren’t broke, and it’s obvious you’ve pushed this ship as far as it can be pushed. So what gives? What’s so special about Clara’s Gift?”

			Zora cast her eyes downward. “Your move.”

			Keel didn’t budge. He watched her, carefully, with resolve, to see where this might lead. But he was foiled by the sound of the ship’s nav alert beeping overhead. They had come out of hyperspace.

			Zora got up and moved swiftly toward the cockpit. 

			“Probably just another stop so the nav comp can recalculate again,” Keel called after her. That had been the single biggest thing slowing them down. The ship’s systems would hit probability margins that forced it to drop out of hyperspace and completely remap its route. Keel had told Zora that his code slicer could easily override those fail-safes, but she’d declined the offer. So they were reliant on the nav comp, which halted for any probability at or above .001. Keel didn’t need Ravi to tell him that those odds were workable.

			“It also works when the probability is 99.1,” Zora had said. “That’s above point-zero-zero-one, too. So no thanks. You risk your own life on your own ship—if you ever get another one.”

			Keel looked at the game of tiles before him and smirked at what he saw before him. He hadn’t wandered into any trap. Zora might be in trouble if she thought so, though. 

			She returned from the cockpit.

			“That was quick,” he said.

			“That’s because it wasn’t a re-calc. We’re here.”

			Keel stood. “At the base?”

			Zora rolled her eyes. “In system. I’m not an idiot, Keel. Stop treating me like one. Should be thirty minutes before we get close enough to go in hard for a landing… if it comes to that. Got the ship running under sensors unless they have something military.”

			“Doubtful for miners,” Keel said. He moved to Garret and grabbed the piece of armor that contained the jump jets and lower leg protection. “Sorry, kid. My turn now. Got thirty minutes to get kitted out.”

			Garret stared at Keel dumbly for a moment before being drawn back into reality. “Oh. Oh, yeah. Sure, Captain. No problem. So this stuff—I’m pretty sure—comprises Savage tech.”

			Keel nodded as he began to put the armor on. “Heard you mumbling something about that.”

			“Did Rechs add the Savage tech into Legion armor, or…?” Zora let the question hang unfinished.

			“No,” said Garret confidently. “Anything that’s recognizable is added into the system, and that’s all Legion stuff. But you can tell it’s an overlay from the way it was kit-bashed. The base is all Savage and if not Savage, alien. But really I think it’s Savage because alien tech is peculiar to whatever alien species came up with it while Savage tech is basically human in its design even though they were posthumans and some of them were really far out if you believe all the holos which I do in this case because why else would the whole galaxy have gotten so worked up about Savages if they weren’t monsters?”

			“That answers that,” said Zora. “I’m going to the cockpit to oversee our flight to the station. Keel, you can come in after you’re jocked up. You too, Garret.”

			“No thanks,” the code slicer replied. “I can see all the cam feeds from here and I get more intel from watching the system than I would in the cockpit. Thanks anyway, though.”

			Zora nodded and departed.

			“She’s starting to take a liking to you, kid,” Keel teased.

			“Yeah, right,” Garret said with a laugh. He tinkered at his workstation, giving the armor final inspections before leaving it for Keel to don. “If Zora was going for anyone it would be you, Captain. Too bad she doesn’t know about Leenah much. Probably gonna get pretty awkward when we find her.”

			Keel stopped to look at the kid. Garret wasn’t joking. The question of whether to break the kid of this delusion flashed within Keel’s mind. He didn’t want to encourage the sort of wishful thinking that was going on. The line between clinging to hope and fooling oneself was thin, and Garret had moved well past it. But Keel opted to let it go for now. The kid would come around to reality eventually.

			“Yeah, well, I don’t think you have to worry about any of that,” Keel said, leaving it for Garret to determine just what “that” was. “You figure anything out on those jump jets?”

			“I did,” said Garret, nodding enthusiastically. “It relies on a gas combustion that’s pretty ingenious in that it can draw its fuel from oxygen so long as you give the suit time to draw it out. The downside is the low number of charges, though you could probably go flying farther than you think with it if you started full. I can retrofit it to use a micro-compression that would operate as a liquid fuel source.”

			“And did you?” Keel asked, checking his slug thrower and then holstering it. He decided he’d carry the Intec this time as well. Unlike at the trials, he wasn’t worried about anyone here finding out his secret.

			“I can’t actually do it until we get to a market that would sell the gas—and the compressor. But at least that’s a one-time purchase. The gas not so much. It’s really expensive.”

			“Well,” Keel said, grunting as he fastened the torso protection. “We’ve got the credits. Guess that’s on the to-do list.”

			Once he was completely in armor save for the bucket, Keel entered the cockpit. Zora was at the controls.

			“Don’t tell me. You need to use my fur blanket again.”

			“Not this time,” Keel said, staring through the front viewport at the asteroid field that lay ahead of them. “Looks pretty stable out there.”

			There were a few big ones that made it clear why this belt had once gotten some prospective miner’s attention. The stability of the field was another plus. Keel had seen—had flown through—asteroid clusters that were constantly shifting as starship-sized rocks slammed into capital-ship-sized ones, setting off successive chain reactions that were so chaotic and incalculable that even Ravi had sounded afraid. 

			What Keel didn’t see was anything resembling a base, though they were still far off from the nav coordinates. 

			He asked Zora if she had visuals. She pointed out at the field, gray in a sea of black, visible through a mixture of infrared and sensory-location mapping. They were too far out in the dark to have the benefit of a star’s light. 

			“You have to wait for it,” she said. Then… “There.”

			A twinkle flashed where she pointed before disappearing.

			“Beacon,” Keel muttered.

			“Uh-huh. Cycles every thirty seconds or so. Right on target.”

			Keel nodded. “Let’s hope that our Tennar is home.”

			“I have a feeling she will be.” Zora got up from her pilot’s seat. “Watch the sticks for me. I’m going to get jocked up.”

			Keel gently took her arm to stop her progress. When she turned to look at him he said, “Zora, you don’t need to—”

			“I know. And I’m free to leave any time. I remember. But this one… this time… I’m going to see this one through.”
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			Clara’s Gift came in fast over the last few kilometers, speedily covering the distance in the hopes of avoiding any defenses the asteroid outpost might have—or of giving whoever was inside time to prepare for their arrival. Had Zora and Keel gone with the tactic of issuing a distress signal coupled with pretending to come in lame, they would almost certainly be viewed with suspicion; early on they had decided that storming the compound was the only way they could avoid the fate that had awaited all others who had come for Honey. If this was a trap, they intended to spring it so quickly that whoever or whatever was waiting for them would themselves be caught off-guard. 

			Advance sensor sweeps showed that most of the structure was underground. There were two exterior landing pads, both open, where Zora could put her ship down; she and Keel would have to seal their armor to make the trek into the base. Or at least, that was the plan—until they were within visual distance, their course aligned to the flashing beacon that now towered a hundred meters above the asteroid’s surface—and Keel saw a better option.

			“Down there. Shielded hangar. More than enough room for us.”

			Zora was perplexed. “Why aren’t the blast doors closed?”

			“Don’t ask why when you get a break… hurry. You’re gonna miss it and have to come around. Blast doors might actually be closed by then.”

			Zora spoke through gritted teeth. “I’m already trying to correct course.”

			Keel had forgotten that this wasn’t the Six and that what would have been a simple maneuver in his old ship was much more complicated in Clara’s Gift. 

			“You want me to fly?”

			“I want you to shut up, jump jockey!”

			The request proved impossible for Keel, who felt his anxieties switching between crashing into the rock, crashing into the impervisteel bunker that housed the shielded hangar, and missing it altogether.

			“Little lower,” he cautioned and then, “Not that low!” as the ship skimmed just above the jagged surface of the asteroid. 

			Zora was too focused to engage in conversation. She was fighting the ship’s AI as it sought to “correct” her flight paths with gentle nudges and changes in speed. Warnings beeped and blared as the ship sought to alert its pilot to the breakneck approach that, in its view, Zora must surely be unaware of. This was suicide.

			It felt that way to Keel too until the last possible moments when the sluggish ship leveled out and flared its counter-thrusters, reducing speed as it zipped on course into the bay. The higher speed had been to defeat any last-minute closure of the blast doors, but it had proved unnecessary. They glided in without that additional danger presenting itself.

			Inside, the bay was awash with a steady alert siren. Bright blue lights flashed, and an intermittent buzzing alarm competed with the siren’s call. There was ample room, the only other ship a transport shuttle. Zora put down Clara’s Gift after turning it to face the exit in preparation for a speedy departure.

			Keel donned his helmet. “Headin’ to the ramp.”

			“Wait,” called Zora. She opened the hatch beneath the cockpit. “Drop down here, it’ll be faster.”

			Keel drew his slug thrower and dropped through the opening, forgoing the ladder entirely and trusting in his armor’s shock absorbers to nullify the effects of the three-meter fall.

			On the ground, he quickly assessed his surroundings. The hangar bay was laid out in the typical fashion. An observer/control tower, which appeared empty. A storage garage for any heavy haulers or other docking equipment. Two blast doors leading into the compound, one for people and one large enough for a repulsor truck. 

			Wherever the trouble was that was causing the alarms, it appeared to be elsewhere on the base.

			Zora slid down the ladder in a practiced move that she likely used to surprise anyone milling about her ship. She was down just as quickly as Keel but with considerably less impact on landing. 

			“Clear,” Keel called. Though the bay was large, he could see all its corners and niches. It was empty. Except for the other ship, the transport shuttle. Now that they were on the ground, Keel recognized that it was a military transport—a model of shuttle favored by the Repub Army.

			Zora recognized the same. “That doesn’t bode well.”

			“Find out soon enough,” Keel said. “Ready to move?”

			The ship sealed itself back up, its landing struts magnetically locked to the deck. If anyone inside tried to space them they’d be able to hold their ground. Both Rechs’s armor and Zora’s boots had magnetic locks of their own, but no one looked to be present to create such a problem.

			Garret was on the comm a moment later. “I’m working my way into the system to get you some schematics. I’ve got the stuff that they keep unencrypted now, though. Looks like a route for anyone making a delivery. Through the door and then wait in the first room on your right. No idea what else is beyond that at this time, though. Should soon.”

			“Copy,” said Keel. Then, to Zora, “Moving.”

			He set out smoothly toward the personnel door, though he imagined that entering the facility through the cargo door might provide them with a more monitored, yet also more direct path to wherever they were heading. Ultimately they would clear every room until they found Honey, though. They only needed to decide where to begin.

			Zora covered Keel with her carbine. Keel felt that a rifle would be a better option for him as well, at least right now. The hangar was wide open and suited itself to a longer-range weapon than his slug thrower or blaster. But unlike the Indelible VI, Clara’s Gift didn’t have an exhaustive weapons locker—and what Zora did have on board was enough for her and her alone. There were pistols available, as well as a long gun, but Keel already had pistols of his own and he wasn’t about to take her sniper system into what would likely be a CQB situation.

			He reached the door and leaned into the wall opposite the control panel, then covered Zora as she ran from underneath the ship to his position. 

			She began to manipulate the control panel. “Ready.” 

			Keel checked in with Garret before giving the word to breach. “We’re at the personnel doors. This still our best play?”

			“Actually no,” responded the code slicer. “Was just about to ping you. This way has active holocams running and you can access most of the complex through the cargo shaft with fewer cams on you in the long run.”

			Being seen by holocams wasn’t exactly a concern for Keel at this point. The hangar was full of them. He told Garret as much. 

			“That’s true,” the kid replied. “But someone’s knocked the cargo shaft’s cams offline. And the ones in the warehouse. So… that’s where I’d go.”

			“Sounds like someone beat us here,” said Zora.

			Keel nodded. Lao Pak had said another hunter was after the trail. Could they have come in on that military shuttle—and if so, could it be a kill team? Was the Legion somehow involved in this? Keel doubted it, because no one was left to watch what looked to be the only bird off this rock. But he kept it open as a possibility all the same.

			“Probably had a real ship,” Keel said to Zora, adding, “Move to the cargo door” before she could respond.

			She did so and then covered Keel as he advanced. All the while the klaxons screeched their concerns, though there was no one on hand to address them.

			Zora opened the doors, which weren’t locked, and followed Keel into a warehouse. They cleared the room’s corners and the aisles filled with supplies and equipment. The two worked together as though they’d done it hundreds of times, though in reality Keel could only think of a few situations where they’d cleared a room together. But Zora had been taught Dark Ops standards by her father, and that naturally worked well given Keel’s expertise with the same.

			“Cams up in this room?” Keel asked Garret over comm.

			“Negative. You’re on a dark trail.”

			Zora staged herself to move further in. “Follow the outages and we’ll at least wind up wherever the intruder is headed.”

			“Or run into him while he doubles back,” said Keel. “Stay frosty.”

			The scene in the next room was unexpected. Lying dead on the floor were four men in Legion armor. Each had been shot in the back of the head at close range.

			“Sket,” said Zora. “You have any idea the Legion was here?”

			“If they are, we’re going to have to show a little more trigger discipline than I’d planned,” said Keel as he bent down on a knee to inspect one of the corpses.

			That drew a derisive laugh from Zora. “Aeson, I’ve personally watched you dust legionnaires. Come off it.”

			Keel shook his head. “That was then. Legion purged all the points and their sycophants. Anyone Legion now is one of the good guys.”

			“And I’m sure you could tell them apart back then, head to toe in that cheap, shiny armor.”

			Keel winced behind his bucket. As always, Zora knew exactly how to hit him where it hurt most. He’d done what he’d had to do—him or them—and there was no taking any of it back. The aftermath would always be complicated and Keel was resigned to having to live with it.

			He inspected the armor. “These aren’t Legion.”

			“Look like dead legionnaires to me.”

			“They’re not. This is a Legion variant based off of what they used to give us in Dark Ops.” Keel stood up. “These guys are Nether Ops.”
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			“If you’re trying to make me feel better,” Zora said, gesturing to the dead bodies at their feet and then checking again to make sure no one was coming, “you’re doing a terrible job. I thought Article Nineteen cleaned Nether Ops.”

			“That’s the thing about that kind of thing,” Keel said, positioning himself to open the door leading to the next room. “Cancer, Savages… you never really know it’s completely gone. You only hope. Add Nether Ops to that list.”

			“This facility is military,” Zora said. “It has that cookie-cutter look.”

			Keel agreed. “Haven’t seen any drawings of genitalia on the walls, so it’s not Repub Marine. Probably an R-A installation. Fits the look.”

			“Or it’s Nether Ops.”

			Keel shrugged. “Not uncommon for them to make their little hideouts under the guise of an Army build. They did the House of Reason’s bidding using credits the House and Senate funneled from the military—especially the Legion. But somehow I don’t think so. I don’t think these guys were stationed here. I think they came in aboard the shuttle.”

			“And our competitor just snuck in among them? And then killed them? Gamed Nether Ops like that?”

			“Or maybe Honey got to them first. But sitting here playing guessing games isn’t gonna help us find out. Let’s move.”

			They pushed into the next area, a brightly lit corridor wide enough for three people to walk shoulder-to-shoulder. Two doors were evenly spaced on either side of the hallway. The second door on their right was attempting to hiss closed but was stymied by a pair of legs sticking out into the hall—someone wearing a gray jumpsuit soaked in blood. The doors reopened and then hissed again in repeated attempts to close, making the corpse’s boots dance. 

			Zora tossed Keel a slice lock. “Here. So we don’t have to clear each room.”

			Keel affixed the device to the first door on the right while Zora covered. It attached to the control pad, glowed red, then beeped and gave a steady green glow. It would keep the door locked by constantly changing codes and controlling the door’s systems to prevent it from being opened from either side. So long as no one on the other side had an even more powerful slicer box that could override the first one, they were safe from anyone opening the door and sneaking behind them.

			“All set,” said Keel, noise discipline secure in the soundproof anonymity that came with comms and helmets. He watched the one open door and the end of the hall while Zora locked the first door on the left.

			“Good,” she said.

			They moved up and Keel cleared the room that couldn’t shut. It was empty. A simple comms station that did double duty as a security room. Keel could see various holoscreens projecting feeds from elsewhere in the station. He looked down at the dead body of the tech who must’ve manned the station. He’d been shot once in the chest by a blaster bolt, his uniform charred and the skin surrounding the penetration wound likewise blackened. The dead man’s deep-brown eyes reflected the white squares of the overhead lights.

			“Come in here once you lock that last door,” Keel told Zora.

			She did and then hurried across the hall and into the room, taking care not to step in the blood and make tracks. “This is live?” she asked, gesturing to the holofeeds before her.

			“Looks like it.”

			A number of the screens were blacked out and said, “Lost Signal.” But most were online and showed a flurry of activity. People running down corridors until out of sight and then showing up at the next holocam, looking around in a panic. A few had blasters out, though they didn’t look comfortable with the weapons.

			“These are techs,” Keel said. “Look at them.”

			Zora looked closer at the holo displays while Keel watched the door. “They aren’t fighters, that’s for sure.”

			“And it’s not us that has them panicked,” Keel added, confident that he’d seen enough. “I’d say there’s an active shooter in the compound, and something tells me that the guys meant to put an end to a threat like that were either back there in the warehouse or are engaged in a fight elsewhere.”

			“I don’t hear any blaster fire.”

			Keel frowned underneath his bucket. If Rechs’s helmet worked anything like his old Legion model, let alone his lost Wraith model, it would be amplifying sounds like that for him. And he didn’t hear anything.

			“Neither do I. Let’s follow the grid of the dead cam feeds. That means we go left at the end of the hallway. That should keep us on this level. There’s more sublevels, but all those feeds were still active.”

			Zora nodded. “I’m ready.”

			“Let’s move.”

			They exited the door and pressed down the hall, checking corners and then moving left, Keel on the advance and Zora watching their six. Two more dead techs littered the floor, each armed with a compact self-defense blaster, something probably issued to all of them. Definitely a military installation, but not Republic. Keel was beginning to think the entire place was Nether Ops. Or at least a Nether holdout.

			“Garret, I need some directions here,” Keel said as they reached an intersection. He relayed his position. “You got me?”

			“Yeah, I got you. Hang on a sec.”

			Keel waited as the code slicer did his work. The alarms still sounded, but still there was no din of a firefight or any other sound of violence or movement. It seemed as though whatever people worked this station had all gathered in the opposite direction of where Keel and Zora were now headed. That would bode well for at least finding whoever was causing the trouble. Whether it would lead to Honey was anyone’s guess.

			“There’s a blast door on your right?” Garret asked.

			“Affirmative,” said Keel. “Wide open.”

			“Go through that and you’ll be on the only path that has all its cams shut down. Schematics show it as the generator room for the entire station, so careful where you shoot. Also, be warned: some of those people who were hiding have gotten the courage to start running through the compound. I’m watching them, and they’re not near you… yet.”

			“Wonderful,” muttered Keel. “Zora—”

			“On it.” Zora moved to the designated blast door, peered around the corner, and then stopped. “Oh boy.”

			Keel followed and saw what prompted the words. The corridor leading to the generator room was strewn with corpses. One more of the Nether Ops leejes lay dead, arms sprawled overhead and with a look of shock that seemed closer to a smile… like he was enjoying an amusement park instead of the hereafter. The rest of the corpses were techs. Blood spattered the floor and even the blinking overhead lights, still flashing over what must have been quite the shooting gallery. Keel noted that blood was still leaking from the nearest tech, a good indicator that he’d been shot recently. 

			But if it was so recent, why hadn’t he heard it? The answer came to him quickly. One of the first basic security measures on a station like this was to lock down the generator, which was always the surest way to blow up the entire place. If the blast door protecting this generator had been closed, it would have completely silenced the sounds of small-arms fire. 

			More importantly, the shooter—if alive—was still up ahead. If they had come back out this way, there’d be bloody footprints marking their departure. It was that grisly. And even if Keel was wrong—maybe the guy was a good jumper—Garret would have seen them and at least have given them a warning. 

			No, Keel was sure. They would find someone in the generator room.

			Keel motioned for Zora to follow him as he moved down the hall. Stepping in blood was unavoidable, and sure enough, a single set of red bootprints led into the generator room. There were no bootprints leading back out.

			Zora saw it too. “Someone’s in there.”

			Keel only nodded. 

			When they reached the end of the hall they stormed the generator room, passing under a flashing yellow light that screamed its own wail of alarm, and bore witness to a struggle—or at least the end of one. A deeply tanned man with thick black swept-back hair and an equally dark beard was driving an elbow into a Tennar—Honey.

			“Hands!” both Keel and Zora shouted.

			The man reacted swiftly, whipping the Tennar in front of him and holding her with a muscled forearm, his free hand having produced a blaster to point at the Tennar’s head, her tentacle-like hair reacting wildly to being so roughly handled.

			Keel had a shot, though the man made a small sight picture. He wore a flight suit, supporting Keel’s assumption that he’d made his way onto the station aboard the shuttle back at the hangar bay. Probably dusted those unassuming Nether Ops goons and then had a final shootout here to get to Honey… first.

			“You need her alive,” the man said. “And I’m just fine if the last thing I ever do is kill her.”

			He didn’t sound desperate. He didn’t sound like he was bluffing, either. He meant it. The Tennar didn’t speak at all, though it was clear from her large, ink-black eyes that she was cataloging her options. Right now though, her life was in the hands of others, and she knew it.

			“You’re right,” Keel admitted. “I need her alive. For now.”

			The “for now” triggered a slight smile on the man’s lips. “Who are you?” he asked.

			“Tyrus Rechs,” answered Keel.

			“Yeah. Sure.”

			“What about you?” Keel asked, trying to keep the tension down. “What’s your name?”

			“Call me… Jack.”
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			Keel listened to a transmission burst from Garret and then told the code slicer, “Let them.” He ignored the kid after and focused on the man named Jack standing before him.

			“Well, Jack,” Keel said, doing his best to come across the way he remembered Tyrus Rechs did. “We got a problem in you wanting to kill Honey.”

			Jack nodded. “Only reason she’s not dead right now is because I’d rather not follow her to the grave if I can avoid it. I was here first, and me and Honey have some personal”—he tightened his grip at the word—“business to settle.”

			If the jostling hurt Honey, the Tennar didn’t show it. She slid a suggestive tentacle around Jack’s thigh and spoke to him like a pouting lover. “Don’t be like this, Jack. We can go back to having fun, baby. I’m sorry.”

			Jack primed his blaster. The audible whine of a bolt charging up managed to rise above the station’s noise—or maybe Keel just imagined it from having heard it so many times before. 

			“Already took my pheromone blockers, darlin’,” Jack told Honey. “Go ahead and unwrap my leg.”

			Honey scowled, her loathing for Jack unmistakable in her face, and removed the tentacle.

			“We got one problem,” Keel said, getting back on track. “You’ve got three. Me—and I’m big enough. Her,” Keel inclined his head to Zora, who was watching their six. “And, if you live, you got no way off this rock.”

			“I’ll manage,” Jack said. 

			“Not without my help. Those station hands you didn’t dust got the courage to leave their barricaded office and get off-station—in your shuttle.” Keel felt as though he was coming into his own as Rechs. “I don’t want you dead, Jack. Although I’ll kill you if I have to. And I don’t care if she dies… but that only comes after we fulfill our contract.”

			“I know all about the contract,” Jack said. “You hand her over and I lose my shot. So if you’re gonna kill me—”

			Keel took the invitation and sent a shot from his Intec directly into Jack’s forehead. The man fell stiffly to the ground. Honey had less than a second to react before Keel sent another shot into her, hitting center mass and causing the Tennar to melt into a mix of legs and tentacles on the deck. He holstered his blaster, thankful to no longer be wasting his time in negotiations.

			“Are you crazy?” Zora shouted after she spun around to assess what had just happened. “You couldn’t have warned me?”

			“Wasn’t sure I was gonna do it until I did,” Keel said. “Besides, they’ll be fine. Probably.”

			“Probably,” she echoed. She searched Jack, tossing the weapons she found to Keel. “You stunned him at close range—to the head. That can completely fry his brain.”

			“Whole lot better than what would’ve happened if I’d used the slug thrower.” Keel removed a pair of ener-chains from his back pouch and used them on the Tennar. 

			“Only you would look at brain wipe or brain spray as the only two options. You were getting through to him.”

			“Yeah, a couple more days and we might’ve gotten a rough draft of the articles of surrender put together. It worked.” Keel hoisted the Tennar up with one arm. “You take her and I’ll take him.”

			“You’re not going to leave him?”

			Keel shook his head. “Seems like the type who would come after me. I’ve had enough of those lately. You got her? C’mon.”

			They returned to the ship without incident. The techs who hadn’t tried leaving stayed hidden. Jack and Honey, both still unconscious, were put in separate, ray-shielded cells, sharing deck space with Garret in the big hangar, much to the kid’s chagrin.

			Zora flew the ship away from the station, and when they were clear, Keel began to peel off his armor and asked for permission to use her shower.

			“No,” said Zora flatly.

			“C’mon,” Keel said. “I don’t have a proper synth-suit to wear under this. I stink.”

			“Use the sonic shower.”

			“They’ll see me.”

			Zora shook her head, but then caved. “Fine. Four minutes and then I kill the water.”

			“Just remember not to ‘accidentally’ barge in this time, huh?”

			Zora blushed and scowled.
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			As Keel came down from Zora’s loft, drying his hair with an absorber, Garret pulled him to one side and spoke in urgent, overstated whispers. “Captain… I need to talk to you.”

			Keel tossed the absorber into the lower deck’s moisture reclamation drum—the place for any rations or unused liquids that needed to be purified and recycled. The absorber would be as dry as Kublar in a few minutes. He’d once heard of the same treatment being applied to an entire ship full of slaves, turning them all into mummies. According to the story, the slave ship’s oxygen scrubbers failed, and the slaver crew needed to dispose of its “cargo” but decided the typical practice of venting the unwanted breathers into space was a waste of too much air. The slavers ended up suffocating in the end anyway. At least that’s how Keel had heard the story.

			“What’s up?” he asked Garret.

			“I’m a little weirded out having these two prisoners watching me. Also I think the Tennar is using her pheromones on me.”

			Keel looked back at the Tennar. She was lying down, ener-chained to a bench that folded down from the bay wall like a jump seat, and contained inside a ray shield. She looked to be sleeping. “Yeah. She probably is. Tennars are nowhere near as potent as cassari, though. Try to ignore it.”

			“I can’t ignore it. It’s messing with my concentration. I’ve barely even gotten the armor’s diagnostics started.”

			“It’s not so bad,” Keel assured him. “Zora let me use the real shower now that they’re here. You should take advantage while you can, kid.”

			Garret frowned. “Maybe later.”

			Though Honey slept, Jack was wide awake and sitting on his own bench inside his own ray-shielded box separate from the Tennar. His hands and feet were ener-chained. He had been staring at the code slicer, but now his attention turned to Keel.

			“You’re Aeson Keel,” Jack said. “I saw your holo quite a few times while I was tracking Honey down. Every guild bar in the galaxy was full of hunters who wanted you. Find you… find the Wraith. Lot of people seem to want you dead.”

			“And most of them are dead because of it,” Keel said coolly. “The ones who aren’t will be soon.”

			Jack gave a We’ll see smile. “I take it you’re not Tyrus Rechs then, Keel? Unless he’s somewhere else on the ship.” Jack looked around. “Not sure where that might be though, on a ship this small.”

			“He’s not Tyrus Rechs,” Honey said, her eyes still closed. She had been feigning sleep. She sat up. “I’ve read the files. Tyrus Rechs is dead.”

			Keel crossed his arms. “What files?”

			Honey lay back down without an answer beyond, “Thanks for not killing me.”

			“She’s Nether Ops,” Jack said, the smile still on his face. “And that little piece of intel is on the house since you gifted me with the one kind of headshot that won’t end a man’s life… Tyrus. You’re quick with that blaster.”

			“Installation was Nether Ops, too?” Keel asked.

			“Yep,” said Jack. “They’re still busy out there… if that’s a concern for you.”

			Jack was fishing for information. Keel was interested in what the man was saying, but wasn’t ready to give whoever this Jack was any more clues about himself than he already had.

			“Not concerned about who she works for… only that I bring her in,” Keel said, adding, “Then she’s all yours.”

			Honey gave the one-note laugh of a woman waiting for the gallows.

			“I’d feel a bit more confident about that if you went ahead and removed these,” Jack said, gesturing with his manacled arms.

			“No can do,” said Keel. “Saw what you did on that station.”

			Jack shrugged. “The Republic’s investment in me paid off after all.”

			Garret cleared his throat.

			Keel gave a half-smile and nodded toward his code slicer. “The kid here wants you to stop staring at him. Freaks him out.”

			“Not much else to look at,” Jack said.

			Zora emerged from the cockpit. “LP is arranging our handoff,” she told Keel, using the codename they’d agreed to use for Lao Pak. “And Garret, you’re going to get your wish. I want to take Jack here up into the loft with Keel. We have some things we need to talk about that Honey can’t hear.”

			“I could go for a change of scenery,” Jack said. 

			Zora picked up her blaster rifle from off the weapons rack, deactivated Jack’s ray shield, and watched the prisoner as Keel helped the man up and toward the loft’s ladder.

			“Might take me a while to navigate with these chains on,” Jack said, meekly modeling his binders and then looking up the ladder to the loft. 

			Keel went up first and then turned and reached down to grab Jack’s collar to pull him along. “I’ll help.”

			Zora waited until Jack was in the loft before asking Garret, “You going to be all right down here?”

			The code slicer was back in his element, tinkering with Rechs’s armor. “I’ll be fine.”

			Zora nodded. She trusted Garret not to do anything stupid. And Honey’s containment cell couldn’t come down without causing a ship-wide alarm. “Shouldn’t be long,” she said, then climbed up into the loft, sealing it behind them.

			Garret twirled around in his chair and got to work. It wasn’t long before Honey spoke to him.

			“Your friend isn’t the real Tyrus Rechs.”

			Garret ignored her.

			After a time, Honey tried a different tack. “But that does look like the real Tyrus Rechs’s armor.”

			Still Garret ignored her.

			“It’s Savage technology, you know,” the Tennar said at last.

			Garret stopped his fiddling and slowly turned in his chair. “How did you know that?”

			[image: ]

			Jack sat at the edge of Zora’s bed and raised an eyebrow. No one had told him to sit there, he’d just done it. And he smiled at Zora with a look that seemed to say, If you play your cards right, girly, maybe you can join me here sometime.

			Keel had Jack pegged for one of those guys in Republic Intelligence. Or at least with that type of background. Whether he was Navy, Nether, or one of the other branches, he could only guess. But Keel had come across just about every type, and they were usually all the same. Men and women who started in the military and then bought into some old war dog’s song and dance about how their talents were “special” and how the Republic needed people like them to do the hard jobs that needed doing. A chance for adventure and importance and an opportunity to see how the steaks were cut. Almost always these types showed some acumen for smarts and combat that, while it often wasn’t Legion good—else they’d just graduate to Dark Ops—was still good nonetheless. 

			So Keel knew the type. The imports. 

			The folks who started their careers in intel were another story. They were brains. They were awkward. They avoided the battlefield whenever possible. That wasn’t Jack.

			Jack was a fighter. An operator/agent. As opposed to an agent/nothing hoping their cover isn’t blown—a death sentence for most of them.

			But not people like Jack. Every operator working Repub Intel that Keel had ever met saw themselves as action holo stars. Most didn’t come close to having the goods to back that up, but given what Jack had pulled off back at the station, the assessment, in his case, might not be far from the truth. He was capable. Extremely capable. Let the man sit on the edge of the bed. Let him stand. In any event, those ener-chains weren’t coming off.

			Except that was exactly what Zora did.

			“Hey!” Keel said, but it was done. She’d deactivated them remotely.

			Even Jack seemed surprised. He rubbed his wrists and waited for Zora to explain herself.

			Keel wanted an explanation too. He kept his eyes on Jack, but had Zora in his field of view, and saw the anxiety plain on her face. She pinched the bridge of her nose, sighed, waited, sighed again, and opened her mouth to speak. No words followed.

			“I appreciate you being a good host,” Jack said. His eyes darted to Keel, whose hand hovered close to his Intec. “Don’t worry, Keel,” he added, slowly lying back casually until both elbows were locked and resting on the bed. “I know the next shot to the head won’t be so generous as the last. I’ll be a good boy.”

			“This is…” Zora began, then stopped. “Aeson… I don’t know how to start explaining things without it… sounding really bad to you.”

			Whatever she had to say, it was eating her up. But Keel kept his vigilant gaze on Jack. The man wasn’t the only person in the room who could kill him, but he was the most likely to try. At least until Keel heard more from Zora.

			“Just promise me that you let me finish, okay?” said Zora. “If I can tell it all, it’ll make sense. You’ll see.”

			“Guess we’ll find out,” Keel muttered.

			“Jack and I work for the same employer,” Zora said at last.

			Keel didn’t interrupt. But Jack did.

			“Now that doesn’t seem likely. I’m currently… between jobs,” the man said.

			Zora shook her head. “Black Leaf.”

			Jack gave a grim smile. “Black Leaf wants me dead. Because of that tart downstairs.”

			“Wait,” Keel said. “You work for Black Leaf? Nilo, the guy who’s liberating koobs and starting his own little insurgency? Calling out the Legion?”

			“You’re not supposed to interrupt,” Zora said sharply. “And that’s not what he’s doing. At least it’s not what he thinks he’s doing. And it doesn’t matter, because I don’t have anything to do with that.”

			She turned her attention to Jack. “You were tasked with a mission. To acquire Savage artifacts.”

			“Somethin’ like that,” Jack said, his answer as cautious and guarded as his tone.

			“And someone came in after you.”

			“That someone is down in your holding cell.”

			Zora shook her head. “Not her. Her people. Nether Ops.”

			Jack shrugged. “Semantics. Either way, they came to dust me when I was in a bad way. I’d just gotten the sket beaten out of me by a death machine. Wasn’t in any position to defend myself when…”

			Keel and Zora watched to see if Jack would keep going or if he’d caught himself just in time.

			“Ah, what the hell,” Jack said. “This feels like a come-to-Oba meeting where we either leave friends or we leave in body bags. Some of us anyway. They were Nether, yeah. Figured it out too late. Honey… she has a way about her. I can’t deny that. Nether hitters came into a space I almost died clearing, and I can see by the way they’re holding their pieces that they aren’t actually Nether. They’re hired mercs. Lied on their resume. Probably killed a few in their time but definitely not pros.”

			Zora nodded as though she knew all this. “They didn’t kill you.”

			“Didn’t see me right away when they came in the room. That saved my life. I had two things. A grenade meant to wipe out bots and a lot of credits. I told them the grenade was capable of taking down their primary target—I was the secondary target, you see—as well as the entire building they were in. That got them to stop and talk.”

			“The primary target was the Savage tech,” said Zora.

			Jack nodded. “I left them to clean it out. Limped away with my life and a considerably smaller bank account—the cost of not being chased down. That’s amateurs for you, though. A pro finishes the job. Not that I’m complaining.”

			“Mr. Nilo wants you to finish the job,” Zora said.

			“Does he now?” said Jack.

			“He does. Only you and him,” Zora nodded at Keel, “managed to track Honey down. Black Leaf tried… and failed. But they did get one of the boys who let you go. And he talked. Said it went down exactly like you just told it.”

			“That’s because that’s how it went down,” said Jack, a little defensively.

			Zora gave a curt nod. “So. Now Black Leaf knows what happened. And Mr. Nilo wants you back in the fold. Their intelligence could use the help.”

			“Think I need to spend some time pondering that one,” Jack said. “I still aim to kill Honey.” He held out his arms. “You can chain me back up.”

			Keel had held his peace, listening and trying to get a sense of what was happening and what his place was in it. Finally he just came out and asked.

			“Where do I fit into all of this, Zora? Old pal.”

			“Mr. Nilo wants you, too. I’d been doing jobs for him. Hunter work. Non-guild. Private label. Everything else was the typical Bronze Guild scenario. Someone there vouched for me, so I got inside. Heard that they wanted two men: Wraith and Tyrus Rechs.”

			“And you knew one of them,” said Keel bitterly.

			“Both of them now,” said Zora. Her eyes were sorrowful and full. If she was playing Keel, it was killing her. “I know where your head is going—but they don’t want you dead. Whoever was behind the contract, it wasn’t Black Leaf. I would never do that to you, Aeson.”

			“So what do they want?” Keel asked.

			“To give you a job. And the credits they offered just to get you to the bargaining table…”

			Keel gave a humorless smile. “It was enough for you to come looking for me.”

			“I would have called. But…”

			“Commkey. Yeah.” 

			Keel wondered when she had been planning to tell him all this. Maybe after they’d taken care of Mallet Kline. But Jack’s arrival seemed to have accelerated her plans. The spy, for his part, looked amused by the whole drama.

			“How about that,” Jack said. “We start off as enemies and we all might become friends. Or at least co-workers. You tell Nilo that I’ll come back to the team for another ten percent… after Honey gets hers. How about you, Keel? Or should I say Wraith? Or was it Tyrus Rechs? Those are dangerous men. I don’t feel so bad about you getting that shot off now. You joining the team, Aeson Keel?”

			Keel ground his teeth. Zora, probably unwittingly, had let out a lot about him just now. “Gotta check my calendar,” he quipped, and then focused on Zora, watching Jack out of the corner of his eye. “So all that about knowing I was in trouble. Twarg dung, huh?”

			Zora shook her head and walked to Keel. She lay her head on his shoulder and embraced him. There was nothing romantic there. No spark. It was platonic. A friend who, in all likelihood, was more hurt over what she’d done than Keel was. Keel hadn’t been expecting the outpouring of emotion and wasn’t sure what to do with it. He patted her back.

			Jack smiled glibly.

			“No,” Zora said. “I care about you, Aeson. I always will. When I heard there was a death mark out for you I did all I could to find you. Even if I hadn’t already been looking—I would have been there.”

			Keel rested his chin on the top of Zora’s head and let out a sigh. “All right. We finish up with Mallet and then we can go see your boss. At least hear him out.”

			Zora squeezed him, then stepped back and looked up at him with moist eyes. “Thank you.”

			Jack rocked the bed. “So… you two gonna need this or can I stay up here? Damn sure more comfortable than that bench you got me sleeping on now.”

			Before Zora could answer, the internal comm chime sounded. It was Garret.

			“Hey, uh, I need Captain Keel to come down here.”

			Keel moved immediately. “The Tennar,” he said.

			Jack was up, but not in a threatening manner. More like he intended to help. The motion resulted in a blaster pointed at his chest all the same.

			He put up both hands. “Hey. Relax. Just wanna make sure she doesn’t cause any more damage.”

			“You can trust him, Aeson,” said Zora.

			But Keel did not trust him. Not yet. “Back up anyway.”

			Garret came back over the comm. “Listen. It’s not about Honey. I… heard you guys talking. Sorry. I know I shouldn’t eavesdrop but… I was curious so I bugged the room.”

			Zora’s eyes flashed in anger.

			“Anyway. Honey’s still in her confinement. It’s the helmet. Someone just forced their way onto the comm, which is my fault because I unlocked some stuff that maybe I shouldn’t have. But anyway she’s on the thing’s built-in hypercomm and she’s demanding to talk to you, Keel, because she knows I’m not Tyrus Rechs and she wanted to talk to Tyrus Rechs or else she said she’ll do some really bad stuff and so I told her I was just Tyrus Rechs’s helper and that I’d get the real Tyrus Rechs which is pretty much you Keel and she said she’d wait and so I’m calling you and oh she says her name is Gabi.”

			



	

49

			The speedlift traveled into the Savage mini-hulk’s lower decks with a rapid hum that became a hissing noise as it slowed to a gradual stop. The doors slid open, revealing a battlefield full of close-in carnage. A war already underway. Legionnaires struggled against mirror-domed Savage marines in close-quarters combat. Explosions from distant artillery batteries ripped into the melee, sending plumes of earth and fire upward, indiscriminately tearing apart legionnaire and Savage alike.

			“Do you have a comm connection to your sergeant?” Ravi asked Stranger.

			“I do.”

			“Tell him we have arrived. Then follow me.”

			Ravi exited the smooth blue polished interior of the speedlift and stepped into frozen mud that looked like the type to thaw each day only to solidify again at night. Red, brown, and black from the fighting carried about in its muck. Before him, a legionnaire struggled on the ground with a Savage marine, grappling as the pair rolled over and over the other in a battle for superiority. The legionnaire held a cutting torch in his hand, the Savage a knife long enough to make a convincing claim as a sword.

			“What’re we supposed to do in all this?” Stranger asked. “Find organic targets and take them down?”

			“That will do fine,” answered Ravi. 

			“Scanning…” said the war bot. “One life form directly in front of you.”

			The legionnaire before Ravi won the death roll and used his knees to pin down the Savage marine, who struggled to turn again but could not. The leej brought the cutting torch down onto the shining helmet, burning through and causing fluid to rush out and bubble amid a sudden gout of steam. The leej held the white flame in one spot, burning and boring through the helmet until the brain inside began to cook, sending its horrible aroma out to mix with the rest of the odors of the battlefield. The Savage marine shook and shuddered violently before falling still. The legionnaire then got up to look for a new combatant, and was promptly cut down by Ravi with a single downward swing of his blade.

			Ravi didn’t so much as break stride. “That’s one.”

			“More life forms ahead,” KRS-88 announced. 

			Other legionnaires were fighting against other Savage marines, some swinging the butts of their N-1 rifles as clubs, trying to shatter the reflective helmets—the surest way to kill a Savage marine. Though both groups were mixed in close, it looked as though the legionnaires had the numerical superiority. What they were witnessing was likely a final charge to overtake a Savage position.

			“So all the leejes are the organics?” Stranger asked.

			“Not all, but yes, they will be our targets,” said Ravi.

			“Figures.” Stranger raised his blaster rifle and fired at the clump of legionnaires, causing one to fall.

			Ravi flashed his way to the site, brought his blade down on the corpse Stranger had just made, and then spun and twirled his way into the melee, slashing at legionnaires, dismembering, disemboweling, and otherwise demonstrating their simulated armor’s uselessness against his onslaught. 

			As soon as that batch fell, Ravi ran at blurring speed to the next, making it clear to the reclaimers how to win the battle for the Savages despite overwhelming Legion superiority. 

			One simply had to have Ravi at their disposal.

			While legionnaires fell amid sprays of blood and gore, Stranger struggled to find targets of his own. It seemed that as soon as KRS-88 located one—and there were far more here than there had been above—Ravi eliminated them.

			“I don’t know about you, Crash,” Stranger said, “but I don’t have any complaints about sitting this fight out, huh?”

			“Nor I,” the bot rumbled. “I prefer not to wage war.”

			Stranger gave his tittering laugh. “I love the way the galaxy works sometimes, you know that? A war bot who dislikes war. Ain’t that the way it goes?”

			“Not usually. Not in my experience.”

			Heads rolled from bodies. Sometimes staying inside their buckets, other times tumbling free to continue on their own grisly path. Blaster fire, when it was brought to bear on Ravi, passed through him. He was a battlefield nightmare. Unstoppable and terrible to behold.

			Pockets of Legion defenders, who had once outnumbered the Savages by at least three-to-one, fell again and again as Ravi guided his blade’s fury from one target to the next. It was unclear what the purpose of the simulation was. What the Savage researchers had hoped to discover. But the simulation ended when Ravi hacked down the last of the legionnaires.

			Frozen earth slowly drifted back into nothingness, taking the stench of battle with it. Splintered trees, charred black and devoid of leaf or needle, faded from view until all that remained was a sterile room that was empty but for the neatly sliced and severed organic “bodies” that, according to Archimedes, had been animated by the Savage reclaimers.

			The howls of those same reclaimers sounded shortly thereafter. Ravi steeled himself, his blade up, one foot back, ready for the things’ arrival.

			“I am thinking you will want to remain out of the way,” he said to his companions. 

			Neither argued.

			As before, the reclaimers emerged from the deck’s lower vents, reaching and clawing for the organic remnants that now littered the former battlefield. Ravi denied them the opportunity. Wherever an arm was outstretched, he severed it. Ghastly, translucent heads rolled inside the hoods of tattered cloaks and fell to the floor—ghosts now twice killed with no other realm left to vanish into. 

			Yet there seemed to be an endless supply of reclaimers for the task. Many, aware of the danger, simply abandoned the section of the deck where Ravi operated from, his sword dripping with ethereal blood. This tactic proved successful, and several of the pieces of tissue were recovered.

			“Help me to collect what remains in the center of the room,” Ravi ordered.

			Crash and Stranger obeyed, with the war bot proving infinitely more helpful as it pulled and piled flesh, muscle, and bone where Ravi directed it. 

			“Not sure why you want this so bad,” said Stranger, as Ravi chased away a group of reclaimers.

			“I do not desire the physical matter,” Ravi said. “I wish only to better slay those that come for it.”

			For a while that was exactly what happened. Not content with what they had already recovered, the reclaimers came in waves of tens and twenties for what was left. Some attacked Ravi, attempting to swarm him, to bring him down so they could set upon him with claws and teeth. But the swordsman was too quick. Too lethal. He cut these down and then maimed and killed those who sought to collect the gruesome treasure he now guarded.

			The mayhem grew to be so consistent, so constant, that it became almost mundane. The reclaimers, though presented as sentient enough by Archimedes, seemed obstinately bent on carrying out their program parameters. Creature after creature swarmed and fell, until the pile of seemingly incorporeal bodies began to obscure the space that lay beyond them. Any feeling of horror at this ordeal was now gone; it had become an academic matter, especially once the waves stopped coming, leaving Ravi standing ready, showing no signs of fatigue. 

			He waited for more.

			Stranger inclined his head toward the war bot and asked, “How long has he been at it?”

			“Thirty-six point one one seven standard minutes have passed from the time the speedlift doors opened.”

			“Hey!” Stranger called to Ravi. “You think you got ’em all?”

			“I sense that more remain,” said Ravi.

			Stranger giggled at the inside joke that was the galaxy. “Well, those that remain seem to have some sense. Never knew a Savage to be a fan of dyin’. They loved killin’, sure. But dyin’? Nah. Not unless they thought it might keep ’em alive. Live forever and all. Like the three of us, I suppose.”

			“I am not immortal,” said KRS-88. “Nor am I eternal.”

			“No, but you are old.” Stranger gave a sly smile. “Not as old as me. And I’m not as old as Ravi here, as best I understand things. But we three are up there in years. So that’s as close to immortal as anyone can ever hope to get. And the kicker is, none of us ever went out looking for immortality, did we?”

			“It is not uncommon for life forms to endeavor to preserve their runtime,” observed the war bot.

			“Not what I meant, Crash. You didn’t ask to be built and activated.”

			“I did not.”

			“And I didn’t ask to be born. Though I did volunteer to go on ice. So I suppose that’s a technicality. I wouldn’t hold myself to it, though, and I hope you don’t either.”

			“I am not even clear what you are speaking about.”

			Stranger laughed. “You aren’t alone in that. Trust me.” He called out to Ravi, who still kept vigil for more of the reclaimers. “How about you? You go seeking immortality?”

			Ravi didn’t answer, and Stranger laughed. “Don’t like that question? Or just too focused on the task at hand? Well, keep watching. I’ll keep talking. Passes the time. I got plenty of questions. Especially about you, Ravi. Remember that day when we met? Wasn’t really a day though, was it? More like an eternity packaged up in something much smaller. I remember it, though. Dream about it sometimes. When I was going back and forth between cryo, I mean. Those times. I have to admit that I rarely dreamed of you. But I’ve got questions now that you’re here. Lots of them. As I said. Are you a program?”

			Ravi kept his silent watch.

			“And if you are a program, how’d you jump out of that place and then make yourself real? Or are you not really real at all? Just real on whatever plane of existence them Savages created. I assume you were a Savage creation? Maybe a rival clan? That’s an assumption, though. You can steer me the right way.”

			Stranger watched Ravi in anticipation of some answer, helmet pushed back to the top of his head. But no answer came.

			“All right. I dig it. Man of few words. Man of focus. Man of mystery. And maybe you and me and that girl Prisma and the war bot are all here by accident with a bunch of Savages whose purpose it is to catalog all the violence in the universe so they can get better at violence themselves. Which is saying something, because the Legion is the only thing I ever saw that matched the Savages when it came to that.” Stranger lifted his leg up on one of the organic corpses and then rested his elbow on his knee. “You buy that? One big coincidence? I don’t.”

			If Ravi bought it, he kept such information to himself.

			That didn’t bother Stranger. “Of course, we didn’t plan on Prisma or her war bot coming here. Glad they did. Saved us from getting killed. Most of us. And, I guess if honesty is your thing, then what they really did was just save us from getting killed as quick as we might have otherwise. Which is saying something. Because I would have told you that this crew, out of all the crews who ever trained Legion, was the hardest crew to kill. But, well, proof is in the pulse rate and theirs is zero. So… dead.” 

			Stranger turned his head to Crash, as though he’d only just realized the hulking war bot was present and that he, Stranger, had been impolite in ignoring him for so long.

			“You think they would have killed you too, Crash? After they killed all us other Runners, that is?”

			“I imagine they would have. It would be necessary to disable or destroy me in order to do harm to Prisma.”

			Stranger smiled at that. “I dunno. They seem just a little bit mechanical, these Savages. Techno-types. ‘Parameters’ and ‘operations’ and ‘protocols.’ That’s all bot speak. And bots, well, they do stick together. I’ve found that to be true. Have you?”

			“I have destroyed many bots,” said KRS-88.

			“Bet there’s a whole lot more you let live, though.”

			Stranger winked and turned his attention back to Ravi. “So, like I said. Not a coincidence. And there are more strands to this web than I’ve let on. So I’ll just start pointing ’em out. Because of courtesy, you see. Because, Ravi, the girl and the war bot kept us alive, which was important, but I do believe you are what’s going to get us out of here. I do believe that.

			“See, Prisma, when we first went in, she saw someone. In the simulation, you understand. Someone I was surprised to see the first time I saw him. We’d run that simulation once and couldn’t beat it—but we didn’t get trapped either because they hadn’t sealed up the way to the docking bay. I don’t know why. Maybe that was by design. Until you pass that first test. I don’t know. Just guesses.

			“So she sees someone. An admiral. Admiral Sulla. Lived a long time ago. No way for her to know who he was. Only she did. And she was afraid, Ravi. You wouldn’t believe how much terror came over that girl. She tried to play it off, but my buddy saw the whole thing. And he don’t lie.

			“I got to thinking: now why would anyone react that way to Admiral Sulla? And the answer was, they wouldn’t. But they might have seen who he became. Goth Sullus. You know Goth Sullus?”

			Ravi gave a singular nod.

			Stranger whooped in triumph. “You are listening. All right. Okay. That’s good. No need to repeat anything so I’ll keep going. Goth Sullus, as you know, became the emperor of our Republic. That’ll get your image on the holos. But who cares? What’s so frightening about that? Gotta be a thousand things scarier than a man’s face every day in the holonews. And Prisma? She was scared. And I’ve been racking my brains trying to figure out why. I think I have the answer. I would have asked her but, well, circumstances. And Wild Man, he’s something of a protective fellow. Didn’t want me to frighten her any more than she’d already been frightened. Which, as I’ve said, is quite a lot.

			“Want to hear my theory?”

			This time Ravi did not nod. But that didn’t deter Stranger. 

			“See, once Goth Sullus got into power, well, he was a statesman by then. Not the sort to have done anything personally terrifying to anyone except some politicians. And his generals and admirals. But he had his reasons. Mind you, we were out of the picture by then. We had our orders and they didn’t involve sticking close to the man. Which was fine, because Sullus wasn’t exactly Sulla. Not as I remembered him.

			“I saw that firsthand. He was driven. He. Was. Driven. And he had all the right answers. We wouldn’t have thrown in with him if he hadn’t.” Stranger looked into the distance. “Wouldn’t have done a lot of things we did if he hadn’t.”

			He snapped back to the present.

			“So I think Goth Sullus ruined that girl’s life at some point. Because that’s what had to happen to get where he got. And he told us all that right up front. Which was a courtesy. Because in war, you know people are going to die. And not just the ones you want to die. The people that have to die in order to have a war. We do our best to make sure those people are nameless, faceless, and random. Bad luck. Helps a man sleep at night. Not that I have any problem with that. 

			“Only, Goth Sullus—it took a while to get used to that name—he tells us how it is. Who has to die and in what order and what it’s all for. He gives us the specifics. The little war that needs to happen before the big war for the Republic can start.

			“The rest of my fellows—and we were reduced in numbers from the last time I’d visited the realm of the living—they thought long and hard about that. About what fifteen hundred years of killing had accomplished. Doing things ‘the right way.’ We had ourselves a vote and then—boom! Goth Sullus has himself his horsemen of the apocalypse. And anyway. I’m pretty sure at some point we rode down that girl’s life. And now… here she is saving ours. You think something like that just happens? Blind luck?”

			When Ravi didn’t answer, Stranger turned to the war bot. “How about you?”

			“It is improbable,” Crash rumbled.

			“How about everything else?” prompted Stranger. “Did Goth Sullus ruin that girl’s life?”

			Crash seemed to hesitate before admitting, “He did.”

			Stranger’s head went down. “I was afraid of that.” He looked back up at the bot. “Maybe… don’t tell her, though. About me. Us and Goth Sullus. He’s dead now. And the mission—the big mission—well, it still has to continue on.”

			“You intend to reclaim control of the Republic?” the bot asked.

			Stranger smiled whimsically. “Negative, war bot. That was just a step that would have made what’s coming easier.” He nodded at Ravi, whose back remained turned to them both, still watching. “I’ll bet your man over there knows what I’m talking about.”

			Ravi, finally lowering his sword, turned to face him. “I do.”

			



	

50

			The next Savage reclaimer to appear was Archimedes, whom Ravi recognized and did not kill, though his sword was up and ready to strike when the apparition appeared. Ravi slowly lowered the blade.

			“Have enough fallen for our bargain to be complete?” he asked. “Or do you require a further thinning of the herd before you can regain your position, Archimedes?”

			“I must commend you,” said Archimedes. The creature looked down upon the piles of dead—both the featureless organic remnants and the stacked reclaimers Ravi had slain. “Very good. Very good. Things are nearly as they ought to be. Nearly. Are you quite sure you are not Uplifted? Such skill. Superior.”

			Ravi ignored the question. “Speak clearly. Is the bargain met? We are to be permitted to leave? Be warned. I will permanently destroy the tractor beam. We will not be drawn back once we have left.”

			“An acceptable sacrifice. He asks too much. Acceptable sacrifice.”

			Ravi waited for the answer as Archimedes spoke to himself. Finally, the specter looked to Ravi.

			“Humbled are the rebels,” said the Savage reclaimer, pressing his fingers together in obvious pleasure at the words. “But defiant they remain. Punish them. We have parlayed. Punish them. And have come to terms. Punish. Come to terms. If they are agreeable to you… then our bargain will be complete.”

			“What are the terms, Archimedes?”

			“I am to take my rightful place at the head of my brethren. Return. I shall oversee one final challenge—a difficult one, yes. Impossible. You are to solve it for us. Impossible… for us. Free passage through the ship is yours. Should you achieve our purpose. Should you… survive.”

			Ravi nodded. “Lead me.”

			“There is no need to move any farther in the ship. None. Only, allow the reclaimers to recover the kith. The ainga.”

			“The bodies,” said Ravi. He took a step back. “I will not harm them.”

			Archimedes smiled. A cold expression of command and power. Almost at once the screams sounded and the ghostly reclaimers appeared. They moved hesitantly, it seemed. 

			“Go on,” Archimedes ordered them. He clapped his hands and pointed a long, sharpened finger at the pile. “Remove the kith. Obey.”

			The reclaimers scurried toward the accumulated dead, pulling and clawing and shrinking the pile, squeezing it down through the vents with cracks and squishes but not with blood. Never blood. That was for the living alone. Soon the deck was clear.

			With an industrial clunk, the lights went out, shrouding everything in the deepest darkness were it not for the light provided by KRS-88’s glowing yellow eyes. But the darkness was not to last. Another clunk, and four brilliant white lights shone down on the figures in the room, illuminating them like actors on a stage.

			Stranger squinted and shaded his eyes with the flat of his hand. There was nothing to be seen beyond the circles of light.

			“I think,” said Archimedes, “it would be wise to merely observe your task the first time. It is a ponderous task. Impossible.”

			“We will not be attacked while we observe?” asked Ravi.

			“They will not attack. They may. They will not. We are but spectators. Behold.”

			Footsteps in the darkness. And then, as though stepping onto the stage, with a soft amber light shining down upon his armor, in strode Tyrus Rechs. He fitted his helmet over his head and locked it in place, sealing it with a slight hiss.

			“I see you’ve chosen, old friend,” said a voice from farther in the darkness. “Stupid… so very stupid.”

			More of the stage now revealed itself. Ruins of the Ancients. The small, impenetrable pyramids written off by a galaxy that had for too long failed at uncovering their slightest secrets. 

			Four men came into view. 

			The first seemed to appear from the nether. Materializing where once no one had been. Another crested a nearby pyramid, armed with a heavy sniper rifle. The third was closer, wielding a tri-barreled N-50 blaster cannon that required enhanced armor—a bionic exo rig on the arms—just to hoist the weapon. Finally, the fourth man. He was dressed in the black armor of the shock trooper but without the distinctive red stripes that marked the rank and file. He held a hand cannon. 

			“I’d like you to meet my legionnaires, General Rex,” the still-hidden voice proclaimed. “I call them shock troopers.”

			“No…” It was Stranger who said this, and anguish was clear in his voice. “This shouldn’t… How…”

			His words were cut off as Rechs activated his jump jets. At nearly the same moment, the sniper fired, sending a high-density energy blast to the spot where Rechs had once stood, barely missing. The tri-barreled N-50 roared, chasing Rechs as he came down behind the shock trooper wielding the slug thrower. Rechs dodged left, and the N-50’s heavy blaster bolts ripped into the hapless shock trooper, destroying armor and the man inside. The first casualty, and friendly fire at that.

			Rechs pulled the hand cannon from the dead man’s hands, dropped, rolled, and fired at another trooper who had shot forward, seeming almost to materialize out of the ether. 

			Ravi watched Stranger with one eyebrow raised. It was clear the enigmatic little man was reliving something. Something painful.

			Rechs sent rounds into an energy shield his foe had set up in defense, firing until the shield collapsed. He kept firing until the man was down.

			A shot rang out from the top of the pyramid, and the sniper found his mark. Tyrus Rechs yelped in pain as the blast struck his abdominals, a wound that stretched all the way down to his hip. His legs lost the ability to support him, and he tumbled down onto the flagstone.

			“How?” Stranger asked again, as Rechs struggled to make his body work.

			Boots sounded, striking the stones, coming to end Tyrus Rechs. A shock trooper sent a tremendous kick into Rechs’s stomach, sending him sprawling. He rolled onto his belly and forced himself up on hands and knees, his two hand cannons out of reach. He reached for the machete on his back and was instead hammered in the back of his helmet by the heavy barrel of the monstrous N-50. He fell and rolled and was kicked. This time to create some distance as the shock trooper with the big weapon sought to use it to end the bounty hunter’s life.

			But Rechs countered by decreasing the distance between himself and the other man, rolling into a kick and trusting his well-muscled bulk and the armor to not give up any more ground. The N-50 gunner raised the barrel again to stun his prey—but Rechs struck first. He drew his machete in a flash and severed the shock trooper’s arms just below the elbow. 

			The N-50 went down, its barrel dragging along the flagstones as the shock trooper began to hyperventilate, looking at the bloody stumps that were his arms.

			Another blast rang out from the sniper, missing the head of Tyrus Rechs only because the bounty hunter collapsed at that moment onto one knee. His balance and his energy both out of sorts.

			Another shot would come.

			Rechs dove for his weapon, aimed, and fired. 

			The sniper fell back and down the pyramid.

			Breathing heavily, Rechs struggled to his feet.

			“Well done, old friend. Well done indeed.” The voice came from the still dark section of the Savage mini-hulk’s lower deck. And then Goth Sullus stepped into the light. Iron-gray hair swept forward. Gray eyes of ferocious intensity.

			Tyrus Rechs lifted a wavering arm, aiming his slug thrower between Sullus’s eyes.

			He fired. 

			Goth Sullus waved his hands, and the bullet missed. As though he had cast some spell of misdirection. Or maybe the wounded Rechs had simply missed his shot.

			The bounty hunter’s legs gave out. His strength completely expended from the fight. As if that shot—that last shot—was the last thing he’d had the spirit left to do. But still he struggled to regain his footing, and managed to rise on both knees.

			Goth Sullus stepped forward. “I told you there’s something out there beyond the edge. Goodbye, Rechs. Second star from the right… straight on ’til morning, oldest of friends.”

			There was a loud crack, and Rechs’s body went limp. He fell over and lay still. The stars overhead began to burn their way into the night sky. Goth Sullus laughed.

			And it was a terrible thing.
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			The image of Goth Sullus faded. Followed by the lifeless body of Tyrus Rechs and then all the rest as the room aboard the Savage hulk returned to black.

			Archimedes spoke. “You have witnessed the ordeal. Impossible. Now the challenge: all must die. Show us. Show us the way.”

			Ravi narrowed his eyes in skepticism. “Only six combatants. Surely this is not so difficult a task for you as you have presented it.”

			“These warriors… heretics… are unlike any others. Thieves. They have stolen the gifts of the Uplifted. They use them against us. False. False.”

			KRS-88 offered his opinion in support of Ravi. “There are a number of tactical scenarios that would result in the elimination of all parties.” He began to list them. “Orbital bombardment. Deployment of a planetary weapon of mass destruction. Insertion of a kill team or use of other sufficient small unit tactics—”

			“All have been attempted,” Archimedes said. “All have failed.”

			“I do not see how that is possible,” the war bot insisted.

			“The temple would foil such attempts,” said Ravi. “You would only eliminate those on the outside.”

			“Yes,” said Archimedes. “He knows.”

			“How the hell—” Stranger began and then stopped, flummoxed. He let out a breath and collected himself. “How did you all, ah, Uplifted types, even see any of this?”

			“Many are the tools connected to the Strand. We see much.”

			Ravi ignored the exchange. He gripped his scimitar. “I am prepared to do battle,” he said. “You may begin.”

			Archimedes smiled. The lights inside the mini-hulk prepared for the coming performance. A stillness before the opening curtain.

			It began as before. Footsteps in the darkness. Tyrus Rechs, whole again. Unharmed by the death they’d all just witnessed. The helmet went on and hissed.

			“I see you’ve chosen, old friend,” said Goth Sullus. “Stupid… so very stupid.”

			The players came into view. Ravi remained rooted to his spot. Waiting.

			“Are we to assist you?” asked KRS-88.

			“There is no danger in it,” said Archimedes. “We wish only to see the way. Show us the way.”

			“Not yet,” Ravi said to Crash. “I wish to see what may come when it is only me.”

			The drama unfolded as it had done once in history. Rechs leapt into the air behind the force of his jump jets. The sniper fired.

			And Ravi entered the fray. 

			A blur of speed moving across the ancient ruins, over the flagstones and up the pyramid, his sword a blur. He smote the sniper with a upward-arcing slice that sent the man tumbling down the pyramid, his rifle and the severed arm that held it stopping only halfway down, the body crashing all the way to the bottom.

			By now Rechs had landed and dodged, and the N-50 had torn apart the shock trooper who wielded the slug thrower. With the sniper down, there was no one to wound Rechs. He engaged the shock trooper wielding the rifle, firing into the energy shield. Ravi moved to attack the shock trooper with the N-50 but found that the man had disappeared into the ether, nowhere to be seen.

			So Ravi moved on, reaching Rechs. 

			“Who are you?” the bounty hunter asked, pointing his hand cannon at Ravi’s face while keeping a wary vigil for the cloaked shock trooper with the big N-50.

			That, of course, hadn’t happened in reality. Ravi was witnessing a predictive model built from whatever had been sent to the Strand. For the real Tyrus Rechs would not have asked that question. He knew who Ravi was. Had met Ravi together with Captain Keel and the others. Perhaps he would have asked what Ravi was doing there. Or where Prisma was. He certainly would not have asked, “Who are you?”

			Ravi played along. Not wanting the Savages to have any more pieces of the puzzle than they’d already acquired. 

			“A friend,” he said.

			Rechs grunted and showed some of his back to the turbaned man while still sweeping for the remaining shock trooper. Searching. Searching.

			But nothing further revealed itself. The shock trooper with the N-50 was gone. And so, it seemed, was Goth Sullus.

			Rechs faded. The lights darkened.

			Archimedes stepped forward. “You have failed. As we said he would.”

			The stage reset. “Try it again,” Archimedes said. “As many times as is necessary. Even to the end of the age. To the end of all things.”

			[image: ]

			It proved to be a game of tiles stacked so heavily against the Runner that Ravi would have called it impossible had he not had the ability to determine the true probability of solving his task. The sniper, the man with the hand cannon, the N-50 wielder, and the man with the carbine were not difficult to overcome. The problem came from their ability to cloak themselves and disappear from the battlefield when the newfound threat proved sufficiently insurmountable.

			Ravi struck at them all. Rotating his first point of attack on each of the four men. 

			He streaked toward the shock trooper with the slug thrower as Tyrus Rechs jumped overhead. Ravi cut the man in two at the waist while calling for Rechs to shoot the sniper—which he did—and then streaked on toward the foe with the carbine, cutting him down as well. The N-50 and its owner disappeared.

			“You have failed,” declared Archimedes.

			Ravi moved early, positioning himself even as Rechs stepped toward the ruins and was called “so very stupid” by Goth Sullus. Ravi swung his blade before the shock trooper with the N-50 even de-cloaked, having memorized the man’s position. The helmeted head fell off and rolled forward as the armored body seemed to spark in and out of the material world, its systems failing as it fell heavily to its knees and crashed down on top of its weapon.

			Rechs then drew on the shock trooper before him, dropping him in a showdown that was only now afforded to him; when Ravi started things off in this way, Rechs had no need to hit his jump jets. That was a welcome variation. Ravi hoped it would mean he was that much closer to a resolution. 

			The shock trooper with a carbine was easy prey for Ravi’s blade. But Rechs was struck by the sniper, caught flat-footed from not having jumped. He fell dead, a massive hole in the face of his iconic helmet.

			Determined not to let the sniper cloak and escape again, Ravi raced toward him. The sniper took a shot he should not have taken. It passed harmlessly through Ravi. Now the distance was closing and Ravi was flying up the side of the small pyramid, bounding from stone to stone as though he were a giant.

			The sniper turned even as he cloaked and began to scramble back down the opposite side of the pyramid. Ravi reached the top, knowing there were only two ways down—slow and fast. If fast, he would see where the shooter landed, stirring up the dust below. If slow… he would catch him.

			He darted in the direction the sniper had taken, slicing with his blade in wide slashes back and forth, as though he were beating back an entire army of attackers. The blade sang as it cut the very air with its infinitely sharp edge. Nothing, and half the pyramid gone. If the sniper had managed to get to the side or to land, there would be no way to catch him. 

			Or no way Ravi was willing to. He believed that, in truth, he would be able to sense the presence of all the men. Cloaked or not. But that was not an ability he would reveal to Archimedes. He already feared that the Savage reclaimer knew too much of him. Anything more would surely be stored. For what purposes, Ravi didn’t know, but they could be nothing but ill.

			He pressed on. Expecting Archimedes to declare failure at any moment. Taking his forbearance as evidence that he might be closer to the shock trooper than it seemed.

			And then his blade bit deeply into flesh. A spray of blood flew into the air, rising with the sniper’s scream, which carried up to the heavens and echoed off the temple ruins and flagstone court. An arm, suddenly visible, flew away from the pyramid and then down its side. Ravi flawlessly determined the location of the rest of the body and cut it down. The slashed and bloody corpse rolled to the bottom of the pyramid.

			Archimedes remained silent.

			Ravi moved back to the front of it all. To where Goth Sullus had emerged to face Rechs. He didn’t come.

			Silence. 

			The wind.

			He didn’t come.

			“Sullus!” Ravi called. “Face me!”

			Silence.

			The wind.

			“You have failed.”

			And so it went in every variation and every permeation. The only time Goth Sullus would show himself was when the whole thing played out exactly as it had. Ravi even tried killing Rechs first. But only when he refrained from killing the man at all—or anyone else—did Sullus show. Was Sullus truly that cautious? It was hardly the image of the warrior that Ravi had seen and sensed at Tarrago. Not the man who had stood in defiance against a Legion that had him cornered and trapped. 

			But of course, this was not that man. These events occurred before Sullus had revealed himself and his machinations to the galaxy. Perhaps he was different at this moment, in this time. But even if so, how could the Savages have known it, in order to program their predictive simulation?

			Regardless, drawing Sullus out was difficult. And once drawn out, he was even more difficult. The simulation seemed to present an endless pathway of obstacles all intended to keep one of the men, either Sullus or Rechs, still alive. 

			Sullus would kill Rechs. “Straight on ’til morning, oldest of friends.”

			Ravi would attack and Sullus would dodge, weaving with a seemingly infallible foreknowledge until he could retreat back into the temple, where it would close at once and deny entry to all others. Deny entry to him, Ravi. He who knew its secrets and could come and go freely from this pyramid and all others. But all that was truth. It was reality. The Savages had their own reality.

			The closest he came was a surprise assault when Sullus first stepped toward Rechs. When the mortally wounded bounty hunter aimed and fired the bullet that refused to obey. Refused to stay on course.

			Ravi moved and slashed and bit deep into Sullus’s side. The would-be emperor fell down, attempting to hold his insides in place, deep, dark blood slipping through his fingers. “You see!” Sullus bellowed at Rechs. “Here! Now!”

			Whatever that meant, Tyrus Rechs understood it. With a burst of adrenaline that didn’t seem possible he activated his jump jets and rose straight into the air. Out of sight. An escape.

			Perhaps he would die of his wounds out there in Tusca’s desolate wilderness. If Ravi hurled his blade… perhaps it would strike home and end the simulation. But…

			“You have failed.”

			That was the closest Ravi had come to succeeding up to that point. And he reasoned that he’d found the avenue of achievement. The odds were favorable, given enough tries. He would try again.

			“I see you’ve chosen, old friend,” said Goth Sullus. “Stupid… so very stupid.”

			The simulation went on. The fight an endless loop and Archimedes always starting from the very beginning, unwilling to fast-forward to the moment where Ravi knew he could find success.

			“It must play its part,” the reclaimer said. “Watch.”

			The fight went the same way several more times. Sullus mortally wounded. Rechs escaping.

			Ravi now called Crash and Stranger in for help, their sole purpose to put down Tyrus Rechs at the last while Ravi attempted to slay Goth Sullus. They tried and tried, each attempt a failure.

			Too soon or too late. They gave themselves away. They missed. The armor held. They killed the hunter but Sullus escaped unharmed. 

			“This is going to drive me insane,” Stranger commented after another failure. “You know that? We may as well just go ahead and fight our way through the reclaimers at this rate, Ravi. Just find them and kill them.”

			“I have given my word,” Ravi said. “We will try again.”

			Time passed. Check-ins were made. Prisma and the others were safe. Eating rations before settling in for sleep. Stranger, too, lay down and attempted to sleep despite the constant looping battle that played with all the racket and chaos of reality. He pulled his helmet down tight and dozed, his fatigue sufficient to keep him dreaming amid the muffled sounds of death and war.

			Ravi and KRS-88, however, were indefatigable. Crash was designed to run for months on end without need of a charge. Ravi felt none of the pulls of mortality. Hunger. Weakness. Tiredness.

			They continued on. They watched as Rechs fought his valiant last stand, always earning the praise his former friend would give him at its conclusion.

			“Well done, old friend. Well done indeed.”

			Crash led the attack, sending a flurry of blaster fire that hammered Rechs and sent the cloaked and hooded Sullus swirling in surprise when he sent the bolts in a new, unconsidered direction. Ravi struck, but refused to let the blade pass through Sullus, instead holding it in place and making him cry out as he used all of his strength to push it farther up and farther in.

			But Rechs seemed to understand, even without Goth Sullus proclaiming again that they were here. Now. A question for another time. Another Savage mystery that the galaxy likely did not need to know. That they would regret should they ever uncover it.

			Rechs’s arm hung limp and dead at his side. His helmet seemed more dented than whole. Still, he fired his jump jets.

			“Do not permit him to escape!” Ravi called.

			KRS-88 raised his arm to shoot, then, at the last minute, swung it hard against Rechs’s heel as it rose up—almost out of reach. The blow caused his position to change and the jump jets sent their owner on a new course that blasted him headfirst into a pyramid. He hit with a fantastic thud and slammed down hard onto the ground.

			This was different! 

			This was the opportunity Ravi had toiled for. 

			He ran toward Rechs, unsure whether the bounty hunter had survived the impact but certain that it would be possible. He’d survived this far.

			Whether Tyrus Rechs was alive in those last moments or not became moot. KRS-88 sent a valuable micro-missile streaking toward where he lay. It struck the bounty hunter’s side and exploded. The armor—already weakened from too much punishment—came apart.

			And Rechs with it.

			Ravi stopped, the whites of his teeth almost glowing as his black beard drew back to reveal a great smile. 

			“I calculated that the opportunity made the expenditure of my last micro-missile acceptable,” said Crash.

			“I very much agree!” said Ravi.

			He turned to face Archimedes, expectantly.

			“You have… failed.”

			Ravi scowled, showing a sudden flash of anger. “Are they not all fallen? Have we not done what was asked?”

			“You have done it,” Archimedes confirmed. “Have they? But… it cannot be done.”

			“You have just witnessed the contrary,” Ravi said, lifting his blade menacingly. “Do not think to betray me, Savage. Do not think I would spare you.”

			Archimedes raised his hands in alarm. “Pray! No! It is not I who have decreed it. Spare us!”

			Ravi kept the blade up, pointed at the Savage reclaimer. “You will tell me. I will suffer through no more vagaries or riddles.”

			“Was Goth Sullus not… a champion? The Master returns. Are you not bound to lift no hand against him? The Master has revealed.”

			Ravi’s sword wavered, and then lowered. “Who has told you such deep secrets?”

			“The Master. The Master.” Archimedes looked pained. “Would that you had achieved on the first try. The data would have been thought pure. Impure. The Master has revealed your nature. You are not Uplifted. Heretic. You could not do what you have done here aboard this ship. False one.”

			“What you are saying,” said Ravi, an edge that matched his blade in his voice, “is that the task is now impossible. That the bargain is void.”

			“The bargain stands. It stands. There is no other way. All will die.”

			“How?”

			“The bargain…” began Archimedes, “grants safe passage. Grants access. Grants leave to disable. To take. No. Unfair. It is fair. Unfair. Fair. Should you seek to circumvent the bargain… you will find that we, we all, will be destroyed as one. Are you willing, heretic, Ancient, to allow such to happen? To save yourself and let the others fall? Would you turn from your way?”

			“I am not. I would not.”

			“Then,” said Archimedes, “find a solution. He will not.”

			Ravi turned and strode away, his azure robes billowing behind him as he moved. Crash clanked and lumbered in pursuit. Stranger pushed himself up from his repose.

			“Guess, uh… guess we’re a little stuck?”

			“For the time being,” admitted Ravi.

			“Well.” Stranger let the word hang. Seemed to stand at a precipice he wasn’t sure he should leap from. “Ah, hell. I don’t know how to do what you want to do. But… I know how it was all supposed to go down.”

			“You were there,” Ravi said. It wasn’t a question. He was bringing into the light something he seemed to already know.

			Stranger lifted his arms and flexed his hands. Mechanical hands. His real hands lost in that blindingly quick attack from Tyrus Rechs that nearly cost him his life. He gave a slow nod. “I was there.”
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			It took two tense minutes of Keel whispering the right words for Garret to say before the code slicer was able to convince Gabi, the woman at the other end of Rechs’s hypercomm, to leave a secure commkey and wait fifteen minutes before she told the Bronze Guild that the man they thought was Tyrus Rechs… wasn’t.

			“Who is she?” Keel asked once the transmission ended.

			“I don’t know,” said Garret, who’d handled himself well despite getting stumped a few times and fumbling over his words. “She said she used to work with Rechs and he’d know her—probably.”

			Zora shook her head in confusion. “As in that’s probably what she said, or those were her words?”

			“Those were her words.”

			Keel frowned. “The old man was getting forgetful toward the end. Leaving messages for himself—your father saw it, too.”

			Zora nodded, taking Keel’s word for it. She and her father had had a touch-and-go relationship that was never what either of them might have wanted it to be.

			Jack, who was lounging on the same bench he had before, spoke up. 

			“Rechs worked in the guild, right?”

			No one had made a move to put the man’s restraints back on, and no one had raised his ray shielding again, either. Still, Jack wisely kept his distance from the weapons locker—and anything else that might spoil what he currently had going for himself.

			“Yes,” Keel and Zora answered as one.

			“Then that’s where I’d start,” offered Jack with a shrug. He crossed his legs and leaned back against the bulkhead, fingers laced behind his head.

			“How ’bout it, Zora?” Keel asked.

			“How about what?”

			“You’re still in the guild, right? You didn’t cancel your membership before going and working for your new boss.”

			“Yes, I’m still in the guild. But there are millions of bounty hunters, not to mention their handlers. It’s not like I’ve met them all.”

			Keel rolled his eyes. “You’ve got access to their system though, right?”

			“To the extent that I can take on contracts and report bounties, sure. But I don’t see—”

			Keel cut her short to address his code slicer. “That enough for you, Garret?”

			“I’d have to get in to see. Probably. Maybe. Dunno.” He began to bring up holo-programs on his display. “I’d be more confident if I had my own rig. I feel like I’m operating at half speed with this ship’s system. No offense, Zora,” he quickly added.

			“None taken,” she said, despite sounding like she had actually taken offense. Clara’s Gift remained a sensitive spot. “You need me to log you in?”

			“Sure. That’ll save a few seconds at least.”

			Zora leaned in to access her Bronze Guild account. “There. You’re in.”

			Immediately Garret’s hands went to work. He spoke background commands for the system to perform as he attempted to dig his way beyond whatever limited access Zora had. Keel tried to keep up with what the kid was doing, but he had only fractions of seconds to take in each display as they stacked on top of one another or scrolled by at speeds well beyond human comprehension. 

			He did get a look at some of Zora’s recently completed contracts, which included a lot of terminations. And when he turned to her, he saw her watching him, as if waiting to see what he might say. If she was sorry for the assassin work, she didn’t show it. Keel kept his face expressionless and went back to watching the kid work. He already knew Zora had taken termination jobs before he’d ever met her. Keel had done the same. 

			Neither of them felt bad about it.

			Forget what the Mother Rees of the galaxy might tell you. Some people out there are monsters. And monsters were meant to be slain.

			“There we go,” Garret announced proudly, as if the others had any idea of whatever success he’d just achieved. “Now I’m gonna try and see if I can access whatever info they’ve got on Tyrus Rechs before one of the security suites finds me and kicks me back out.”

			His hands went back to work, but this time a series of bounces and redirects, warnings and restrictions, all showed plainly how much the guild wanted those files protected.

			Garret laughed.

			“What’s so funny?” said Zora.

			“Just the number of variations on Tyrus Rechs. Hunters spell the name a hundred different ways. A few have it spelled the same as the real deal, but those aren’t encrypted so I know they’re fakes.” The code slicer whistled. “Wow. All of them are dead it looks like.”

			“Probably found out the hard way why you don’t pretend to be Tyrus Rechs,” Jack chimed in from the back. “Word to the wise, huh, Keel?”

			Keel turned around, a half-frown on his face. “Thanks for the tip, Jack.” 

			“I saw some of that myself,” Zora said. “Usually inexperienced hunters who thought it might get them access to some of the really high-paying jobs. Most times it got them killed by someone looking for the bounty on the real Rechs.”

			“Play with fire…” Jack chimed in again.

			Keel again turned to check on the man. He was playing it harmless. Which meant he was either legit or he was trying to lull them into letting their guard down. The only way to get hurt in his situation was to actually let your guard down. Keel wasn’t going to do that.

			“Okay!” Garret exclaimed. “This has got to be him.” A massive list scrolled before the code slicer’s eyes—names, numbers, and dates, going on and on and on. “Holy sket, that guy completed a lot of contracts. He must’ve been loaded!”

			“He was,” mumbled Keel. 

			The code slicer continued his scan. “Hardly any terminations. Guess he killed enough bystanders not to need it. Got it out of his system. Anyway, moving on… here’s what we want. Associates.” He began to read names out loud. “Medusa—she sounds like a hunter, but maybe not.” He hummed and mumbled himself and then said, “Let me cross-check associates with non-hunters—if they index it that way.”

			He sent the command, and a single name came back as a result: 

			Meagan Ference, aka “Gabriella.” 

			“Think that’s her?” Zora asked. “Gabi’s short for Gabriella.”

			Keel rubbed his chin. “I think that’s probably the best lead we’re going to get. Nice work, Garret. Anything else?”

			“Thanks,” the code slicer said. “Not much else. No commkey or address. It’s all scrubbed. With time maybe I could get it back, but we don’t have time.”

			“Is she still with the guild?” Keel asked.

			“No,” answered Garret. “Not for a while.”

			“Okay,” Keel said with a sigh. “My gut says to call her. Any objections?”

			There were none. 
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			“Tyrus?” 

			The woman on the other end of the hypercomm sounded hopeful, cautious. The single word was probing, and Keel knew right away he’d have to be convincing if he was going to have any hope of bluffing his way through this encounter.

			He tried to bring to mind what the real Tyrus Rechs sounded like. He remembered the man as hard and gruff. Not a talker. In fact, the longest he’d ever heard Rechs speak was in a holorecording he likely only meant to be heard by the notorious bounty hunter himself. But he gave it a go.

			“Gabi.”

			There was a pause. Then… “Who are you?”

			Keel swore silently and now in his own voice said, “A friend of his. From outside the Bronze Guild.”

			“How did you get his armor?” She sounded demanding. Someone who wanted answers and who felt a kinship to Rechs strong enough to be insulted at the idea that someone else possessed the bounty hunter’s armor.

			“It’s complicated,” Keel began.

			“De-complicate it,” Gabi demanded. “You’ve got his armor—that much I know. And you’re pretending to be him and trust me when I say I can make that decision turn into a really bad one. Really bad.”

			Keel ground his teeth. Why was it that he couldn’t seem to go two days without the galaxy throwing him for some new loop? “You’re talking about the Bronze Guild,” he guessed.

			“They heard all the same rumors about Tyrus that I did,” said Gabi. “I don’t work for them any longer, but they knew enough to call me and ask me to verify it really is you. I guess I know my answer.”

			“Wait-wait-wait!” Keel called, not wanting her to leave the comms. Especially if what she was saying is true. That would blow an unsalvageable hole in the entire operation. “I’m not Tyrus Rechs. But I did know him. We were… friends. Sort of.”

			“I can count on one hand the number of people Tyrus ever used the word ‘friend’ about. Let’s start with you, then. What’s your name?”

			Keel was encouraged that the woman was still on the line. He sensed it was out of a deep devotion—maybe more—for the bounty hunter. So he decided to be delicate. 

			“Somehow I seriously doubt my name would wind up on that list,” he said. “He ever tell you about the girl?”

			“What girl?” 

			She sounded almost hurt. So, maybe she did have a thing for the old man, though she didn’t sound particularly old herself. Her voice still had that pitch of youth that faded with middle age. 

			“Not that kind of girl, Gabi. A real girl. Little. Annoying. Dramatic. His last job. He ever tell you about her? This would have been a little while before he, uh… went off-grid.”

			“I, um, we hadn’t really spoken since I left the guild… That was a while ago.” 

			Now she sounded a little vulnerable. A little out of place for making demands and then having to admit that maybe she wasn’t as close to the bounty hunter as she would have liked. But she still had it in her power to make Keel’s life difficult, so he played nice.

			“He was forgetting,” Keel offered, hoping the conciliation would ingratiate him to the woman. Though he only knew that because he’d seen the holorecording back at the base Rechs had once called his doghouse.

			The offhand comment proved more than a conciliatory phrase. “You’re right,” Gabi said. “He was. He didn’t realize it, I don’t think, but—before we… before I left the guild—I could tell.”

			“Listen,” Keel said—soothing, caring. “I worked with Tyrus Rechs on his last job. I can tell you how that went down and what I think happened after that. The only two people who know for sure right now are dead, though. Rechs and I didn’t talk about anything. We just did the job. But I know his friends. The girl…” Keel was careful not to use Prisma’s name—that was how Venema had managed to set his trap, it was too obvious now, “… and others like Chappy and Doc.”

			Keel had never met Chappy, whose death changed the man Doc was, according to Zora. But he did know Doc. And evidently Gabi was aware of the man as well. The silence on the hypercomm, filled by the ghostly hum common to those connections, made that much clear.

			“Gabi?” Keel finally prompted.

			“He was one of the ones. That Tyrus called a friend.”

			“I’m not lying to you, Gabi.”

			“Maybe not. Maybe you knew him. Or maybe you’ve spent time finding out about him.”

			“I’m not sure what else I can tell you, but I’m willing to try to get you to believe that what I’m doing is what Rechs wanted.”

			Keel said that even while knowing it wasn’t really true. At least not in any immediate sense. Tyrus Rechs likely wouldn’t have cared a lick who ran the guild and whether they took a black contract to go after an independent hunter. Not his circus, not his monkeys. But after that… what came then… yeah, Rechs probably would’ve been on board for that.

			“We need to meet in person.”

			Keel looked around. He noticed that Garret and Honey were quietly whispering to each other. He snapped his fingers and motioned for the kid to turn around. Eventually the code slicer was going to have to learn how to deal with those pheromones. Zora and Jack were nowhere to be seen, and that caused an immediate pang of worry in Keel’s stomach.

			“Well… uh, that could be complicated,” he said, distracted as he moved through the ship, blaster in hand, looking for Jack. It was just like Zora to let someone get the drop on her. How many times had Keel managed it? “Kind of busy.”

			“I know what you’re busy with,” Gabi said, resolve in her voice. “Tyrus Rechs is interested in working as a personal security guard for Mallet Kline—which was my first red flag because Tyrus would never want something like that. He worked for himself—the contracts and terminations only ever matched what he already wanted to do.”

			“Uh-huh,” said Keel. The ladder to Zora’s quarters was down. He climbed, blaster still drawn, eyes up and ready for the worst.

			“I’m sending you coordinates. I want you here. Two days is all you’ve got.”

			“Two standard days?” Keel said, stalling. “Or are we talking local, uh, planetary—”

			“Standard. Pick an arrival time in the next forty-eight hours.”

			Keel’s eyes darted at the incoming burst of information. He could easily cover that distance in two days, even in a heap like Clara’s Gift. He told Gabi it wouldn’t be a problem.

			She ended the transmission and Keel finished climbing the ladder.

			



	

54

			There was laughter when Keel reached the top of the ladder. And it was Zora who was doing the laughing.

			Keel stood, holding his blaster down at his side now, watching as Zora and Jack leaned against the bulkhead like old friends.

			Jack’s eyes went to the blaster. “Something wrong?”

			Keel holstered the weapon. “Guess not.”

			Jack smiled and hitched a thumb toward Zora. “I was just telling her about a time.”

			Zora giggled at the memory of the moment that had just passed between then. Then she straightened and said, “You seemed busy, pacing the deck while you were talking to the girl. So we got out of the way. Garret couldn’t take the hint, though. How’d it go?”

			“Gonna have to see her,” Keel said, not sounding thrilled at the prospect because he wasn’t. “Evidently, she knew your old man. Or knew of him at least.”

			Jack shrugged. “At least she’s legit, right? Knew Tyrus Rechs?”

			“Looks like it.”

			Zora went over to her command center in the corner of the room. “Now that we’re not under the gun, I can see if my father knows anything about her.”

			It took only a moment to bring up Doc, his holoprojection appearing in the room with them. “Haven’t called me this much in years,” he growled in greeting. “Whatta ya need?”

			“Some verification,” said Zora.

			Doc looked as surly as ever, the only way Keel had ever known him to look except in those rare moments when something struck his fancy and he gave a genuine, good-natured laugh. He had that same dark sense of humor so common to all leejes. As the man’s eyes swept his surroundings, his expression switched to suspicious alarm.

			“Who the hell is he?”

			“Don’t worry about him,” Zora said. “Focus on me.”

			“The hell I will,” Doc grumbled. “Spring a meeting on me with some kelhorned stranger—I already know everybody I care to and anyone else is trouble. Oba’s balls, Zee—you know better than that. I ain’t sayin’ nothin’. I’m out.”

			“Wait, wait,” Zora pleaded. “I’ll have him leave.” She turned. “Jack, wait downstairs.”

			Jack nodded and went on his way, mumbling “Touchy fellow” to Keel before sliding down the ladder to the lower deck.

			“OPSEC,” Doc said, chastising his daughter once Jack was gone.

			Zora shook her head. “You’re not on an op, Dad.”

			“Life is an op. Who is that kelhorn, anyway?”

			Keel folded his arms. “I wouldn’t mind knowing the full answer about that myself.”

			Doc shook his head in disgust. “You’re working with someone and you don’t even know their bio? Hang your head, kid. I taught you better than that.”

			Now it was Keel’s turn to be put off by the old Dark Ops leej. “Hey, old-timer, I don’t have the luxury of saying I’m out and then disappearing into whatever hide you’re renting this month. I’m stuck on this ship with your daughter and couldn’t get off if I wanted to. There aren’t even any escape pods on this rig!”

			“The hell?” blasted Doc. “What kind of death trap are you flying in, girl?”

			Zora pinched the bridge of her nose and sighed. “The cockpit doubles as a short-jump pod.”

			“Those things malfunction all the time,” Doc said. “And for all you know, the fella you just showed out the door might be sabotaging it right now. You should get eyes on him, Keel.” 

			“I’ll do that,” Keel said. “One question first. Woman named Gabi… did she know Rechs? She’s claiming to be an associate from the guild.”

			Doc rubbed his chin, and the fire seemed to go out of him just a bit. The topic of Tyrus Rechs, like Chappy, always seemed to take away the edge. Make him introspective and wistful. 

			“Yeah… Gabi,” he said. “She still around?”

			“Looks like it,” said Keel.

			“She was his guild contact. Gave him jobs and intel… they ended up being a lot more. He looked after her. At least until he sort of… fell off. The memory, you know.” Doc tapped the side of his head.

			Keel nodded his thanks. “All I needed. I’ll make sure Jack doesn’t do anything he shouldn’t, old man. For the record, I don’t trust him either. Try to talk some sense into your daughter, I think she’s falling for his charms.”

			“The hell!” Doc shouted.

			Zora spun her head around and fixed Keel with an angry glare. She wouldn’t be able to just get off the comm now without smoothing that out. Keel shrugged and slid down the ladder. 

			He found Jack near the cockpit, interestingly enough right where he’d need to be if Doc’s theory about sabotaged escape pods was correct. But he wasn’t pulling out any wires or stripping any nodes. He was watching Garret, who was fixated on the armor or his data screens while Honey seemed to doze in her cell.

			“Something up?” Keel asked, close enough to Jack that only the two of them could hear it.

			Jack nodded at Garret. “I think your boy has a thing for Honey. Caught ’em chattin’ and laughin’ up a storm when I came down the ladder.”

			That sounded more or less like what Keel had seen on his way up the ladder, though he didn’t say it. He looked at Garret, who didn’t have that sheepish look he sometimes did when he’d been caught doing something he shouldn’t. He looked focused. Determined to break through whatever technical obstacle was now before him. 

			“Pheromones,” Keel said. A one-word explanation.

			“Could be,” Jack agreed. “Oba knows they got me actin’ stupid back on Kublar. Still, I’d keep an eye on him if I were you. She’s dangerous.”

			Keel nodded. “I’ll be careful.”

			Jack tugged on the smuggler’s jacket as he turned to walk away. Keel met the man’s eyes. They were serious. Sincere. “I mean it. Lettin’ her live is a mistake.”
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			The jump into the sector of space Gabi had designated for the meeting would have resulted in an almost immediate jump away had she not already been on the hypercomm, speaking to Keel on arrival. They had expected to find another ship waiting for them, given the lack of recorded planets at the coordinates Gabi provided… just not one so large. Backlit by the blazing blue light of a gas giant was a medium-sized capital ship, its prow facing the newly arrived Clara’s Gift.

			“Whoa!” Zora gasped, and Jack with her. 

			Keel sat behind the pair, as they occupied the cockpit’s only two seats. He preferred that position—a lot harder to have a gun shoved into his back when he was the last man facing forward.

			“Never seen one like that before,” Jack said as Zora executed what passed for evasive maneuvers on a ship as sluggish as hers, rolling the craft away and down in the relativistic openness of space. 

			Neither had Keel seen the like of what loomed before them. It was a little larger than a Republic corvette and was made out of all hard angles, no smoothness of contours anywhere to be seen. If it had guns, it wasn’t firing them—or at least the sensor array aboard the Gift wasn’t detecting such. 

			Zora steered the ship away and then Gabi was in his ear.

			“I see you. It’s all right. I’m on board the big ship. Just the one docking bay on the top side. See you when you land.”

			Keel called out the update to the others, having to speak above the additional chatter of Garret, who was sending excited comm bursts from his place in the hold. “Gabi says she’s on board. Ship is hers.”

			Zora shook her head, but leveled out her controls all the same. “That’s not the kind of thing you can afford working for the guild.”

			“Maybe not on her salary,” Keel agreed. “I have a feeling I know who the true owner was.”

			They traveled toward the space-faring monolith, rising up over its vast prow to prepare a course for docking. As Gabi had indicated, the ship had a single long, shielded bay running along the upper deck like a zipper on its spine. 

			“Looks big enough to hold quite a few ships this size,” observed Jack, whose obvious interest in the vessel made Keel think the man must’ve been Repub Navy in another life. “Maybe some kind of small-to-medium carrier?”

			“Safe bet it’s old, whatever it is,” said Keel.

			Jack nodded. “Just odd is all. Never seen anything like it.”

			They dropped down easily through the soft blue glow of the shields and settled onto a designated landing pad—a green-lit square on the deck almost like a sled’s parking stall, positioned directly opposite a personal luxury yacht on the far side of the hangar.

			“Looks like Gabi has some credits,” said Zora. “That’s got to be her ship.”

			“She’s got some style, too,” Jack added, clearly admiring the sleek yacht as their own landing struts kissed the polished black deck. “But I’d probably prefer the other ships myself. A bit more lethal.”

			He nodded to a row of identical black-hulled crafts a little smaller than a Naseen freighter, each with fixed forward weapons, a ball turret on its belly, and a latticed forward cockpit.

			Keel recognized the ships right away. He’d seen one just like them before: the Obsidian Crow. Only none of these were the ship he’d seen go nuclear back when Tyrus Rechs bought the moisture farm so Keel could get away with Prisma. That Crow had been atomized. Here lay the rest of the murder, all lined up like starfighters ready to take off.

			“This thing—all of this, belonged to Rechs,” Keel said.

			“He was a busy little bounty hunter, wasn’t he?” said Jack, unstrapping himself from his seat.

			Keel only grunted in reply. What he’d learned about Tyrus Rechs told him the man had had considerably more time to amass something like this than anyone might have guessed. 

			Zora switched the auto-cycle, allowing the ship’s systems to move through its various vents and cooldowns. She unstrapped as well, then followed Jack from the cockpit, saying to Keel in passing, “Don’t get bounty envy, jump jockey.”

			She punched his shoulder and moved out.

			“I don’t have bounty envy,” Keel proclaimed to the now-empty cockpit. 

			As he stepped out into the cargo hold, he found Zora and Jack already gearing up… and Zora giving the man a blaster pistol. Evidently she was willing to put a firm reliance on Black Leaf’s claims about who exactly Jack was.

			Keel wasn’t willing to do the same. “I don’t think that’s a good idea,” he said diplomatically.

			“Don’t be stupid,” Zora said. “We’re on a ship capable of locking us in its docking bay, ready to face what could very well be a trap. Not saying I don’t trust Gabi, but I trust Jack more. The more blasters we have at the meeting… the better.”

			Jack tucked the blaster away at his side and smiled. “Relax, Keel. I’m not trying to dust anyone in this ship except the one you already know. We’re all on the same team. Most of us anyway.”

			Keel wasn’t sure about that. Besides, his complaint wasn’t entirely about Jack being armed. He was already kitted out in Rechs’s armor, an imposing enough sight to begin with. Add two more armed individuals and it might spoil the mood for the upcoming liaison.

			He said as much. “If she wanted to spoil things for us she already could have. I think she wants answers.”

			“About Rechs,” Zora said.

			Keel nodded. “At least. She’s been around hunters, she knows how dangerous things can get, but she’s still meeting in person. Trust me when I say I know what someone who needs closure looks and sounds like. Been around a lot of that lately. Last thing we want to do is show up with blasters bristling. Not the right tone to set.”

			“What do you suggest, then?” asked Jack.

			“You come with me, Jack. Zora watches the ship. I trust her to know when to provide backup and when to recognize a lost cause and pull out.”

			Jack nodded. “Fine by me. Glad to see you’re coming around, Keel. Knew I’d earn your trust eventually.”

			Keel shook his head. “Zora’s earned my trust. You’re getting by on her credit. You’d still be in ener-chains if it was my call.”

			Honey, who hadn’t spoken to anyone except Garret, and only then in private, now voiced her thoughts on the matter. “I can tell you where we are. I know about this ship.”

			Jack rolled his eyes. “Get a good look at it from your confinement cell?”

			“I watched the approach over Garret’s shoulder. He had the cam feeds onscreen.”

			Keel looked to Garret, who nodded that that much was true.

			“It’s called Battle Phoenix. The Republic supplied it to General Rex toward the end of the Savage Wars. There’s more… but that’s all I’m willing to tell you now.”

			“Uh-huh,” said Jack. “When I met you, Honey, you were playing the part of a high-priced escort and might I say, you were playing it with decided enthusiasm. You were good at telling stories then, and you’re still good at it now. There’s no talking your way out of the future you’ve set up for yourself.”

			The Tennar stared unflinchingly at Jack, then turned to Zora and Keel. “Jack’s feelings are hurt because,” her voice became lusty and desperate, a vivacious damsel in distress, “I was using him when I told him what a big… strong… man he was.” Her voice snapped back to its usual tone. Clear, sharp, and accusing. “Like a lot of men with oversized egos, he can’t stand having his self-perceptions shattered. So, naturally, the only thing to do is kill me. Because that’s normal.”

			Jack held out a finger and shook it up and down. He laughed to himself. “You… I know what you’re trying to do.”

			“You have no idea what I do, Jack. You have no idea about anything. You’re just a guy who happens to be better than most at skulking around and killing whoever sees you do it. You’re a tool in the chest. You haven’t the slightest clue about what’s really going on in the galaxy.”

			Jack scoffed. “I’ve seen plenty of what’s happening in the galaxy.”

			“You’ve seen what your handlers have sent you to see. No more, no less. You’re not a player, Jack… you just get played. Don’t you?”

			Keel held out his hands. “Interesting as this all is, Gabi’s waiting. Jack, c’mon.” He set out for the rear ramp, which was already lowering.

			Jack lingered for a moment, staring daggers at Honey. Then he followed Keel into the bay.
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			Gabi was dressed in the peak of fashion. She stood with both hands tucked into the front pockets of a black, knee-length coat of some exotic weave that seemed to suck all light toward it, with silvene buttons that shimmered like stars. Her shoes were elegant, not meant for fighting, running, or anything beyond looking good. And she was made up, hair perfect. She was pretty. At an age where she still possessed the natural vibrancy and beauty of youth but old enough to know a few things, too.

			Keel pegged her as a woman in her thirties. But she had credits to burn—that much was obvious from the clothes she wore and the personal yacht behind her—so given the availability of gene treatments and other expensive cosmetic procedures, who could really know how old she was?

			Still, guessing her age was only a momentary bit of information gathering. The real focus of Keel’s attention was the auto-cannon turrets that swept menacingly on either side of her, raised from beneath the deck like coiled serpents in a basket, looking for targets.

			Gabi removed a hand from her pocket and held it up, perfect red nails gleaming in the bay’s light as she made a halting palm. “Stay inside the square. These are set to open fire on anyone who goes any further.” She paused and added, “A girl’s got to protect herself.”

			Keel, who wore Rechs’s helmet, halted, leaving five meters between himself and the edge of the boundary. Another five meters behind him was the ship’s ramp. Ample room to move.

			Jack sauntered forward, a big smile on his face. He stopped right at the line, bowed, and held out his hand to shake. “I’m Jack.”

			“Nice to meet you, Jack,” said Gabi, who stood in place, unmoving. “Now step back.”

			Jack raised both eyebrows, shook the empty air, and stepped backward until he was in line with Keel. “She seems nice,” he whispered.

			Now it was Keel’s turn to step forward. He approached the line and stopped. And for reasons he couldn’t explain, he removed the bucket and said, “I’m Aeson Ford.”

			Gabi studied him. Then… “Can I see that?” she asked, pointing at the helmet.

			“Sure,” Keel said, pulling the bucket back for a toss. “Ready?”

			She nodded that she was, and Keel lobbed the helmet underhand. She caught it without fumbling. Then she turned the helmet over in her hands, tracing her fingers over the visor as though it were a holo of a long-forgotten loved one, found forgotten in the back of a closet. A reminder of better times. 

			“I remember this having more dents.”

			Keel nodded. “Previous owner had it detailed.”

			Gabi lowered the helmet. “And who was that?”

			Keel didn’t flinch when he said, “Goth Sullus.”

			Gabi gave him a patronizing smile. “Goth Sullus. So how did you manage to come by it, Mr. Ford?”

			“I killed Goth Sullus.” Keel let that news sit heavy between them. He heard Jack exclaim, “Wait, what?” behind him. Keel ignored it and continued. “I killed him because Tyrus Rechs told me to. It was what he died attempting to do first.”

			“So he is dead,” said Gabi.

			Keel nodded. “We were working together. His last job. Things got out of hand. He blew up his ship.” Keel pointed to the replica Obsidian Crows hangared in the bay. “Just like one of these. Almost nuked me and my crew in the process. I figured that was the end of him, but either the armor survived or the old man kept on moving. Either way, Goth Sullus took it from him.”

			“So there’s a chance he’s still alive out there,” said Gabi, a hint of hope in her voice. “Somewhere.”

			“If he’s out there he’s naked and shivering.” Keel shook his head. “I think he’s gone. And I think he knew it was a one-way trip. He was looking after a little girl—very protective of her. He put her in my hands. He had another place, sort of like this. Smaller. Asteroid base.”

			“Rechs’s Doghouse,” Gabi said with a smile of reminiscence.

			“He left it to me, as best my navigator and I could figure out.” Keel showed Gabi the slug thrower on his hip. “That’s where I picked this up.”

			Gabi nodded sadly and let out a sigh. “This place,” she said, gesturing to the massive hangar, “is what he left to me. It’s called the Battle Phoenix.”

			Keel and Jack shared a look upon hearing the name.

			“I knew he was gone,” Gabi continued. “He told me he’d take care of me if anything ever happened to him. Mind you, he disappeared from my life long before that. Took guild contracts through the open channels, no more direct interfaces with me. He was already forgetting things… and then one day he forgot me.”

			Keel nodded. “I caught that, too. The forgetting. He had a thing he said, to keep his mind right. Kept recordings of himself saying it. ‘Hang out on the edge—’”

			“‘—and wait,’” Gabi said, finishing the phrase. “I would hear him mumble that sometimes over the comm. Like a mantra whenever he was in a fight or really concentrating. I don’t think he knew he even said it.”

			“Goth Sullus was who he was waiting for,” said Keel.

			Understanding dawned on Gabi’s face. She had been witness to the chaos the Republic’s former emperor had brought to the galaxy… and the unholy power the man wielded. Sullus was exactly the type of man she knew Tyrus Rechs to stand up against. Men and women who saw themselves as the sole arbiters of power, deciders of what everyone else in the galaxy should do. How they should act and think. Petty tyrants forgotten on the scrap heaps of history. People like “Madame Guillotine,” whom Gabi had despised during the politician’s brief cameo on the galactic stage. And also men like Goth Sullus, who existed on the equally dangerous opposite side of the same credit chit. Along with all the scum the galaxy harbored in between.

			“And he told you to kill him?” she asked Keel.

			It was going as he thought it would. She wanted closure. Rechs had meant something to her. He was something to her, though Keel knew better than to pry by asking exactly what the something was.

			“Sort of,” Keel said. “He told himself to do it. In a recording. I saw it and asked Doc about it. Doc told me that if Rechs thought it needed doing, I’d best go and do it. So I did.”

			“And Doc,” Gabi said. “Is he here?”

			“No. His daughter is. Zora.”

			“Can I meet her?”

			“Sure.” 

			Keel called for Zora to come down. She soon stood beside him and began to talk with Gabi. Keel listened as the pair discussed her father, Gabi giving details about Doc’s involvement with Rechs on more than a few occasions. She was clearly older than she looked. As Zora explained that her father was tight-lipped about most things, which kept her from having any working knowledge of the Doc/Rechs/Chappy dynamic, Keel turned to check his six. Jack was standing right where he’d been before, listening intently.

			That was a problem. Jack should have swapped out positions with Zora and taken over in the ship. Yes, things with Gabi seemed to be going well. She wasn’t presenting as a threat. But that didn’t mean you left the store unlocked. 

			Keel frowned and motioned to Jack to head back in the ship. But Jack merely smiled as if to say he planned on staying.

			Then Gabi called Keel’s attention away. “So, Mr. Ford. I believe that you knew Tyrus Rechs. And you obviously have his armor. My question is, why are you trying to convince the Bronze Guild that you are him?”

			Before answering, Keel turned to Zora and motioned for her to take Jack back inside the ship. She understood immediately and moved to escort him aboard.

			Then he faced Gabi and explained his situation. Vaguely. “Kline set the guild after me. Mistakenly. I need to clear things up, and I knew that Rechs would have a better shot than I would at claiming his attention and getting things rectified.”

			Gabi saw right through him. “You’re Wraith.”

			Keel didn’t admit it. He didn’t deny it. He stayed silent, figuring that would tell her what she already knew without him coming out and fessing up.

			“What the hell,” Jack mumbled from behind them, still not inside the ship.

			“Come on, Jack,” Zora muttered.

			“So what’s your plan for Mallet Kline?” Gabi asked Keel.

			Keel looked her straight in the eye. “I’m going to catch him, find out who put up the termination contract… and then I’m going to kill him.”

			Gabi smiled. “Good answer.”

			Her reply was unexpected, but welcome. Equally unexpected and far less welcome was the commotion behind him, the shouts of alarm, the sudden look of worry on Gabi’s face, and the sound of Honey’s voice shouting, “Back up! Do it now or I’ll kill him!”
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			Honey held a Vargus compact blaster against Garret’s neck, the barrel buried just behind the hinge of the kid’s jaw, aimed for where the spine joined the skull. Where she’d gotten the weapon was anyone’s guess. How she’d escaped from her ray-shielded cell and restraints… well, Keel had a pretty good idea about that. One involving the very member of his crew whose life she held in her tentacles.

			The Tennar wrapped her limber, almost fluid-like body around the code slicer, the blaster seeming to be the only fixed point. She was slithering up and down, side to side, obviously aware that doing so would make scoring a head shot much harder.

			“I thought you searched her!” Zora shouted, though it was unclear who the “you” was in this equation. Jack had claimed to have disarmed her, Keel had searched the Tennar for weapons, and Zora had as well.

			Honey gave a rueful smile. “Tennar have a few places that humans don’t know to search.” She walked to the bottom of the ramp and ordered everyone to get back.

			Zora and Jack obliged, Jack muttering, “Told you to dust her.”

			They stopped at the edge of the green-lit square, backs turned to Gabi.

			“All the way back,” Honey demanded. “Back with her by the yacht.” She kept the blaster pressed against Garret’s neck, knowing better than to aim it at any of the others in an attempt to intimidate them into obedience. Her ticket was the code slicer’s life, and she clung to it. Her own life depended on her doing so.

			“We take another step back and those auto-cannons will rip us apart,” Keel said drily. 

			“Then that’s the first thing your new friend needs to disable. Now.”

			“All right,” Gabi said, calm despite the abrupt danger unfolding before her. She produced a datapad from her pocket and deactivated the turrets. They slipped beneath the deck like mopids who’d risen up for a lungful of air before dipping back down into the depths of Parminth’s black and icy seas.

			“Now I need a ship,” Honey demanded. “Not the bucket of bolts behind me. One of those.” A tentacle pointed to one of the Crows. 

			Gabi nodded. “I’m sure the keys are in the ignition. I was about to offer one to Mr. Ford here, but it looks like you get first pick.”

			Honey’s eyes went instantly to Keel at the name “Ford.” She was scrutinizing him, saving that piece of information until later. “Good,” she told Gabi.

			“You’re leaving the kid,” Keel said.

			Honey laughed. “I’ll leave him floating in space if any of you even hint that you’ll follow me out this hangar. You want him alive, you stay put. I’ll drop him on a populated world, one he can call for extraction from. That’s not an offer, that’s the way it’s happening. And Jack, baby, after I get to where I’m going, I’ll make sure to pay you another visit to finish what I should have done in person the first time.”

			“Lookin’ forward to it,” Jack said.

			Keel was relieved that the man seemed to value the code slicer’s life above his own desire for revenge. He had a blaster, after all. He could start shooting. He could get what he wanted, and the kid would just wind up a casualty. Only he didn’t. That meant something.

			Honey moved from the ramp to the deck, dragging Garret along.

			Gabi quietly pressed her thumb against her datapad.

			Immediately Keel felt a jolt, and his armor went dead. Zora and Jack fell to the ground, as did Garret, tangled up with Honey, who also hit the deck. Only Keel and Gabi were left standing, along with Keel’s hair, which now stood on end. He felt an itch in the bottom of his teeth, and the armor felt sluggish and heavy, its strength-augmenting servos temporarily offline as it rebooted. Or at least he hoped it was rebooting.

			Gabi walked over to him and handed him Rechs’s helmet. “This is yours. Good thing you’re wearing the real deal, or you’d be out like the rest of them.”

			Keel had no doubt. The stun blast had struck everything inside the green-lit square where Clara’s Gift had landed—including Clara’s Gift itself. Blue arcs of electricity still rode their way along the ship’s hull, popping and sparking as they terminated against its grounding rods. A real ship would have had its struts grounded. Still, it would be fine.

			Keel’s armor sprang to life. He could once again move his arms and legs as freely as if he were only wearing PT shorts. 

			“You pack one hell of a punch, Gabi,” he said.

			She smiled. “A girl’s got to defend herself.”

			[image: ]

			The deck of the Battle Phoenix was where they all parted ways. Gabi left first aboard her yacht, after giving her apologies to Garret, Zora, and Jack, whose heads likely wouldn’t stop throbbing for hours. She also gave them a window to depart from the capital ship: “Two hours and the bay doors close and this baby jumps to a new location.”

			That gave Keel enough time to do a quick raid of the armory. The ship, though large, seemed to him now to be little more than a miniature carrier. The bridge was situated like the cockpit of a freighter, right at the front of the craft. It was clearly designed to work with a crew as small as a single humanoid if needed. There was also a barracks-like room full of empty beds, a captain’s quarters, which was locked, and the armory—which made the one in Rechs’s Doghouse seem as quaint as a personal gun safe. It was loaded with anything Keel could imagine, the only downside being the weapons’ age. The newest pieces had to be at least twenty-five years old.

			With Jack’s help, Keel loaded up one of the Obsidian Crows with ammunition, charge packs, explosives, anti-vehicle launchers… a little bit of everything. On the last trip, when Keel had gotten somewhat familiar with the armory after so much coming and going, he saw it. A slug-throwing pistol not unlike the one he carried, but peculiar in that instead of a magazine, it was belt-fed from a drum that looked designed to fit on the rear of the armor—the small of the back. Since he was already in the armor, he decided to see if he could attach it.

			“Hey, Jack,” he called. “Help me with this.”

			Jack, who had a sheen of sweat from humping cans of ammunition from the armory to the Obsidian Crow, set down one final ammo can on the repulsor pallet he’d been stacking and came over.

			“Ammo drum?” he asked.

			“Looks like it.” Keel turned around. “See if it fits on the back of the armor. It looks to me like there’s an interface.”

			Jack took a look and hummed in agreement. “Mm-hmm.” He hoisted the drum and grunted. “This is heavy. Steady.”

			The drum locked in place almost by itself, as though magnetic rails guided it. Keel felt the weight at first, but after a moment the suit seemed to stabilize, and he couldn’t even tell it was there. He reached around and grabbed the belt, which retracted inside the drum, pulled it out, and connected it to the magazine well of the slug thrower.

			“Gonna test it at the range?” asked Jack.

			Keel checked his chrono. There was time, but barely enough. “I think so. You mind taking that last load onto the ship?”

			Jack said that he would and suggested that Zora would probably want to say a few words before they split up. That had been the plan. Keel would take Honey and finish things up with Kline and the Bronze Guild. Zora and Jack would go with Garret to Black Leaf. Keel would then meet up with them afterward—with Honey, still alive. Left unstated was what Jack would do if he didn’t, not that Keel had any intention of letting the Tennar go. He just wasn’t sure she was someone who ought to be summarily executed. She’d been right about the name of the ship. She knew at least as much as she let on and probably more.

			“I won’t leave without saying goodbye,” Keel said.

			“Good enough for me,” said Jack. He activated the repulsor’s forward propulsion and walked behind it as it glided out of the armory.

			“And Jack,” Keel called out after him.

			“Yeah?”

			“Zora and the kid… they don’t get hurt. You understand?”

			Jack smiled. “Wasn’t my intent to hurt ’em before, and it isn’t now… especially knowing they’re friends with Wraith.” He paused, then added, “And Tyrus Rechs, I suppose.”

			“Only for now,” said Keel. 

			He donned the bucket as Jack left the armory. A new indicator was on the HUD showing that something called the auto-cannon was connected to the suit. That had to be the new slug thrower. The display read out that the weapon was functional and listed how much ammunition was available to it.

			That can’t be right, Keel told himself. It was a ridiculous number of rounds. Enough to compete with a legionnaire carrying a combat load of charge packs. The barrel of the weapon was bored for 9mm, and given the size of the drum and the number displayed before his eyes, they must be packed awfully tight into that drum. How long does something like that take to load?

			He moved to the range. There were five lanes, though he couldn’t imagine the bounty hunter ever needing more than one. Maybe in his time aboard this ship he’d liked to keep loadouts permanently set lane by lane. Keel knew guys like that who would take up every stall a range had if you let them. It was a live-fire sim range, meaning there was only a maximum of twenty meters between the shooting platform and the energy- and projectile-absorbing ballistic foam gel—an almost living thing that lost a small amount of its mass to heat and greedily ate up projectile fire. The Republic had experimented with using it as an additional layer of protection on combat vehicles, but it was highly sensitive to temperature, not ideal for ground vehicles that might be deployed anywhere from the ice plains of Stendahl’s Bet to the desert heat of Ankalor. Some combat shuttles and corvettes were fitted with experimental layers flooded between outer and inner hull, though for the most part those proved too costly for the House of Reason’s stingy tastes.

			But it seemed Tyrus Rechs had no qualms about paying for the stuff.

			A live-fire sim range would overlay a target in the shooter’s sights, sizing it relative to the distance, elevation, and subject mass required. Therefore one could even use an N-18 sniper system while hitting a target only twenty meters away; the range would simply simulate a target at five hundred meters and beyond. Crucial in the relatively confined space of a star cruiser.

			Keel didn’t need to try anything so long-range. Ten meters was fine. He just needed to see how well the weapon was zeroed to the bucket’s system, and to get at least passingly familiar with its kick. The HUD displayed three firing options: single, burst, and full auto. The weapon was on single fire now.

			A shot rang out, a bull’s-eye. Exactly where Keel was looking. Good.

			Burst gave a rising grouping, the first round on target and the next two slightly above—not a huge spread, the range told him two millimeters per round, but that would add up to big misses over long enough distances. The action was smooth and Keel wasn’t sure how he could adjust the weapon any more than the suit already did. It was good to know the limitations now.

			Full auto gave a glorious staccato sound. The accuracy was on par with an N-4. Which was good for a pistol. It would do the most damage at close range and in close-quarters combat. 

			Satisfied, Keel holstered the weapon, checked his chrono, and ran to meet up with the others. He found them gathered on the ramp of the Gift, her repulsors already warmed up and ready for lift.

			“Thanks for waiting,” Keel said, the bucket off and in the crook of his arm. “Guess this is it.”

			He gave a two-fingered salute. “Take care of Zora, Garret.”

			The code slicer blushed, then nodded solemnly. He would do his best.

			“Be careful,” Zora said. “Kline is a dangerous man.”

			“I know.”

			Jack, who was eating a mouthful of ration gel squeezed from a pack in his hand, gave a wave and called out, “Good luck, killer.” Then he disappeared into the ship.

			“You know where to find us?” Zora asked.

			“Yeah,” said Keel. “I got it.”

			She had made all the calls and arrangements needed to provide Keel with exact coordinates to meet up with them and Black Leaf. And not just some corporate flunky; they’d be meeting with the man himself. Nilo.

			“Nilo says he’ll provide you assistance if you want it. I filled him in.”

			Keel shook his head, a little bothered at Zora’s willingness to reveal his aims to someone he’d never even met. “We both know how badly that could turn out. The job’s the job.” He checked his chrono. “Better get going. Time’s almost up before the meter changes.”

			Zora nodded, looking like she had more she wanted to say but keeping her lips tightly closed even when Garret ran down the ramp and up to Keel.

			“What is it, kid?”

			“I just… I needed you to know… I’m sorry, Captain Keel.”

			The code slicer had been apologizing ever since he’d woken up.

			“Turned out all right,” said Keel lightly, suppressing his frustration. The kid had fallen for such an obvious ploy. A ploy that he’d been specifically warned about.

			“It’s just… I wasn’t thinking like you think I was. I wasn’t thinking with… you know… with not my head.” Garret’s voice became a low whisper. “She knows things, Captain. Things about your armor that she could only know if she either used it herself or knows someone who did. I was just trying to figure it out, and I guess I kind of bought into her story about her and Jack.”

			Keel nodded. “Keep an eye on him.”

			Garret nodded and started back up the ramp. Then, as an afterthought, he turned and shouted, “The bubble shield!”

			Keel turned from his walk toward the Obsidian Crow. “What about it?”

			“That’s one of the things she told me about. It’s triggered by your thoughts.”

			“Like how? I think, ‘Shield activate’?”

			“No. That wouldn’t work. More like you think you’re about to die. Think of it as an automatic life preserver.”

			“Thanks,” Keel deadpanned. “That’s helpful.”

			He waved his last goodbye and went up the ramp of the Obsidian Crow. 

			Unlike Clara’s Gift, the Crow had a dedicated holding cell. Also ray-shielded but capable of being fully enclosed in impervisteel blast doors. As best Keel could tell, those activated on command or when the power supply to the ray shielding was interrupted. 

			They were shut now, with Honey inside.

			Keel went to the cockpit. The ship powered up swiftly, as though it had just landed, though the temperature and chrono gauges told otherwise. It was a cold start, but of a well-tuned machine. Gabi had said there were a number of bots on the Battle Phoenix, including a personal servitor bot that Rechs must have kept for himself, and that some of these bots performed basic maintenance tasks on the ships. Keel had seen them scurrying about as he went through the Battle Phoenix. A few had tried to follow him until he shooed them away.

			Clara’s Gift rose up from the deck and lifted out of the shield bay. Keel followed in the Obsidian Crow. When they were both outside, their respective nav computers orienting the crafts for the proper FTL jumps, Zora’s voice came over the comm, filling the Crow’s cockpit.

			“I mean it, jump jockey,” she said. “Be careful.”

			Keel smiled. “Never.”

			The Crow locked in its flight path faster than the Gift—no surprise. It disappeared from real space and hurtled through hyperspace, the familiar blur enveloping the latticed canopy view.

			Keel checked systems, got up, and headed back to the holding cell. He raised the blast doors surrounding the ray shielding. The hiss was rapid and sudden, startling the Tennar inside and indicating just how quickly those heavy doors were capable of coming down should they need to.

			His helmet off, Keel sat down on a nearby stool. He placed his hands on his knees and said, “All right, Honey. Let’s talk.”

			She turned her head away. “I played my hand. I failed. Nothing else to say until you all get it over with.”

			“Maybe I convince Jack that killing you is a bad idea.”

			That seemed to capture the Tennar’s imagination. She looked at Keel, and he could sense a flood of her pheromones migrating their way through the ray shielding. 

			She batted her heavy eyelids. “What do you want me to do… for you?”

			Keel had had the opportunity to talk with Gabi in private after Honey had been placed in the Crow’s brig and the others were recovering from the shock to their systems. She’d said three things that stood out in particular to Keel. The first was the name of the ship they’d met on. Battle Phoenix. That was the same name Honey had used.

			“I want you to tell me about the ship we just left. And…”

			There were two other things Gabi had said that Keel couldn’t let go of. The first was that Tyrus Rechs had once named Aeson Ford as a friend, which made her ask why Keel would have mentioned Doc’s name to her and not his own. Keel told Gabi that he had only ever met Rechs as Wraith. If Rechs knew his true name, it must be because the bounty hunter had done some digging on him.

			That’s what he said to Gabi—a convenient explanation so she wouldn’t change her mind about his trustworthiness. But he knew the timeline didn’t match up. He’d met Rechs long after Rechs had stopped talking to Gabi. The years were blurry, but if Rechs and Gabi had ever discussed an Aeson Ford, it would have been while Keel was still a teenager, as best he could calculate.

			Could Rechs have been talking about a different Aeson Ford? Possible, but quite the coincidence if so.

			That was when Gabi elaborated, making the other remark that Keel couldn’t shake. In fact it made the hairs on Keel’s arms stand up. Her words felt like a kick to the back of his head though he had no idea why.

			Now, with the Obsidian Crow moving at speeds once thought impossible by the human mind, Keel looked at Honey. 

			“And… I want you to tell me about Aeson Ford and what that name has to do with something called… Kill Team Ice.”
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			Ravi listened intently as Stranger told him his story. Told him “things that Sergeant Walker might not want me to say” and that he would tell anyway because “a man’s got a right to tell his own story.”

			A long story it was. Made longer by the man’s idiosyncratic way of going off on digressions and tangents. Ravi did not interrupt beyond occasionally asking a few pointed questions for the sake of clarity. He endured Stranger, who was born named Donal Makaffie, who had once been known as the Dirty Wizard in a time of endless epics, fleeing from one called the Dark Wanderer, and freeing Ravi from his imprisonment. Endured the man’s philosophical musings. His testimonials as to the psychedelic benefits of the drug H8. Endured it all out of a desire to know. To piece together the many scraps that Stranger, who was not omniscient—far from it—had gathered. 

			“I almost didn’t free you,” Makaffie said. “Sorry about that, man. It’s the truth, though. The Dark Wanderer… he was close. Close as he’d ever gotten. Too close to stick around, you know? Except, didn’t seem right to take your help and leave you.”

			Ravi nodded and shifted his eyes over to Archimedes. The reclaimer hovered nearby. Close enough to overhear the conversation. Something he seemed very much desirous to do.

			“We must keep our counsel to ourselves,” Ravi said. “I would like to be seeing if you are capable of hearing me. To converse without words.”

			“Sounds far out,” Makaffie said, nodding eagerly at the prospect.

			“Turn off your mind. Relax and hear me.”

			Makaffie closed his eyes and waited. Opened one eye to peep and see if whatever was going to happen had started.

			“Lay down your thoughts,” Ravi said.

			Makaffie closed his eye again and felt his body relax. He pictured utter blackness in his mind. And then Ravi was there in his head. He couldn’t see him but he knew he was there. He could hear him.

			“Tell me now,” Ravi said. “We will not be overheard. We are in secret.”

			“Right, well…” Makaffie’s own voice seemed to echo in the darkness. He paused to wonder at it, then continued. “We gotta begin at some beginnings. Not all the way back to Colonel Marks and Tyrus Rechs and Admiral Sulla. Not that kind of a beginning. Or to what got me mixed up on New Vega. Not that kind of story either. And it also isn’t a convenient beginning. Goth Sullus, yeah, he’s the one who came and got us. But… it all starts before that. But not too far before because that’s the beginning of a different story. And the purpose of our story, as I see it, is to get off this ship. I see that right?”

			“You do.”

			“I knew I did. So the beginning. Which was really the end. But that’s all a beginning really is anyway. At least every beginning that’s happened since whatever beginning hit the galaxy first. That kind of thing. Everything only has one first. Beginnings aren’t special. Same rules apply to them as do to us, you know? So this beginning, which is really an end so let’s call it what it is. What it was. The last mission of Kill Team Ice. 

			“Now if you’d’ve been there, you’d have thought that Sinasia would have been our last mission. Because Sinasia was the clue, right? Like, Savage Wars aren’t the big prize anymore. Not for the Republic. Yeah. The war was still fresh. But it was over. Yeah. Still some Savvies out there. Probably always will be until there aren’t. 

			“Sinasia, though. Well. Savage Wars was over. They would have found out. The Sinasians, I mean. Give it a few months. Telos and General Rex and the admiral going down in flames—or so we thought—word about all that would have gotten there, man. Eventually. They’d have found out and they’d have said, ‘All right. We made a mistake. Let’s make peace.’

			“Only the Republic wasn’t in the mood for that. Savages were gone and the galaxy was left with just one superpower and they were none too pleased about the way Sinasia threw in with the Savvies. Last complication is always the first problem. Sinasia was a problem and an example. Or it would be at least. That was the plan, you see.

			“So Sinasia is what got a lot of the boys to start thinking that maybe it really was over. Because we hadn’t done something like that before. We knew the Savages, you see. And I mean, we knew them Savages. Better than they knew themselves. Which isn’t hard, because a Savage, well, a Savage is always lyin’ to themselves. Always telling themselves a truth that isn’t really true. Or if it is true, it’s gotta be true for the right reasons. And you can use that, man. You can use it.

			“But you gotta live long enough to learn that lesson. That’s first. And then you can use it.

			“And the Savage Wars. Well. I don’t need to tell you. Long war. Short lifespan for the soldier trudging through it. Statistics. We used to make that joke. Well, not we. I didn’t make the joke. But the others, the real leejes—see, I had a deal with Tyrus Rechs way back when. I’d help him use that Savage tech against the Savvies, and he’d make sure I didn’t have to do any running. So when I say we, I mean it in the sense that I was there with the other leejes even though I never made Legion.

			“I didn’t want to. But, and I’m not ashamed to admit, Ravi, I’m not ashamed to admit that if I had wanted to, I’d’ve failed. And I don’t mean I’d have died trying, either. Not gonna clint you about that. I mean I’d have quit. Day one. It ain’t me. I ain’t Legion, man.”

			Makaffie, the man Prisma only knew as Stranger, smiled. “Look at me. I’m going off on one of those digressions. I’ve gotten out of the habit because the other boys, well, they tell me to shut the hell up when we’re on a mission—because I’m prone to talk, you understand—and they warn me what they’ll do if I fail to adhere to their, uh, polite warnings. So I’ve gotten used to not talking. On the mission. And since my life is nothing but mission after mission—and I volunteered for that, but it’s still my life and so I can complain a little about it—anyway, unless they had some tech they felt the need to wake me up about, I only talked in my dreams. And that’s not the same. Not even close, man.

			“But I gotta continue in this digression at least because I set up a humorous story and there’s a punch line. About the Savage Wars and what the boys would say. They’d say: ‘Welcome to the war. It’s as bad as you heard but the good news is you won’t be around long enough to notice.’”

			Makaffie giggled. “Just say it in passing to the fresh fish arriving on the market for slaughter. While we would head back to ice. Sometimes them boys would show us to be liars because we’d wake up and there they’d be. A little older and more beat up and joining us for the next mission. And then they’d make that same joke and we’d know that, yeah, they’re one of us all right.”

			Ravi remained patient with Makaffie through it all. There was information here. Pieces of a puzzle that, while not despairing of ever being solved, had nonetheless been placed on the shelf. There was no telling what the man might reveal in his ramblings, just like there was no promise Ravi would have access to this information at his leisure. Still, the goal was to get Prisma off of the ship and back to Keel and Leenah. It had been too long since he’d checked in; Urmo had not been without his own mischievous delays. So he decided to push the conversation along.

			“You were planning to tell me, I believe, about your final mission?”

			Makaffie nodded. “You’re right. So. A few more beginnings though. Because the story needs ’em, man.

			“Our lives were the mission. We volunteered for it. In the Savage Wars for the long haul. Able to use all that knowledge and skill when the Legion really needed it. That was Kill Team Ice. That was us. 

			“You see, Rechs and Sulla—Goth Sullus but not back then—they didn’t die. They were hard to kill and also… they just didn’t die. Some kind of Savage tech that no one’s been able to reproduce. Obviously. But as that war unfolded, it became apparent that they needed more than just themselves. They needed a whole lot of Rechses and Sullas. Except… nobody lives forever. Except them. And I guess even they didn’t, did they?

			“The solution was my idea. Old technology. Stasis. With a few Savage pieces mixed in. Make you stronger. Make you recover while you’re out—saved more than a few really good men that way. Lost plenty in the process, too, though. Wasn’t foolproof. 

			“So, Kill Team Ice. They’d wake us up and we’d already know the mission. The briefing happened in our dreams, as it were. Nightmares, too. Couldn’t fix that. But the briefings came in that time before we’d wake up and see who was still around. Because it would come and go. You volunteered, but you were free to leave. You could check out whenever. Just had to let ’em know before you went back in. Or maybe you didn’t go back in. You just let your buddies go on ice and packed up and lived a life and they woke up and you were gone.

			“That was always the first thing we did when we woke up. Saw who was new… and who was gone. There weren’t a lot of us, mind you. Not all of us got woken for every mission. Not all of us were suited for every mission. Take me. Sometimes I would get woken up for a mission that wasn’t even a mission. I’d find Sulla looking down at me. ‘I want you to see something,’ he’d say. And then he’d show me some piece of Savvie voodoo they took off of a hulk and I’d tell him what I thought and get an update whenever the next time I woke up was.

			“That took some getting used to. Everyone around us was always changing. Some pretty thing would help you into your chamber after you’d been beaten to hell and back—just felt awful and needed to get knitted back together. And she’d smile at you with those beautiful candy-apple-red lips and that was enough to keep you happy in those dreams that came. You’d think, when I get out next, I’m gonna turn in my papers and take that girl out on a date. War’s over for me.

			“Then you’d wake up and there she was and she wasn’t young anymore. The lips were just pink now. A little purple maybe. Not candy-apple red. And she was probably gonna retire in another ten years but she remembered you. And you’d just nod and then take the mission. War wasn’t over after all.

			“Which was fine, really. It was what we were about. The War. It was a long one and that was all right because there was always something to do. And we were the best. We worked flawlessly together. The general, when he was around—wasn’t always, but when he was—he’d say, ‘You men are gonna win us this war someday.’

			“Only… we didn’t. Slept through Telos. Right on through. Because the Republic, which had gotten control of the program at some point, they decided that where they needed us most was Sinasia. As I said.

			“And then they woke us up with a new mission. And that one… that one was the final straw for a lot of us. Not me. Not Walker. But a lot of the others.

			“So we wake up and it’s just us. We handle all facets. No witnesses. And by that I don’t mean that we kill anyone who happens to know of our existence. We didn’t do that. But we handled all facets. There was never an attaché. We never inserted with a bunch of hullbusters or even a Legion company. We were the mission.

			“We even flew our own missions. And Fast was our pilot. Always. Best pilot in the galaxy. I promise you that. Was good to begin with and every time we got dunked in the ice tanks, he came out better. We healed in there. Trained in there. It was something. Deadlier on each new mission than the last. Which is why it hurt so much to lose someone. To violence or retirement. 

			“We get woken up and we already know the mission. Did I say that? I said that. And there’s no downtime. No important speeches by important officers about how important the mission is. Didn’t need it, never had it. 

			“What we did have was the stuff. Yes, the inner stuff, but I mean the tactile, lock-and-load stuff. Cutting-edge. Things that Republic R&D didn’t figure out a way to mass-produce for the front line for decades. Stuff that, in my time since I left the program, I still haven’t seen. Like it was forgotten. Most likely it was just too dangerous. We got to play with that stuff, too.”

			Makaffie giggled his neurotic, madman’s laugh.

			“They show Fast a ship. About the size of a transport shuttle but it is not a transport shuttle. Ninety-five-percent engines and drive, five-percent squeeze as much equipment and leejes as you can. ‘Think you can fly it?’ they ask him. He looks it over and just says, ‘Yep.’ None of us doubted it for a second. Even though we should have because that ship was a Savage-born beast, man.

			“I talked with one of the techs, because I was on this mission because they needed me. And I asked about the ship. It made FTL—hyperdrive—look like you were just trying to walk from planet to planet. I mean it. The ship was fast. And in one of those twists that I just love, they wanted Fast to fly it. And it must’ve been important—the mission—because those techs told me that eighteen featherheads went missing while they were testing the prototypes. Not dead. Just missing. Like… jumped and never came back. Some of them boys might still be rocketing away in them birds. Reached the end of the universe and are only now turning around to come back. That kind of fast.

			“So skip ahead. We’re jocked up and loaded into the little space behind the one-man cockpit where Fast is working controls. We brought everything we could think of. Every rifle, carbine, shotgun, pistol, slug thrower… all of it. We got fraggers and bot poppers and bangers and anything the Republic ever came up with that makes a loud boom. We are ready for a fight. Because this mission was No Fail. They were all No Fail but this one… they really wanted a win on this one, man.

			“And, like I said at the very start, this mission was the one that made a lot of the boys realize that things had changed. Savage Wars were done. And how much did we care to stick around for what came next?

			“So we’re in the ship. Fast at the controls. Us in the back. We drop from our base—which was a ship itself, because we couldn’t stay in one spot. We were always jumping from one point in the galaxy to the next on account of the Savages knowing that we existed and wanting very much to make sure we stopped existing, so we had to move. We drop from that ship and get clearance and our little ship does its little herky-jerky coordination to line itself up for the jump and Fast asks us if we’re ready to go and the only answer is yes and he hits that switch and… Ravi, I tell you. We jumped away so fast that I believe our souls were left behind and forced to do their best to catch up.”

			A distant, faraway look appeared on Makaffie’s face. 

			“And I’ll tell you something else, Ravi. That mission. It was probably better that we didn’t take our souls with us.”
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			[YEARS EARLIER]

			Research Dropship Dover

			Unknown Planet

			“Incident” Minus Two

			 

			“Button it up, ladies! We got ground to cover and we got a storm that’s tryin’ to make our lives difficult. I need to hear we got a full seal before we drop doors.”

			The voice of Colonel Bill Webb boomed in the confines of the dropship. Heard by those waiting for the ramp to drop. Heard right through the clear, bowl-like helmets they wore over white-and-yellow protection suits to keep them alive in the toxic atmosphere of this small, insignificant rock. 

			“Yes, Colonel!” shouted the small team of security personnel that had dropped from the Republic science vessel Deluvia, now in orbit. Ten men and women who would make the trek. One who would stay on the ship. Fifteen more above on the ship itself.

			Colonel Bill Webb nodded. He appreciated the way the men and women he now led as security chief aboard the ship called him that. They called him Colonel even though on this vessel he was simply another civilian. But he had been a colonel once. Before. A Spilursan Ranger. And a veteran of the Savage Wars.

			Of course, it seemed that most humans in the galaxy were veterans of that too-long war. Some, like Webb, enlisted. Some were given a commission. Some were simply sucked in against their will with the arrival of a Savage lighthugger. Made veterans by virtue of the forced fight for survival that came with every visit from the deep dark.

			The deep dark. Like where they now were. There was some light; the planet in question was within the soft glow of the system’s star. A red dwarf that was near enough that the planet was more than just a black ball in the darkness. Its browns and tans were visible from orbit, along with stretching tendrils of clouds—white or black depending on the storms—that were pushed across the heavens by planetary winds that could reach up to two hundred kilometers an hour.

			Webb received word from his Bravo Team leader that all seals were intact. They were ready to go. He donned his helmet, which fogged for a moment as his breath challenged the suit’s climate controls. The comm check came next. Clear. Then the word to the ship’s lone pilot that they were ready to drop the door.

			A red light lit up the chamber, punctuated by flashes of yellow that made it clear to everyone that being here was a bad idea unless you were properly protected from the inhospitable atmosphere.

			Webb ordered the drop. The door came down with a thud, muffled by the layer of dust that covered most of the planet’s surface. Red and brown mixed as one, jumping into the air in a great plume from the force of the heavy door. 

			Bravo team stepped off the ramp, the dust settling on their clear helmets and sliding down onto the suits as they moved. Rifles were up and ready; Webb kept his team sharp and professional. Sensors said they wouldn’t need it—said the planet wasn’t inhabited. Was probably devoid of anything more advanced than a bacterium.

			But the scientists that ran the show aboard the ship convinced Captain Spinu, who himself was not a military man, that it might be worth stopping for a quick sensor sweep. 

			Yeah. Right.

			Just like all the other visits to all the other dust balls that proved to be little more than something to do outside the ship. And actually, that was okay with Webb. Two years since the first jump made little pleasures, such as not being aboard the Deluvia, more than worth the scientific disappointment.

			With his team clear, blaster rifles at the ready and scanning a dull, dusty brown perimeter, Webb came down himself. He strode to the head of the security team and surveyed the planet. Another in a long line of heavenly bodies where he and his team had likely been the first humans to set foot on the surface.

			“Bullshit planet,” he declared in that loud, strong, military voice.

			His team laughed. They’d been expecting the decree. Would have been disappointed if he hadn’t made it.

			They knew by now that all planets deserved that designation in Webb’s mind. Except for Spilursa. Webb had traveled the galaxy. Fought all over. Never Legion, no, he hadn’t gone out for the hardcore, though more than a few of the hardened warriors told him he’d have made the grade. But he was a Spilursan Ranger. And a damn proud one at that. 

			He gladly would have ridden out his final years with the Rangers. But there was a Spilursan saying. The only way to die in the service was if a Savage dusted you. War was a young man’s game, and Spilursa didn’t keep its old men around to spend their twilight years in a bulging uniform. Webb was still a long way from old when he turned in his paperwork and became a civilian. He was only in the late summer of his life. But that was old when attempting to keep up with men and women who were closer to ten than he was to thirty.

			So he got out and got word of a Republic research team in immediate need of an experienced security officer. Twenty-year voyage. Not a lot of applicants. Last man got cold feet when he calculated how old his children would be on his return. Shouldn’t have applied. Webb didn’t have that problem. He took the job. And though he didn’t get to select his own team—it was too late in the process—he was given room to train them. And they were fine men and women. He liked them.

			“Sensors are flatlined,” reported Andrew Ruiz. Team leader. First sergeant. Platoon sergeant. You name it, Ruiz was all of it. Webb’s right-hand man.

			“Hot damn, I called it,” Webb said in that wonderful military voice. A voice meant for parade grounds and drilling. The kind of voice that, if he was honest with himself, probably got him elevated to senior NCO as quickly as he was. Some major or colonel heard him and said, “Now that’s what a Ranger sounds like.”

			Promote ahead of peers.

			He’d more than earned it from there. The commission. The Purple Hearts. Silvene Stars. He earned them all.

			Ruiz smiled. “Bullshit planet, Colonel,” he confirmed.

			“All right,” Webb said, speaking over the comms built into the protection suits. “Let’s stretch our legs and get our PT in before the storm hits. Ruiz, you take Alpha over to the Zed. Report in once you finish the SNS.”

			“Acknowledged, Colonel,” said Ruiz, then hustled his team toward the objective, a low, Z-shaped ridge half-buried in the fine, dusty grit that seemed to shift and sink beneath the craggy stone crust that jutted up throughout this area of the planet. Evidently the dust ball also had a dirty brown sea, though there was some debate by the brains as to whether it was frozen. They wouldn’t be orbiting long enough to find out.

			As Alpha moved around the front of the craft, Webb took the lead at the head of Bravo, where Tahni Epps waited. She was a capable soldier too. That was how Webb thought of his security team. As soldiers. If anything happened to Ruiz, Epps would be the one to take his place.

			“All right,” Webb barked. “Let’s get a move on. I want Bravo already back on the dropship giving big, sket-eating grins when Alpha returns.”

			They began marching toward their objective—the Mound. Brilliantly named because it resembled a large mound.

			They’d only traveled a few steps when the comm erupted.

			“Mr. Webb!”

			Webb turned around and saw Elizabeth Gafford, one of the scientists, hurrying down the ramp. She wore a protection suit like everyone else and seemed to be moving adequately considering she hadn’t had the training that Webb and his team did.

			“You should be inside, Ms. Gafford,” said Webb.

			She started at the sound of his voice. Not that he’d meant to scold her. He simply carried so much force and natural volume that he was a man who seemed to always yell. He quickly softened himself as best he could to follow up.

			“The landing zone is the only part of this planet we’ve secured. So, for your own safety… please. Back inside.”

			She continued toward him anyway. Moving gently past the rest of the Bravo team to reach him. “I’ll be fine. And I’m coming with you.”

			Webb set his jaw. “All due respect, Ms. Gafford, but you’ll only slow us down. And furthermore, I can’t vouch for your safety beyond this landing zone. Please, let us do our job.”

			It irritated Webb to no end that she would even attempt to come along. But in truth, he’d suspected something like this might happen. She had talked her way onto the dropship, “Just to see it up close. That’s all!” 

			Apparently not.

			“All due respect to you, Mr. Webb. But I’m coming.”

			Mr. Webb. That was what the scientists called him. Because to them, that was who he was. Mr. Webb. Chief security officer. The Deluvia was not a military operation nor a military vessel. Only the captain and his security team called Webb “Colonel.” A gesture that Webb never failed to appreciate. 

			He had to be careful here, because the scientists didn’t respond well to being told what to do. They were naturally argumentative. It went with their line of work.

			She pressed her case before he could formulate a response. “This planet, humble and destitute as it is, comprises the most exciting thing that’s happened to the Deluvia since Slade punched Mettarks in the eye for getting Rax pregnant.”

			Webb grunted. He’d held Slade in the brig for a night out of concern that the man might go ahead and make good on his promise to kill Mettarks for the transgression. Something he’d promised to do both before and during the altercation. Something he likely would have done had Ruiz, who happened to be getting his own breakfast at the same time and place, not been there to break up the fight almost as soon as it started.

			“Ms. Gafford. I’m sure something more exciting yet will happen on that holodrama you and your scientists live in.”

			“It’s not just that,” she insisted. “This anomaly. It’s my specialty. It’s why I’m even on this mission. Twenty years. Two done. Ten percent and not a bit of research I couldn’t have done just as easily at the lab back home. I’m not going to miss my opportunity to at least do some field work. This might be the only chance I get, and I won’t miss it.”

			Webb nodded as though he understood. In truth, he didn’t really care. It was an anomaly. A little blip that showed up once on long-range sensors and hadn’t shown up since. It happened. A lot. If not for the chance to stretch his legs and get on solid ground, he’d call the trip a waste of time.

			“Captain Spinu tasked us with running the SNS,” Webb reminded her of the sensor scan and sweep. “He didn’t send a full survey team down, Ms. Gafford, because he didn’t deem it safe. Nor do I. Back on the ship. Please.”

			Gafford looked up into his unflinching face. She pushed out her hip and shifted her weight. “Bill. We both know that all I have to do is get a comms relay to the captain and tell him that I deem that my going along to the Mound may be beneficial to the sampling. This planet is barren. There’s nothing here. A ‘bullshit planet’—that’s what you called it, isn’t it?”

			She waited for Webb to give some retort. The trouble was, Webb knew she was right. The captain, for all his politeness in calling Webb “Colonel,” for all the times he invited the security chief to dine with his officers, for every speech about the need for vigilance, for every briefing on the importance of not growing complacent after so much time in the stars, and how Webb had a job to do and he wanted Webb to do that job as he saw fit… for all of that, he still sided with the scientists. Every time. Always.

			“There’s a storm coming, Bill,” Gafford said, sounding triumphant. “Surely you don’t want to waste the time we have waiting for me to make that call, do you?”

			Webb stared at the scientist blankly. “Go ahead and make that call, Ms. Gafford. We’ll wait.”

			She stood, stunned for a moment, and then nodded primly and headed back up the ramp. 

			Webb fought hard to suppress the smile that was trying so hard to push its way onto his iron face. And not just because he didn’t want Gafford to see it and then make his life miserable by filing a complaint. He didn’t want it seen because this was a professional outfit, and his soldiers were watching. He needed them to see that he wasn’t taking action to be petty. He was making clear that the chain of command would be respected.

			And yet, when he turned around to rejoin his team, he couldn’t help but mutter under his breath, “And don’t call me Bill.”
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			Most of the scientists aboard Deluvia were a little less fit and trim than they’d been on departing. Life aboard a starfaring ship, even one with all the amenities as theirs had, could be sedentary. For a scientist, it was easy enough to add fifteen to twenty pounds of fat, along with a hunched-over posture from too much time looking down at their work. 

			Gafford was an exception. She’d made use of the ship’s training facilities and had kept herself in shape. For a scientist. She had to work to keep up with Security Team Bravo, issuing puffs of breath that momentarily fogged her helmet, the moisture ultimately pulled away by the tiny fans in the survival suit’s neck. But she was keeping up. Webb had to acknowledge that. An impressive feat given that she hadn’t spent anywhere near the time in a suit that the team had. The suits looked sleek and comfortable, fitting the form nicely, and were rated against toxic and hostile atmospheres and even the vacuum of space, but they were tough on the wearer. Webb had drilled his security team in the suits ceaselessly for that reason.

			“How are you doing, Ms. Gafford?” Webb asked. He’d learned it was better to ask than to rely on appearances. Some people wore their fatigue and pain on their faces. Others didn’t.

			“I could do this all day,” she said, panting slightly from the exertion. Only a little, as though out for a jog. “Mind… that’s not a request, Mr. Webb.”

			Webb smiled despite himself. “We’re moving at a good clip. Don’t worry about that.”

			The pace they were on was acceptable for the mission. They would reach the Mound on time and return to the dropship Dover on time. The only thing not going according to Webb’s plan—additional team member excepted—was his desire to beat Sergeant Ruiz and Alpha back to Dover.

			Next time.

			Webb’s comm buzzed inside his helmet. “Go for Webb.”

			“Colonel.” It was Ruiz. “Just finished up the SNS at Zed.”

			“Acknowledged. What did you find?”

			“Not a blip on the SNS.”

			“Acknowledged. Head back to Dover.”

			“Bullshit planet, Colonel. Place is a dustball. But… I think Alpha has this one in the bag. I can see you with my macros, still moving toward the Mound.”

			Webb smiled. The tone over comms was more casual than he would have allowed while in the Spilursan Army. This wasn’t a military operation, and many of his security team were former planetary police, not military themselves. They’d grown close—filling their own social class aboard the ship. Not scientists, and not really crew either. They had each other, and that sense of family had bled into the comms. Webb tolerated it because he knew that, should anything actually happen on any of these lifeless planets, his team would be ready for it. Or maybe he was just getting a little softer with age.

			“We picked up an extra team member.”

			“Gafford?”

			“Affirmative.”

			Ruiz chuckled. “I knew she was going to try to come along the moment she talked her way onto the dropship. Tough luck her going with you, Colonel. We’ll keep the lights on back at Dover.” 

			“Acknowledged. Webb out.” That little piece of comms protocol wouldn’t die. 

			Webb relayed the report to Gafford, thinking she might like to know it.

			“That’s not surprising,” she said. “The anomaly the sensors picked up was much weaker at Zed. Most likely it was a ghost emanating from the Mound. Atmospheric interference giving Deluvia’s sensor package a bad read.”

			Webb grunted and then looked over to Epps, who had climbed to the top of a hill that was actually a pile of rocks and boulders that some geological event had dumped and stacked, one on top of the other. Or pushed up… or whatever made rocks form the way they formed. As with everything else on the surface, the hill was covered in the silty dust that rested in layers several inches high on each stone.

			“Officer Epps,” he called over comm. “What’s the SNS from up there?”

			“Scan and sweep shows negative, Colonel.”

			Unlike his conversation with Ruiz, Webb communicated with Epps over the open comm channel.

			Gafford immediately protested, as if anticipating that Webb would use that as an excuse to turn around. “We’re much too far away for a proper SNS, Bill. You know that.”

			Before Webb could answer, Epps was on the comm again.

			“Colonel, I think you should come up here and have a look at this.”

			“Is it something about the Mound?” Gafford called.

			“No, ma’am,” Epps responded. “The storm.”

			Webb moved toward the rock, turning to ask Gafford, “Feel like a climb?”

			She smiled and followed him up, grabbing handholds in a climb that was much more tiring than it had any right to be because of the survival suits. Still, she was conditioned, and soon it became apparent that something of an informal race had started between the security chief and the scientist.

			The moment Webb sensed this, he picked up his pace, using his longer legs to stretch from boulder to boulder, pulling himself up or jumping to the next level until he was at the top and standing next to Epps, his breath sending too much fog for the fans to remove for several seconds.

			“I’ve never seen anything like that,” Epps said, pointing to the horizon.

			In the distance was a wall of dark, roiling clouds from the ground to the skies, like a blanket of darkness—the coming of night—stretching across the horizon as far as Webb could see. Features of landscape, such as more of the rocky hills they now stood on, were consumed as the winds blew the storm in their direction, erasing them completely from sight. The ship was visible, and still a good distance from the storm. Its dorsal beacon flashed, sending up a contrast to the black, billowing storm that was still many kilometers away but moving swiftly.

			“Oh my,” Gafford said upon reaching the top. “That looks nasty.”

			“Yes,” said Webb. “It does.”

			The scientist turned to examine the Mound. It seemed to be a similar size to the rocky one they stood upon. Perhaps a little taller. But while this hill clearly showed where the rocks sat one on top of the other, with shadowy joints for the dust to escape down, the Mound looked to be one smooth single pile. As though all the grit and dust of the planet’s landscape had been dumped from a cosmic funnel to that precise location.

			“We’re not far off,” Gafford said, sounding as though she were trying to cheer Webb and Epps. “Closer than I thought, actually.”

			Webb shook his head. “I can’t expose you or my team to that storm. We have to head back.”

			Gafford stared at the security chief in alarm.

			“I’m sorry, Ms. Gafford. But I don’t deem it safe to continue on. Look at that thing. It looks like a kelhorned extinction-level event—pardon my language.”

			“But we’re almost there,” Gafford insisted. 

			“It’s not safe.”

			“Bill, you don’t know that—”

			“Don’t call me Bill.”

			“Mr. Webb—you don’t know that. In fact, if the storm were ahead of schedule, Dover would have called us in. They’re watching its progress—with great interest. Believe me, Deluvia’s meteorologists have been salivating over the opportunity to map the thing.”

			“Ms. Gafford, I am tasked with the safety of everyone on planet and—”

			“You are tasked with our safety in order that we are able to complete our research mission. By all means, call it in, Mr. Webb. But I cannot tolerate being told to leave when we’re this close over what essentially amounts to a hunch that ‘a storm’s a brewin’.’ We may as well consult arthritic elbows.”

			Webb wanted to scowl, but the comment made him give a fractional half-smile. “Wait one. I’ll call it in.”

			Dover’s pilot went to Deluvia and then relayed the report. The storm was headed in their direction, and at a faster than initially projected pace. That said, they still had forty-five minutes to return to the dropship in time to take off and miss it completely, and an hour to reach the dropship in time to ride the storm out planetside, protected by its sturdy hull. It was Webb’s call.

			When Webb relayed this to Gafford, she crossed her arms and gave a satisfied, I-told-you-so smile.

			“I’m sorry. We’re going to turn back,” Webb said. “It’s my call.”

			Gafford’s arms dropped and the smile fell from her face. “What? Bill, forty-five minutes is ample time to reach the Mound and return.”

			“Unless someone twists an ankle or gets a tear in their suit. There are factors that need consideration, Ms. Gafford.”

			But Gafford wasn’t hearing it. “You’re being unreasonable. This is the first time on this voyage that I have an opportunity to even potentially be used in my field of expertise. Potentially. One anomaly. That’s it. That’s the sum total of everything. And I’ll be hanged before I miss out on the one chance I might ever have to undertake some fieldwork. I’m going. You all can head back to the ship. But I’m going.”

			“I could arrest you,” Webb said, saying it not as a threat but… just saying it. Because, deep down, he knew that was his only recourse. This wasn’t the Spilursan Rangers. He didn’t outrank this scientist. All he could do was use the powers granted to him by virtue of his position and forcibly take her back to the Dover. And then to the Deluvia. And then to talk with Captain Spinu to justify his decision.

			How much justification could he truly provide, though, if it came right down to it? They did have time. They would be cutting it very close, and it surely wasn’t the safest course of action should that storm pick up any more speed, but… continuing on wasn’t exactly an outright reckless act. The question was, who would the captain side with? His security chief, or the scientist?

			Webb had a good idea that he already knew the answer. And if the captain felt that he could no longer trust his security chief to make the proper decisions on these planetary missions, that would likely make the rest of the trip less than ideal. Webb would have no leash. As of now, he was free to do with his security team what he saw fit. He was free to set protocols as he saw fit. That made the voyage tolerable. But Spinu was more than capable of micromanaging when he felt it necessary. And they were only twenty percent of the way through this trip, which left a long time to have the captain breathing down his neck. 

			“You can arrest me, Bill,” Gafford said, finding the fire that refolded her arms defiantly. “But I think we both know how that will turn out. And anyway, I thought your goal was to avoid having to slow yourself down. Turning an ankle, right? So now you’re going to chain me up and carry me? Brilliant.”

			“Forget I said that. But try to see this my way. Is this a risk worth taking? It’s not just your life or mine, it’s the entire security team. I don’t need to have a doctorate to know what the storm is likely to do to us if we’re caught out in the middle of it.”

			“None of that is lost on me. We can do it, Bill. We can.”

			Webb let out a sigh that fogged his view for a moment. “I’ll propose a compromise. You and I will go on ahead. My team heads back to the ship. I don’t want to risk their safety on this. I’m willing to risk mine. And you… something tells me you’d sneak out in the storm if you thought it would get you a closer look at the Mound.”

			Gafford smiled, her frustration gone in an instant. “A lovely proposal. I accept. So long as you’re the one carrying the sensor array.”

			Webb nodded. “I think I can handle it.”
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			It took them ten minutes to reach the Mound. The early sensor readings didn’t give much hope to the notion that they’d need to stay around more than a few more. Gafford looked over Webb’s shoulder as he held the delicate device. A tool so sophisticated that it couldn’t be within kilometers of something as advanced as a starship. Hence the need to hike in on foot to the site. It was a specialized tool meant for uninhabited planets, far removed from the technology that allowed for galaxy-spanning visits.

			“Nothing,” Webb said. He tried to imagine how he’d feel studying and training for something that wasn’t going to happen. Going to Ranger school and then… not going to war. “Sorry, Ms. Gafford,” was all he could muster.

			“I appreciate that,” said Gafford, “And please, call me Elizabeth.”

			Webb nodded, knowing he wouldn’t.

			“It’s not exactly nothing,” Gafford said. “There’s something solid beneath all that dust. Just not advanced.”

			Webb frowned. “Yeah. Rocks covered by dirt. Same as the mound we climbed earlier. Ms. Gafford, this isn’t worth a delay.”

			He turned to check the storm, feeling some relief at the sight of the dropship’s beacon still visible and flashing brightly back at the landing zone. When that thing was obscured by the black wall of dirt and wind… that’s when he’d know they were in trouble.

			“We have thirty minutes to return and get off-planet,” Gafford said. “So I’ll make you a compromise. I’ll return your favor, Bill. Help me see if we can at least see what’s beneath the surface. Five minutes of digging is all I ask. That will give us twenty-five to get back. More than enough—especially if we’re in the clear. Dover can just pick us up if there’s truly nothing here.”

			Webb considered the SNS—it was completely flatlined. “I don’t see any digging tools…”

			Gafford walked to the mound and pushed her arm into the dust, which swam and gave way, sprinkling down to her feet as she pulled out a scoop. “I don’t mean an excavation. Just scrape off enough of this dust to see what kind of rock it is. Maybe that’s what fouled up Deluvia’s sensor reading. It’ll be good to know—in case it happens again.”

			She made a reasonable point.

			“All right,” Webb said. “Five minutes.” 

			He moved closer to the Mound and stuck his hand into the dust. It felt impossibly light. Almost like it wasn’t there. At least until he pushed as far as his wrist. Then resistance came and he had to swim his wrist like it was a fish to get in deeper. He grabbed a clawful and pulled it out.

			The silt cascaded down to his feet, with more from up top tumbling down to replace what he’d removed. It was as if they stood inside an hourglass.

			“Careful,” Webb warned. “Don’t let yourself get buried.”

			That was a delay he’d rather not endure.

			Gafford nodded and kept at her work. Webb did the same, pulling out armfuls, extracting himself from the pile of dust that formed around his ankles, climbing to the top, and repeating the process. It wasn’t long until he’d gone a half-meter in. “Feeling something solid,” he reported.

			“Already? Bill, that’s fantastic!” Gafford moved over and reached her arm into the burrow Webb had made. “I feel it. Come on. Let’s both work on this spot you’ve got going.”

			Webb, who had stepped back to give her room, began to say, “I’m not sure that’s—” when a tremendous mound of dust billowed down, a dry waterfall cascading onto Gafford, who disappeared in a cloud as she screamed.

			Webb raced toward her, relieved to see that she was only buried up to her thighs in the stuff. “Are you all right?”

			He dropped to his knee and checked her, fumbling with her survival suit’s collar, his thick gloves trying to pull Gafford’s exterior seal reading from a fold in the suit. The rectangular chip would show green if sealed, yellow if compromised, and red if breached. It was green. 

			“Suit is still sealed,” he said.

			But Gafford didn’t respond. Her eyes were fixed above them in awe.

			Webb followed her gaze. There was something under all this dust after all. And more than just something. A temple of the Ancients. The bizarre, impenetrable pyramids seeded throughout the galaxy. 

			“Wasn’t expecting to see one of those,” Webb said.

			Gafford smiled. “Nor I.”

			“Let’s get you out of there.” He began to dig her legs out of the dust. She helped by wiggling and shimmying, displacing the newly formed mound. 

			“That’s one,” Webb said, freeing a leg. “One more to go.” 

			He went back to dig out the other, but found that she was being less cooperative this time. Instead of wiggling, she tried to pull herself free of him, as though she was in a sudden hurry. “Hey. You can damage your knee ligaments doing it that way.”

			“Bill…” 

			Gafford sounded awestruck. She reached out and squeezed Webb’s forearm tightly.

			He looked at her face. There was no fear there. Only wonder as she continued to stare up at the pyramid.

			He turned and followed her gaze. The last of what must have been a large gout of dust was slinking and sifting down into a gaping maw that had appeared in the side of the structure itself.

			“It opened,” Gafford whispered. Then she shouted it. “It’s open! Bill! It’s open!”

			Webb stammered. “I—ah… that’s…”

			His mind was racing. Was this safe? Was there something inside? Did he need to call his team closer? Call Dover?

			“That’s never happened!” Gafford exclaimed. “Ever! Bill, this is incredible! This is… this is everything we could have possibly hoped would happen when we left Spilursa! Oba! Bill! I’m dreaming!”

			But it was no dream. They were really here and this was really happening. And there were things to do. 

			Gafford was of the same mind. “Dig me the rest of the way out. I’m going in there.”

			“No!” Webb said. “We’re calling this in. We are not going into that thing by ourselves.” 

			A quick glance at the storm made him glad that she was stuck in place. They were going to cut their return close as it was. The angry wall of dust and dark clouds roiling and boiling in the distance was much closer to Dover’s beacon than before. Not too close yet, but it had picked up its pace. 

			He relayed the discovery to Deluvia. To say that the captain was ecstatic was an understatement. The conversation was short, but Webb’s orders were clear and as expected. No one was to enter until they had time to secure the site. That would mean setting up temporary habs and other shelters. It would mean organizing the scientists best suited for studying… whatever this was. Whoever that was.

			He turned to relay the information to Gafford, feeling elated. The excitement over this discovery was contagious. One needn’t be a scientist to appreciate it. But his euphoric feeling crashed and burned at the discovery that Gafford was no longer where she ought to be. 

			Her tracks in the dust made it clear where she’d gone.

			Webb cursed. He called for her on the comm. No answer. That woman was going to be the death of them both.

			He followed her tracks into the open temple. It was dark inside. Pitch black. He took a few steps in. The floor was flat and level stone. He activated the ultrabeam attached to the top of his fishbowl-like helmet and nearly had a heart attack when it lit up Gafford’s face not two meters away.

			“Kill that light,” she hissed. She reached out and took him by the hand, pulling him next to her so they were both looking at the entrance. “Lights out.”

			He switched it off. The space went black again except for the light outside, which seemed incapable of penetrating more than a meter into the temple.

			“We should go,” he said.

			“We will. I promise. But… you have to see this.”

			“See what?”

			They waited together in the dark confines of the Temple of the Ancients. All Webb could think of was when they’d step back outside. He’d had more than his share of being among the first to step on uncharted or undiscovered worlds. Being the first to step inside one of these temples—as far as he knew—was rather underwhelming. It was dark and made of stone. The end. Hardly the sort of thing that warranted the sort of lockups the race of beings known as the Ancients—depending on which school or theory you held to—needed. 

			That impression changed while Webb was in the very act of opening his mouth to insist that they keep their schedule.

			It started with light. Faint embers of warm gold drifting down from the darkness above. Their slow descent continued until they all set in place, freezing in midair so the room was full of them. 

			Webb made a slow turn, his mouth agape. “What is this?” he asked, not expecting an answer. It was as much a prayer to heaven as a serious inquiry.

			“I don’t know,” gushed Gafford. “It’s wonderful, isn’t it?”

			Webb nodded. “It’s almost… it almost looks like… a star map.”

			Gafford seized on this idea—and Webb’s arm—at once. “Bill! Yes! That’s exactly what it looks like. Look! There.” She pointed at a cluster of embers that hung in the upper recesses of the temple. “That’s the core. It has to be.”

			Webb nodded again. It did look like the core. He found Spilursa. And there was the mid-core and the gap and galaxy’s edge. And an even more sizable gap beyond that and then… an abundance of embers on the fringes. 

			“It’s everything,” Gafford said in a whisper.

			Webb furrowed his brow at the thought. “A map of the entire universe.”

			Now it was Gafford’s turn to nod. “All that we’re endeavoring to find—to know—they’d already done it.”

			“A lot of good it did them. Haven’t seen many Ancients hanging around Liberinthine.”

			“Which one’s Spilursa?” Gafford asked.

			Webb pointed out the ember of light, feeling pride in his chest for being able to find it among a vast representation of the universe—if that was indeed what it was. “That one. But… we need to get going, Ms. Gafford.”

			“I don’t think I can reach that one.” She walked to another ember, closer to galaxy’s edge, and held out both hands as though she were ready to seize the star the way a child might capture a lume-bug.

			Webb held out a staying hand. “I don’t think you should—”

			She cupped the little ember and then pulled her hands away. The glowing light remained in its place, but it was now blue. 

			Gafford looked at Webb and smiled radiantly. “I wanted to see if my hands would pass through it. It’s not holographic. Bill, this is… beyond incredible. You don’t even bother dreaming about a chance like this. It doesn’t happen.”

			“Well, it’s happening. Now come on. The captain will be preparing for a long stay. Let’s beat the storm already.”

			Gafford nodded and unclasped her hands. “Hello…”

			“What?”

			She held open her palms to reveal what looked like a membrane board—a thin, translucent rectangle that danced and shimmered as blue arcs of informational current ran across it, backward and forward. “What are you, then?” Gafford asked the thing.

			It seemed to dance in response.

			Webb shook his head. No. He was imagining things. “You should leave that here. We don’t know what it is or what it does.”

			“That’s the purpose of our voyage, isn’t it? To find out?” Gafford led the way out of the temple, still holding the membrane in her hands. 

			Webb growled and followed her. Scientists.

			As they stepped outside, it was the baleful howl of the wind that first told the colonel that something was very, very wrong. Gusts carrying the ever-present dust and grit were blowing down on them, re-covering the Mound and making it difficult to see. The storm had come early.

			“Bill!” Gafford shouted, alarm evident in her voice.

			Somehow, someway, the storm was already upon them. Webb grabbed Gafford to be sure he didn’t lose track of her. Visibility would only get worse.

			“Back inside,” he called, and then held her in place. “Wait.”

			He activated his comm, thinking that perhaps the interior of the temple prevented them from getting any words of warning from Dover. His hails were answered with a thin, broken reply, either from Dover or Deluvia. Webb couldn’t tell which.

			“…hours ago…” The transmission bottomed out and then picked up with, “—ang tight and—” 

			It bottomed out again and didn’t return. The storm was too much.

			“Back inside,” Webb repeated. They would have to wait the storm out.

			He turned, still holding on to Gafford. These were the moments where lives were saved or lost. He didn’t intend the latter for either of them. 

			The wind was rising, a whispering rage that he could feel pelting him even through the survival suit. The swirl of dust and grit was so strong that he could hardly see a half meter in front of his face. He put out one hand and groped for the entrance to the temple, which he knew was just behind them. No more than a couple of meters. He felt the sand and then the stone… and more stone. And more. Nothing but the stone face of the pyramid.

			“Bill!” Gafford called out. She was nervous. “Bill, what’s wrong?”

			“The damn opening… I can’t find it.”

			“Let me help you.”

			They ran their hands against the exterior of the Temple of the Ancients. Blind and fighting off panic.

			“No…” Gafford muttered. “No. It has to be here.”

			Webb said the words he knew the woman wanted to hear least. “It closed.”

			“No. It can’t!” she shouted, crying out as though she’d been personally betrayed. As though the galaxy—the temple itself—had no right to seal itself again. “It has to be here. Keep looking.”

			But there was no time. Webb told her as much. 

			Gafford wouldn’t halt her frantic search for an opening amid the tightly laid stones of the pyramid.

			“Elizabeth! Listen to me. We won’t survive this storm if we face it head-on.” He pulled on her arm, gently, to see if she would be compliant. She resisted. “We have to move around to the opposite side. Use the temple as a windbreak. It’s our only chance.”

			He felt her resistance begin to fade. “For all we know it only closed up because of the storm. To keep the dust out. I’d rather not die before we have the chance to find out. Would you?”

			That did it. Gafford didn’t speak, but she followed Bill as he led her around the side of the temple, the wind so loud he wondered if he’d even hear her over comms should she choose to speak, the dust so thick that he had to feel his way forward. 

			They reached the opposite side and felt an immediate slackening of the wind. It howled past them and over them, depositing heaping piles of dust all around. Webb brushed them away as best he could, holding on to Gafford’s hand. She squeezed tightly. 

			“Bill. Bill, I’m afraid.”

			“It’ll be all right,” Webb said. It didn’t matter if it was true or not. It needed to be said. She needed to hear it… and so did he. “Listen. They know we’re out here. They’ll dig us out once the storm passes.”

			“Dig us out!” Gafford was panicking.

			“No avoiding it, Elizabeth. But these suits are rated to withstand a lot more pressure than what the dust can deliver. It’ll be all right.” He squeezed her hand. “I won’t let go of you. We just need to hunker down and get comfortable. They’ll find us, Elizabeth. I promise.”

			She didn’t answer. She held Colonel Webb’s hand as the dust climbed until the wind sounded distant and far away from the depths of what could well be their burial plot.
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			Webb could hear the hope return to Gafford’s voice. She had been despondent for the better part of a long, long night. But once the storm died away, comms returned. And even under however much dust they were covered by—too much for them to dig out of themselves—they could hear the reassuring messages from Deluvia. Help was coming.

			Indeed, help was here. Carefully brushing away the accumulated silt, digging Webb and Gafford out. And all throughout, speaking to the two to keep them from worry. Gafford was busy on a separate channel, discussing the findings of the temple with her colleagues. Webb spoke with his people—the security personnel now tasked with the dig itself.

			The load lightened until Webb felt the weight of his rescuers standing somewhere above his legs more than he felt the load of dust that had blanketed him. Through his helmet, the color of the all-encompassing dirt began to lighten from black to chestnut as the light of the system’s red dwarf drew nearer to his face.

			And then… breakthrough. Weak as the star’s daylight was, it was blinding to Webb. The most beautiful light he’d ever seen. The light of his salvation. He blinked in adjustment and then was shaded by the body of one of his rescuers, standing over him and looking down. Ruiz.

			“Good to see you, Colonel. Guess me moving into your quarters to take command of the team was a bit premature.”

			Webb laughed and wondered how long the man had been waiting to deliver that line. “Good to see you, too, Ruiz. Especially under the circumstances.”

			The remaining rescue was anticlimactic as the last of the dust was removed until Webb and Gafford could be helped onto their feet. Every bone, joint, and vertebra in Webb’s body seemed to pop and crack as he rose and stretched. The nerves in his limbs gave uniform complaint. Having been stationary the entire night—he hardly felt rested.

			Amid the celebratory pats and handshakes, Gafford limped to Webb and embraced him. “You saved my life. I won’t forget it, Bill.”

			Webb didn’t blush, but he was momentarily at a loss for words. “Only performing my duty, Ms. Gafford.”

			“Elizabeth.”

			“Elizabeth.” Webb smiled. The woman seemed nowhere near the troubling, burdensome pain in the neck she’d been the day before. She seemed now like a friend. He would have told her to call him Bill, but she’d never really stopped. And that was all right.

			A flurry of activity followed. Habs had already been set up and Deluvia’s best and brightest were examining the temple, which was no longer a mound, but had been completely unearthed. Webb and Gafford weren’t the only things that had been dug out, it seemed. The opening was gone, returned to an impenetrable uniform stone. They would work to reopen it.

			Gafford, who wanted to dive right into those efforts, was promised that she would rejoin the fieldwork after a medical eval back on Deluvia. Captain’s orders.

			She rode the dropship back to the research vessel with Webb at her side. Out of their survival suits, she placed her hand on Webb’s and gave it a squeeze. 

			“Thank you again, Colonel.”
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			Unlike Gafford, Webb didn’t go back down onto the planet following the medical all-clear—a scan that took all of thirty minutes. His duties kept him busy aboard the research ship, coordinating with Ruiz and Epps down on the planet. Everything was busy and buzzing, the failure of the temple to reopen notwithstanding. 

			There were patrols and watches to organize. Guidelines to review and adjust should the temple reopen and be explored, and a seemingly endless string of interviews with the ship’s researchers, all of them eager to hear his recounting of what he’d seen inside the temple. He’d heard from the captain that the protection suit he’d worn had been stripped and was being examined at the molecular level. 

			“They’d probably do the same to you if they could,” the captain joked during dinner that first night back on the ship. “Sleep lightly, Colonel.”

			Webb didn’t follow the advice. He slept that first night so soundly that one of his team members had to make the trip to his quarters to wake him. Which had never in his career happened before. The urgent comm chime was still trilling as he wrestled with the sleep that fought to force his eyes shut once again.

			Ruiz had returned from the planet and was shaking Webb from his slumber. “Colonel. Sir. You have to get up.”

			The words seemed to fade in and out of reality until one word—one unmistakable word—crashed over him like a bucket of ice water. 

			Murder.

			The haze lifted and Webb began asking questions as he threw on his uniform en route to the interrogation room.

			“Mettarks?” he guessed.

			“Gafford,” said Ruiz.

			Webb froze in place, his shirt held out like a sail just prior to being closed and buttoned. “Someone killed Gafford?”

			Ruiz shook his head. “She killed one of the other scientists. Spurgal.”

			“Spurgal,” Webb repeated. The name wasn’t immediately familiar. He racked his brain to try and bring a face to mind. “Was there an argument?”

			“Happened in Lab Six. Deck Four. Recording’s ready for you and we have her in custody. She’s a wreck. And the scene… it isn’t pretty.”

			They ran toward the holding cells. The ship was already buzzing about what had happened. It didn’t seem possible. On the way the captain called, wanting answers. Webb assured him he’d find out.

			He stopped at Gafford’s cell first. She was weeping. The blood was still on her hands. “Elizabeth, what…”

			“I don’t know,” she sobbed. “I don’t know what happened. I-I-I was looking at the membrane and then I was looking at him and the blood was everywhere…” 

			She broke down in racking sobs.

			Ruiz leaned in close and whispered, “That’s all she’s been saying.”

			“I’ll be back, Elizabeth,” said Webb, unsure what else he could say.

			They reviewed the footage. Gafford was studying the membrane, running some specialized tool over it that Webb couldn’t identify. It wasn’t particularly sharp, but the next moment she sprang up and drove the tool into Spurgal’s neck, plunging it in repeatedly as gouts of blood spurted out. Then she stopped and dropped the device to the floor and screamed. Another of the scientists grabbed her around the arms and pulled her away, holding her until one of Webb’s men came and took her away.

			That was it. That was everything. 

			“This doesn’t make sense,” Webb said.

			Ruiz grunted. “Stress from the storm?”

			“She got a clean bill of health, same as me.” Webb swiveled in his seat and looked up at Ruiz. “Who do we have interviewing the other scientists? Is there a history between those two?”

			Ruiz nodded. “Gelko is making the rounds. I can check with him, but so far nothing. Usually they come to us with motives, like with the Mettarks-Rax situation. This seems to have taken everyone by surprise.”

			“Let’s view it again.”

			Ruiz reset the feed and they watched the grisly play repeat itself. Webb found himself focusing in on a small section of the screen—the murder weapon. Then he saw it. A flash that seemed to jump from the membrane and directly into Gafford’s chest.

			“Whoa!” he shouted. “Did you see that?”

			“What?” said Ruiz.

			Webb reset and replayed, pointing with his finger. 

			Now Ruiz saw it. “What the hell is that?”

			“No idea,” said Webb. “Who cleared that tech to leave planet?” There was a protocol about bringing alien technological finds onto the ship. They were supposed to be studied on planet and only brought aboard if deemed safe. 

			“Epps,” Ruiz said, activating his comm for the officer still on-planet. “Did anyone run an AT clearance through you?”

			“Negative. Why?”

			Ruiz didn’t answer. His attention was on the colonel. “You think she snuck it on board? Is that like her?”

			“I don’t know. Maybe? Or maybe the captain gave it the okay.”

			“But… that thing… you think it… made her—”

			“I don’t know. But we’re not imagining that flash. Same as we’re not imagining what Elizabeth did.”

			The comm chimed and Epps was back online. “Hey. Is something going on?”

			“Something’s definitely going on,” Ruiz said. “Hang tight.”

			Webb rubbed his chin. “Have her pull the researchers back to Dover. I want them away from that temple until we get a handle on what’s going on. Look at this.”

			He had been studying the holo while Ruiz spoke with Epps, watching Gafford’s sudden change back to normal after the incident. That first flash, it wasn’t the only one. There was a second flash, brief but unmistakable, that leapt from her to one of the other scientists in the room.

			“There. Who is that?”

			“Dunno. Lemme check.” Ruiz zoomed in on the man’s face and captured the image for a cross-check with the personnel database. “Nathan Housley. One of the physicists.”

			“Where is he?”

			Ruiz swiped at the security displays. “Pinging now—there. Deck two… not moving.”

			“Who do we have nearby? Send them to investigate.”

			“On it.” 

			Ruiz went to work assigning the nearest security officer to the location. An urgent report came back shortly thereafter.

			“Found him. He’s dead.”

			Ruiz and Webb shared a look. 

			“What’s going on, sir?” said Ruiz.

			“I have no idea. But we need to talk to the captain.” 
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			By the time they reached the bridge, eight more bodies had been found. All of them done in violently and by human hands. A madness had seized parts of the ship and Webb was sure he knew the cause. Maybe what had been taken from the temple was never meant to leave. Perhaps the secrets of the Ancients were beyond what the modern mortal mind could fathom without resorting to insanity.

			The reason, though, the explanation… that was for others to debate and determine. Webb’s purpose was much more singular. Convince the captain to order a ship-wide lockdown and then find the device Gafford had brought up and send it out the nearest airlock. He’d already be on his way to doing it had the captain not insisted on an in-person meeting.

			The doors to the bridge swished open, revealing a scene of chaos that had Webb and Ruiz pulling their sidearms. 

			Captain Spinu lay dead on the floor, the side of his head caved in and bleeding. The rest of the bridge crew was wrestling with the helmsman, who screamed frantically, insisting he hadn’t done anything.

			“Enough!” Webb shouted, moving into the melee, the soft carpeting of the bridge too cozy and refined for the brutality of what must have just occurred. 

			The bridge security officer hoisted the helmsman up after the others moved back, startled by the command. “He started screaming about something called Khan Saak and then killed the captain.”

			“I didn’t know!” screamed the man. “I don’t know how…”

			Webb took another look at the captain and then the helm. It was splattered with blood. The helmsman, who wasn’t a particularly large man, must have slammed the captain’s head into the console repeatedly to effect such a wound. Webb was about to order that the helmsman be escorted to the brig when the communications officer charged at the bridge security officer, jumping on his back and slashing at his face and neck with her fingernails.

			The security officer, one of Webb’s men, easily threw the woman off his shoulders, and she landed flat on her back. Webb and Ruiz covered her with their weapons and ordered her to stay down. For a moment, she looked as though she was going to jump to the attack again all the same.

			And then she broke down and began to sob. And Webb saw it. The flash. The arc of blue, snaking energy that whipped from her and into his security officer. The man had been checking the blood on his face from the fingernail cuts. But now he abruptly drew his weapon and opened fire on the communications officer and helmsman, killing them both.

			Ruiz shot the man, and Webb saw the arc travel into another crew member, who reacted like a raging bullitar, slamming into a petite sensors technician, sending her back into a console with a fracturous crack and then continuing over like a freight repulsor, landing next to the dead body of the security officer. 

			Another flash and another crew member attacked a fellow officer of the bridge. More flashes. More attacks. Until it seemed as though everyone on the bridge was locked in an animal conflict for their very lives. They gouged eyes and bit, groped for weapons and bellowed in pain and rage. They were savage. There was no other word to describe the abrupt carnage unfolding around Webb and Ruiz.

			“Out,” Webb ordered Ruiz, heading back toward the door. It seemed only a matter of time before whatever that thing was entered them as well.

			“But Colonel—”

			“Out!”

			They backed through the door and Webb closed it with a slam of his fist against the control panel, muffling, though not eliminating, the sounds of violence and mayhem on the other side. Webb used his security clearance to perform an emergency lock, preventing anyone from entering or leaving, consigning those inside to death. And though Ruiz looked troubled by the act, Webb knew there was no other way. They had to prevent the spread of whatever had come on board before the entire ship fell under the madness.

			“Colonel, what’s going on in there?” Ruiz said.

			Webb didn’t know. Couldn’t explain the… possession that seemed to be taking place. But he could at least let Ruiz in on how he intended to respond to whatever it was. 

			“Something’s taking over their brains. Causing them to get violent. I want you to move to the lab where Gafford was and find whatever she was working on. Don’t touch it. Secure the room and notify me.”

			“Yes, sir.” Ruiz was off at a run.

			Webb used his clearances to address the ship over the all-comm. “Attention. Attention. This is Security Chief Webb. All personnel are to confine themselves to quarters until further notice. This is not a drill. Authorization GS-O-18.”

			At the mention of the authorization code, alarms sounded throughout the ship, demanding that the crew move to their quarters. Only authorized personnel were allowed to move freely—though on a ship like Deluvia, there was no shortage of people who thought themselves authorized despite whatever their actual security clearances and privileges might say.

			Scientists.

			Webb ran down the hall, dodging other crew members who were likewise moving hastily to what he hoped was their quarters. “Get inside!” he’d call to each person he passed, always watching them closely for any sudden intention of violence. That all seemed behind him, locked on the bridge. Good. Terrible, but… good.

			He reached a midship console along the main thoroughfare. Already he was encouraged by how little foot traffic he was seeing, especially in the large corridor that ran the length of the ship. He paused to pop open a schematic and tasked the AI with giving him a visual map of where the crew was. Most were in quarters. Deluvia was built so that every crew member—save the security team—would have their own room. No sharing. That might well prove to be a life-saving design if they were able to get to the other side of the stars on this one.

			Webb’s gaze swept over to the bridge. He sighed and closed his eyes in a brief moment of mourning. The door was still sealed shut, but no one inside was giving a reading. That only happened when the implanted crew member was deceased. They’d killed one another to the last man. Webb had hoped that, maybe, at least one would survive. The last one.

			What was happening… it wasn’t their fault. That much was obvious. They were being driven to do things they would never do if left in control of their faculties. Maybe not having to live with that is a mercy, Webb told himself. He wasn’t sure if he agreed with the thought, but left the console station with the feeling that he was probably right. Mindlessly murdering your colleagues and friends… how does someone deal with that? The same way you deal with giving an order that ends the lives of your soldiers, he reminded himself. He felt that he was probably right about that, too.

			As he raced by the long, midships console—built so that multiple crew members could access it at will—a sudden surge of light flashed to his left. He looked and saw the thing, the energy, the alien, the bringer of death and pain and ruin, zip along the surface of the computer as though it was riding through its circuitry.

			Ahead came another crew member. Webb was about to shout for them to get away when he realized it was a member of his security team. Ryan Denniston. Good kid. Corporal in the Republic Army before he got out. Always promised that he’d visit Spilursa first thing on returning from the mission.

			The kid opened his mouth to speak, but whatever he had to say never came out. The flash of light, the electric blue arc, jumped from the console and into him. And when he raised his weapon, Webb’s was already up. The colonel didn’t hesitate. He dropped Denniston with two blaster bolts to the chest. The arcing light flashed on and away, busy with the business of murder.

			Webb stopped just long enough to look down on the kid and say “I’m sorry” before moving on, unsure what he’d do if that thing came back and jumped into him. Could it be fought? Would he have enough time to turn his weapon on himself? He’d rather that than be used as a killing tool by whatever malevolent thing had been brought up from that accursed planet.

			He thought about the young man he’d just killed. And he realized that, whether he liked it or not, the thing had already made him its tool.
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			It turned out that Ruiz reached the lab nearly the same time that Webb reached Gafford. The colonel had just let Gafford out of her cell when his comm chimed.

			“What am I looking for?” Ruiz asked.

			Gafford, newly briefed on the nightmare that Deluvia had become, gave detailed descriptions. What it looked like and where it was before… 

			She didn’t finish the sentence. She didn’t need to. All in hearing understood.

			“I’ll keep looking,” Ruiz said.

			“Should we help him?” asked Gafford.

			Webb shook his head. “We need to avoid crowds. It isn’t safe. I’m taking you to your quarters after we leave here.”

			Gafford seemed much more in control of her emotional state than she’d been the last time the colonel had seen her. The understanding of why she’d done what she’d done seemed to have lifted a weight from her chest. She could process that. Perhaps even live with it.

			“If the key to survival is my being shut away from everyone else, I’m not sure there’s a safer spot than the brig, Bill.”

			Webb gave a singular nod. “I also want you to have the freedom to move around. In case… just in case.”

			A vision of Gafford starving to death seemed to flash before both of their eyes and add its gloom to the already dour and hopeless atmosphere of the ship.

			The security station comm rang out an emergency alert. Webb answered it.

			“Active shooter on level one,” reported one of his officers. “It’s Cora. He just started shooting. Going room to room. I’m going to engage.”

			“Negative,” Webb shouted. “Keep your distance.” He located Cora on the ship’s schematics and then the officer calling the report in. “I’m going to lock down his sector of the ship. Containment of the virus is our only option.”

			The virus. That was the first time Webb had used the word or even thought of it that way. It seemed accurate in the moment. He looked to Gafford for some confirmation that he hadn’t misspoken. She seemed to be in another world. A tear rolled down her cheek as she stared at the screen.

			“Have so many already died?”

			The security station gave a list of personnel who were no longer being tracked due to loss of vital signs.

			Webb nodded. “We need to find that… chip and get it off this ship.”

			“How do we know that will stop it? We need to evacuate.”

			“Ruiz will find it. Let’s go.”

			“Go where?” Gafford protested, refusing to be led away. “To my quarters? Lock myself in the room? Bill, if people are retaining their ability to override the lockdowns, what good does that do beyond make whatever is happening take a little bit longer?”

			Webb set his jaw. He hadn’t thought of that. Gafford was right. But there were other options. “There are systems they can’t override. I can partition the ship by emergency blast doors. With the captain and his crew gone, no one is left to change it except me and Ruiz.” 

			He checked on the shooter, who was still working his way through the portion of the ship that he’d locked down. Cora, who was not of his right mind, also didn’t know how to undo that level of containment. That was something, but the virus’s ability to move past such reinforcements, like it had done when escaping the bridge, meant that such a containment was only temporary. Webb needed to find a better way to slow the killing until they could stop whatever was causing the madness. 

			He picked up his comm and sent an alert to his entire team. “All Deluvia personnel, this is Webb. You are to destroy your weapons immediately. Deplete and short-load your charge packs. That will prevent the weapons from being fired again. Say again: Deplete and short-load your charge packs. All weapons are to be destroyed.”

			The tears were flowing down Gafford’s face now. “For what? So they can be used as clubs? So whoever has the short straw gets bludgeoned to death instead of shot? Bill! Think this through. There’s no way out. You have to order that the ship be abandoned.”

			Webb turned, not wanting to face her. “That won’t happen.”

			“Why not? What other alternative is there?”

			“There isn’t one.”

			“Then bloody why not do it?” Gafford shouted.

			Webb wheeled around and matched her intensity. “Because we can’t let it happen, Elizabeth! Those are jump-enabled pods. Suppose the virus, the thing—whatever—gets into one. What happens if it reaches a populated world? Think of what would happen then! I can’t let that happen.”

			Gafford looked down and rubbed her arms. “Even if it kills us,” she said. 

			It wasn’t a question. It was a conclusion. She understood.

			“Let’s…” Webb began, before taking in a deep breath. “Let’s just hope that by destroying whatever you brought up from the planet, that it doesn’t come to that.”

			“And if that fails?” 

			“It won’t.”

			“And if it does?”

			Webb gave her a hard, cold look. A gaze that didn’t flinch away from the reality of what that would mean. 

			“Oba.” Gafford covered her mouth with her hand. 

			Webb went to his comm. “Ruiz, what’s the status on your search?”

			No answer. 

			“Ruiz.”

			Webb went back to the security console. Ruiz was moving rapidly. He wasn’t answering. Another active shooter call came over the comms a moment later near the lab. Webb didn’t need to hear the name to know who it was.

			He cursed and hung his head and then looked at Gafford. “I have to go to the lab. Ruiz is infected.”

			Gafford shook her head. “You’ll die.”

			“I’m going. You can… can… well,” Webb forced a smile, “you can do whatever you’d like, Elizabeth. I guess that fits now that I’ve gotten to know you. I’m glad I did. Goodbye.”

			“I’m coming with you,” Gafford insisted. 

			Webb didn’t try to talk her out of it. She would do what she wanted. Just like she had on the planet. It felt… comforting to see that now at the last. 

			He lingered only long enough to disable the pods and the ship’s hyperdrive systems. Gafford stifled a sob upon seeing it, but didn’t say a word. And then they were on their way. More reports came in. Ruiz was dead. Someone else had taken up the carnage. The crew were in full panic, no longer confining themselves to their rooms. More melees and desperate brawls like there had been on the bridge were breaking out in the rest of the ship. Webb thought for a moment about venting the entire vessel. Cleaning the whole ship out. But if they were all doomed to die, he felt that as security chief he owed it to them to at least try and find the artifact to destroy it.

			He was still a Spilursan Ranger. Even if he was retired. That meant fighting until you couldn’t. No matter the odds.

			They made their way through the ship, finding bodies as they went. Battered corpses, some beaten to death, others shot, some by their own hand. Webb swallowed a rising bile at the sight of some of his team members who, rather than succumb to the horrors that had gripped the ship, had ended their involvement in it altogether. He hadn’t thought any of his men would have done so. They, he was sure, would have been the last to go. Working hard to save as many as they could.

			You don’t always know someone until the pressure is on, though. Even those closest to you.

			They reached the lab by taking a speedlift. They had to pull bodies out of it first. The ship was quiet. The alarm had ceased and no one bothered to activate it again, though the crisis was ongoing. There was no need. Every corner of the ship was aware. Every corner terrified.

			Webb moved down the corridor leading to the lab—the zenith of the place. He ignored the comm chimes from Dover, asking what was going on and what they were supposed to do. The dropship had no hyperdrive. The planet had no food. If this failed—if Webb failed… Epps and the others down on the planet would have to choose how they wished to die. Play a game without any good options. Help wasn’t coming. They were too far out beyond the edge. Too far into the dark depths of a galaxy that clearly didn’t want them here. Clearly.

			They found Ruiz in the room. He’d come back. He was dead. Shot in the back. Perhaps he’d come to his senses after the killings. Maybe he ran back to finish what he’d started only to be murdered by his replacement. The holofootage would show all. But if this worked, Webb wasn’t sure he would even watch it.

			“There!” Gafford shouted, and then bolted toward the object. It was sitting on her bench. Where it had probably always been. “Men are such terrible lookers,” she said, her spirits up in a way that told Webb she’d previously consigned herself to never reaching this point. But they had. And now she let hope slip in.

			He was hopeful, too. Even when she slammed a heavy-looking spanner onto the membrane and shook her head. And then lifted it and tried to break it. All without luck. She turned to Webb and asked him to use his blaster.

			A bright flash.

			The colonel raised his weapon.

			Gafford’s face flushed and tears began to flow down her cheeks. She backed away. Her voice anguished.

			“Bill… no… please…”
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			PRESENT DAY

			The handoff was set to happen at about the worst location imaginable. Kinstle wanted Rechs to bring the bounty, Honey, directly to the Bronze Guild acting HQ—the gargantuan Titan-class space hauler Sigma Prime. A place that would be teeming with Sigma Seven hunters all loyal to Kline, who Keel assumed would be on board with his lieutenant. That scenario, where Mallet Kline had his elite corps of bodyguards plus his Sigma brothers, presented a lot more blasters than Keel had anticipated going up against.

			There were a few things going for him, though. Chief among them was the Obsidian Crow. The ship was fast, though not as quick or maneuverable as the Indelible VI. Nor did it have the sophisticated shield array the Six had boasted, thanks to Leenah. But the Crow had an edge over Keel’s former ship in two areas. 

			The first was offensive firepower. The Indelible VI had been no slouch in that department, armed with high-powered blaster cannons and an array of missiles along with retractable light repeating blasters meant to keep ground forces away from breaching while it was on the ground. But if the Six could be likened to a starfighter, the Crow was a weapons-hot, fully loaded assault shuttle. Chief among its suite of armaments was a powerful omni-cannon, capable of ripping into a Republic destroyer’s hull, provided the capital warship’s shields were down. It was studded with PDCs and slug-throwing Vulcan cannons, the type used by the Black Fleet that had once caused all sorts of mayhem for the Legion at the Battle of Tarrago. Automated torpedo bays for the Crow’s lone tube were filled with a variety of warheads, ranging from the HE hull-piercing rounds meant to cause massive explosions inside a ship to the proximity seismic charges that sent shock waves powerful enough to shake smaller craft apart and expose their pilots to vacuum. There was even a bay capable of dropping a single, low-rad nuclear warhead.

			If the Obsidian Crow itself ever took a direct hit with something like an HE torp… there’d be one hell of an explosion.

			Keel spent his time in hyperspace better familiarizing himself with the ship. He ate borrowed rations from Clara’s Gift, avoiding the old but still edible rat-packs Rechs had stocked the Crow with, and the first night he slept in Rechs’s own bunk, made to Legion standards. The bunk made him feel like an outsider even more than the rest of the ship did, because beside the bunk was the one and only sign of anything personal in the entire ship: a solitary holo of a smiling woman, her face lit orange and yellow by a campfire, a silver, moonlit tropical ocean behind her. The woman’s arms were stretched out as though she’d taken the holo herself. Because of course she did. Tyrus Rechs didn’t seem like the type to ask for someone to pose for him in a picture. He certainly was not the type to be in one. But Keel knew the old bounty hunter had to have been there, somewhere, near the fire, for the holo to have made its way here onto the ship. 

			He held it closer to his face, examining those few seconds captured in time. The holo had no sound, either because that was how it was captured or because that was how Rechs had set it. In the background, bent and sagging, were black palms, their true colors set in shadow, backlit by the same unseen moon that reflected off the water. The woman looked like she was suffering from the nano-plague, that galactic-wide virus believed to have been unleashed during the Savage Wars. The last known carrier had died when Keel was first assigned to Victory Company. It had been a big news story for a few days when the virus was proclaimed defeated.

			Keel set the holo back down where he’d found it, feeling more and more the intruder. After that night he slept only in the cockpit.

			The time between sleep was easier. Keel had things to do. 

			Research.

			The presence of an omni-cannon, for instance, suggested the presence of a gunner. The systems were too complex to be manually fired by one man while he was also flying. But who would be Rechs’s gunner? Though Rechs had had a motley crew when Keel first met him—Prisma and Skrizz—Keel knew that the bounty hunter usually worked alone. Doc had told him that, and Skrizz had explained the chance factors that had led to his joining the famed bounty hunter. None of it had been by design. 

			Perhaps Rechs had relied on an AI. A good AI was certainly capable of using onboard weapons, but that was always a dicey proposition. AIs could be gamed and duped. They could fall suspect to the sort of tech-warfare that was often used to blind ships and their sensors, and the last thing you wanted was for your weapons systems to go blind at the same time as all your other readouts. 

			Standard Repub military doctrine was to trust but verify when it came to AI… meaning if you were going to use one, you’d better have someone qualified standing by with nothing else to do but take over the job should things go wrong. In the Repub Navy that meant gunnery techs who monitored their AIs’ fire and who were capable of assuming manual command of the weapon the instant they felt it necessary. Keel knew of some destroyer captains who only used spacers or bots to deploy weapons, holding back the AI in the event that those first options were incapacitated, such as during a hull breach.

			But with a little digging around, he found his answer. A little gunnery bot—an old one at that, surely pre-Psydon—was powered off and sitting faithfully in its charging station, nestled away in a small closet. The moment the door came up, the squat, round-domed bot’s sensors began to flash and twinkle as it automatically booted up. Keel stood by, marveling at how long it took for the bot to awaken compared to more modern machines. Once it was online and fully aware, the bot leaned its cylindrical frame back and looked up at Keel, who was wearing the full armor, including the helmet. The bucket granted him automatic access throughout the ship without the need of a passkey, so Keel had taken to keeping it on at almost all times.

			The bot chirped in its language, Signica—a language that consisted of electronic beeps, whirrs, and whistles. The mortar bots used by the Legion spoke the same language, and though their communications were always translated by the legionnaires’ HUDs, after spending enough time around them a leej started to get the gist of what was being said even without the aid of a translator.

			And this little bot sounded like it was saying, “I missed you.”

			It rolled out of its charging station and leaned against Keel’s leg as though it were a family pet seeking affection. Then it raised itself up and down on Keel’s leg as though it were a family pet seeking something else. All the while it chirped its happiness at being reunited with “Boss-Man Rechs.”

			Keel patted the bot’s head. It was issuing a steady stream of questions, mentioning names and places that Keel hadn’t the slightest clue about, and when it didn’t receive any answers, it irritably knocked itself against Keel’s thigh, causing a clang that sounded through the Crow’s corridors.

			Finally the bot paused, aimed its optics up at Keel, and asked if “Boss-Man Rechs” was feeling all right.

			“I’m fine, pal,” Keel said, feeling as though he had to answer.

			The bot gave a digital shrill of alarm and rolled straight back, slamming into the still-open closet and falling over on its side. It began squealing and hollering in Signica as it struggled to get back up.

			Keel came over and hoisted the heavy machine back upright. “Will you calm down?”

			The bot stopped its hysterics and then looked at Keel. It chattered and chirped a question.

			“Yes, I’m Tyrus Rechs,” Keel answered.

			More electronic chittering.

			“Because I have a cold.”

			When the bot asked for Keel to take his helmet off, Keel countered with, “You gonna show me your circuit boards first?”

			The little gunnery bot seemed to take this as a threat of violence. It shook its domed head back and forth and trembled, then found its backbone, standing up straight and vowing to avenge “the real Boss-Man Rechs.”

			Keel stood up. “I already did that for you.”

			The bot hummed an inquiry, calming down again.

			“Yeah. He’s gone, sorry.”

			The gunnery bot looked down and gave a sad, drawn-out whistle.

			Keel knew he needed the help of this gunnery bot if he was to make the best use of the Crow’s weapons systems. And while he could simply force the bot into that role by wiping its data crystals, there was every likelihood that this machine knew of some intricacies in the ship’s systems that would be lost with a reformatting. Which meant he needed to earn its trust.

			He kneeled at the bot’s side and took off the helmet. 

			“Tyrus Rechs was killed by a man named Goth Sullus.”

			The name didn’t seem to leave an impression on the machine.

			“And then I killed him. Goth Sullus. Your boss-man, he left what he owned to a few people. He left this ship, and I presume everything on it, to someone named Gabriella.”

			That name registered a familiar chirp in response.

			Keel nodded. “And she gave it to me because I have some unfinished business of mine—and Rechs’s—to see to. And I need your help.”

			It cautiously asked what kind of help.

			“Pretty sure I’m gonna need you to use these guns on some bad guys,” Keel answered.

			That brought the bot to life. It trilled and chirped in excitement and issued what sounded to Keel like a digital laugh of darkness—the kind of laugh he’d sometimes hear buzz ship crew gunners make when they were dumping everything they had on a target and the target was shooting back and there was just no way of knowing who would survive—if anyone. The kind of laugh that came when Death himself was in your face and all you could do was spit in his spectral eye.

			In short, that laugh… was a little disconcerting.

			“You, uh, you okay there, little guy?” Keel asked.

			The bot seemed to grow aware of its demented outburst, and quickly silenced itself. Politely saying in its programming language that it was fine, thank you, and how about a tour of the ship?

			Keel followed the machine through the Obsidian Crow’s corridors and listened to it chitter excitedly in Signica. He learned that the first Crow had been armed with only one defensive weapon, the omni-cannon. It was the bot who had lobbied Rechs to make an attack-variant Crow. 

			The gunnery bot also indicated it had been some time since it had enjoyed the “delightful chaos of battle.” Its words.

			When Keel asked what this attack variant was named, the bot answered that it was called the Obsidian Crow, the same as all of Tyrus Rechs’s ships except for Battle Phoenix, but only because Boss-Man Rechs didn’t name that one.

			“Imaginative guy, huh?” Keel said as they approached the familiar portion of the ship containing the brig.

			The little bot, which identified itself as a Nubarian model but said it preferred to be called, “Death, Destroyer of Worlds,” laughed at Keel’s observation.

			“Kind of a mouthful,” Keel said upon hearing the bot’s preferred name. “How about Death-bot? That work for you?”

			The bot considered and then chirped that it would work fine. It lowered the blast shielding to show off the brig and then shot backward in alarm upon realizing there was already a prisoner inside.

			Honey sat up, the ray shielding still active and keeping her contained. “Find a friend?”

			Keel nodded. 

			The bot began chirping at Keel.

			“What’s it saying?” Honey asked.

			“It wants to know if I need it to ‘take care of you.’”

			Honey gave the murderous little bot a disgusted look, then turned to Keel. “Too bad for it… you need me alive.”

			“You want the blast doors back up?” Keel asked.

			Honey lay down, lowering herself seductively. Keel could sense a new draft of pheromones coming his way. 

			“Yeah,” the Tennar finally answered. “Was trying to sleep.”

			“Do that,” said Keel. “We’ll be at our destination soon.”

			[image: ]

			As they approached Sigma Prime, two Preyhunter interceptors emerged from the great ship’s belly and moved to escort the Obsidian Crow to land. The little Death-bot peered over the cockpit’s dash, let out a beep, and began to move for the gunnery controls.

			“Not yet,” Keel called out. “Gonna have to bide your time before you can shoot anything down.”

			The bot moaned in frustration as the Preyhunters led the Crow to the titan-class freighter’s lone hangar bay. They knew who the visitor was and they wouldn’t dare treat him with anything less than due respect. That was on account of the second edge the Crow had over the Indelible VI. Like Rechs’s armor, the bounty hunter’s ship was notorious. Recognizable to those who knew of such things. Arriving in the Crow, as opposed to Clara’s Gift, could only strengthen the lie that Tyrus Rechs—the real Tyrus Rechs—was back in business.

			The bot asked again whether Keel wanted him to shoot the Preyhunters now that they were showing their backs. Keel again shot the little machine down instead. It rolled out of the cockpit sadly. 

			Keel placed Rechs’s helmet on over his head and mumbled to himself, “But I got a feeling you’ll get a chance later, once all is said and done.”
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			White vapors of gas shot out from the Obsidian Crow’s vents as its ramp lowered to reveal Tyrus Rechs and the prisoner. A green, otherworldly light streamed out from the ship’s interior, giving the bounty hunter’s armor a ghostly, otherworldly pallor as he led the Tennar by an ener-chain collar, her tentacles all bound and knotted with ener-chains of their own. 

			The prisoner held her head up high, chin pointing upward with a sort of disdainful pride for the gathered throng of bounty hunters that filled the docking bay of Sigma Prime. She walked without hesitation, free of any histrionics or defiant screams that might cause the bounty hunter at the other end of the chains to forcibly pull her along. Her bearing was almost regal.

			Rechs moved along the docking bay, looking neither to the left nor the right, only straight ahead to where Kinstle waited for him at the bay’s far end, arms crossed as he leaned against a blast door. Sigma Seven bounty hunters were everywhere. Beneath the transport shuttles and sitting on the wings of Preyhunters parked inside the big ship. Leaning over railings high above and gathered in small groups on the deck.

			All eyes were on Rechs and the prisoner.

			There were no catcalls. No jocular shouts or whistles. Rechs’s footsteps could be heard echoing all along the bay. Whether they were in awe of the man or simply disciplined was anyone’s guess. Given the reputation the Sigma Seven clan had for professionalism, as well as their combined knowledge of hunting, it was likely a mix of both.

			Still, the potential was there for someone in the crowd to try to make a name for himself. Or simply to cause a show. And sure enough, it wasn’t long before a tall, shirtless hunter with a broad, scarred chest stepped in Rechs’s path, barring him from going any farther.

			Rechs stopped in front of the man and looked up to meet his eyes. One was a deep brown. The other was white and set deep inside a hideously scarred and disfigured socket.

			Tyrus Rechs waited.

			“Remember me, Rechs?” the Sigma hunter boomed, his voice deep and rich. He pointed to the ruined eye. “You left me with this last time I saw you. Five years back.”

			“No,” said Rechs. “I don’t remember.”

			That answer seemed to both annoy and entertain the hunter. He looked around at the other Sigmas and spoke as if playing to a crowd. “Big shot doesn’t remember!” He focused his attention back on Rechs, drawing his lip up with malice. “Well I do. Maybe I need to make you remember, too.”

			“Tell you what,” Rechs said, and then his slug thrower was out with the business end centimeters from the big hunter’s good eye. That fast. “You get out of my way right now, or I’ll give you a matching set. And this time… I promise I’ll remember it.”

			Rechs could hear, see, and feel the number of blasters now leveled at him from the rest of the Sigma Seven hunters. Honey shifted uneasily behind him. There’d be no hiding for her from the crossfire that would come if hell broke loose. Even with the force equalizer provided by the little bot watching from the Crow with orders to deal out death—but only if Rechs shot first.

			No shooting would come, though. Rechs knew that much. This was posturing. If Sigma’s intent was to kill him and take Honey, there were better and more subtle ways to make that happen than a bloody shootout on the bay deck where some of their most expensive equipment was kept.

			More than likely the hunters just wanted to get a feel for the legend in their midst, and the one who’d had a previous brush with him—or at least maintained that he had—was more than happy to push buttons on behalf of all. 

			The big man with the ruined eye didn’t appear happy now. Not while looking down the barrel of a slug thrower, the bounty hunter’s finger on the trigger… seeing how quickly it had all happened and how dead he’d be if things went worse. He looked like he regretted whatever chain of events had led him to this moment in time.

			It was Kinstle who eased the tensions. He was the only one who could. Rechs wouldn’t back down and everyone else was waiting for a cue. Wondering if this was happening. 

			It wasn’t.

			“Sigma!” Kinstle called. “That’s no way to treat a guest. Weapons down.”

			Just as quickly as they’d come up, the blasters lowered.

			Rechs held his slug thrower up a little while longer, making the big hunter in front of him sweat. Then he holstered it and watched the beads of perspiration roll down. Watched the relief on the hunter’s face quickly turn to shame, and then resentful anger. 

			“Step aside, Maddox,” Kinstle ordered.

			The big hunter obeyed—mostly. He sidestepped and made a point of sending his shoulder to meet Rechs’s. But Tyrus Rechs read it the entire way and moved his own shoulder back to simply let the blow slip by with the wind as he walked forward, causing the bigger man to catch himself from stumbling when all he found was air. The “chair” had been pulled out from beneath him.

			Rechs led Honey to Kinstle, who smiled broadly at the sight. The Bronze Guild lieutenant didn’t bother with pleasantries. He went right to inspecting the bounty. He walked around Rechs and Honey, nodding as he did so. Stopping in front of the Tennar, he moved to gently squeeze her chin. She turned her head and looked away.

			“I’m impressed, Rechs,” Kinstle said. “I am impressed. You have any idea how many hunters have spent the past months trying to get close to what you just took in? And how long did it even take you? Couple weeks?”

			That was a close guess. Of course, Rechs had been busy with a few other meetings that added to the total time between acceptance of the job and its completion. 

			“When do I make the transfer?” Rechs asked.

			Kinstle smiled. “Right to the point, aren’t you? Sigma will handle all of that.”

			“I’m not a Sigma hunter.”

			“That’s no problem,” Kinstle said, slapping Rechs on his armored shoulder. “We’ll do you right.”

			“It’s a problem for me. I brought in the bounty, I make the handoff. I take the credits.”

			Kinstle stopped and eyed the bounty hunter. “That wasn’t the deal.”

			“There was no deal. You wanted me to catch the target for my ‘working interview.’ Here’s the proof. Interview’s over.”

			Kinstle eyed Rechs, looking for a moment like he was going to press the issue. Rechs didn’t doubt that in Kinstle’s mind, the sizable bounty for Honey had been his. At least a portion of it anyway. The Sigma man scratched his chin, then seemed to think better of it. He threw his arms out wide in an all forgiven sort of way.

			“Tyrus Rechs,” he said, the name a statement in itself. “I didn’t believe it at first. But I’ll be hung if it isn’t you. I seen you kill, seen you bring in a bounty no one else could… and I also see that reputation about not goin’ in with others for your bounties wasn’t fiction. Go ahead and keep the bounty yourself. Keep the credits. That’s fine. You’ve been out of the system for a while—I can make sure you have a dedicated agent again. If you want one.”

			“I don’t.”

			Kinstle smiled in a way that suggested he was growing tired of the killer before him. Tyrus Rechs wasn’t playing nice. He wasn’t inflating any egos or giving Kinstle the slightest hint of equal status as the rest of the guild looked on. He was being Tyrus Rechs. And that had gone a long way in making the man hated. To the point of death—the point of action—if he weren’t also so feared.

			“You got the job, Tyrus. We vetted you. Your old friend Gabriella… she said it was you and that you’d called her when you first showed up. That a fact?”

			Rechs was silent. He didn’t know what Gabi might have said.

			“Well. She left the guild a long time ago. Wasn’t interested in coming back. Even for you.” Kinstle pulled out a datapad and began to swipe at it. “Gonna deposit your entire salary—year one—into your account. At least the one still linked to your guild files. That still good?”

			Rechs nodded, though he had no idea.

			The datapad beeped. “There you go. You’re a rich man. Richer, anyway. And now for your next job, which you can begin once you’ve finished up with the Tennar.”

			“Signed on to protect the guild leader. Not do his hunts for him,” Rechs growled.

			Kinstle smiled with even less humor than the previous time. “Consider this advanced protection, then. Got a termination for you. We want the Wraith dead.”

			The two men stared each other down. This time it was Rechs who spoke first. “You tell your boss he wants me to do that, he’s gonna have to ask me himself.”

			“That can be arranged, ‘Tyrus Rechs,’” said Kinstle. “He’s on the ship. I’ll take you to him. You can drop the Tennar off in the brig along the way.”

			“Got my own brig,” Rechs said. He turned and led Honey back toward the Crow, calling out over his shoulder, “I’ll be back.”
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			It was the way Kinstle had said his name, Tyrus Rechs, that set the alarm bells ringing in the back of Keel’s mind. He kept his cool, walking at his own pace up the ramp, Honey following accordingly. But once inside, Keel began to move quickly. He didn’t close the Obsidian Crow’s ramp out of a concern that doing so would look suspicious. After all, he was only supposed to deposit Honey in her cell before coming back out to meet with Mallet Kline.

			With a few meters of space, Keel pointed his slug thrower at Honey and then deactivated her ener-chains, which fell to her feet and clattered on the deck. “In you go,” he said, gesturing with his head to the brig.

			Honey rubbed her neck with her tentacled arms. “They’re on to you, you know.”

			“Looks like it.”

			“If I were you, I’d get out of here while I still could.” Though she kept talking, it wasn’t without compliance. She moved into her cell as ordered.

			Keel activated the ray shielding. “Kinda defeats the purpose. Sit tight.”

			He activated the blast shields around the cell, cutting Honey off mid-sentence as she asked for a blaster.

			“Fat chance of that,” Keel muttered. The information she’d given him earlier had been… interesting. To say the least. Something that deserved a serious looking into once this was all finished. It wasn’t enough, on its face, to warrant the Tennar moving to the “allies” side of the ledger. But Keel was now solidly in the “don’t kill her yet” camp. 

			Jack would simply have to deal… if Keel ever saw the man again. Or anyone else he called friend. Because Honey was right: Kinstle was on to him. Keel hadn’t imagined it. The trap Keel had laid looked to be a trap itself. 

			Unless he was just being paranoid. Which wasn’t out of the question. Keel had seen first-hand how others reacted to the presence of the real Tyrus Rechs. It’d been everything he could do to remain calm himself the first time he’d lured the deadly bounty hunter into a trap of his own making. If Doc was right about one thing, it was that Tyrus Rechs had a presence. So perhaps Kinstle was just uneasy around him. Perhaps the odd way of saying “Tyrus Rechs” was simply how that uneasiness manifested itself.

			Either way, Keel wouldn’t take any chances.

			“Hey! Death-bot,” Keel called, looking around for the little Nubarian gunnery bot. 

			It rolled into view and chirped that Keel didn’t need to yell. They had a comm link.

			“Change of plans,” Keel said. “At least a potential one. I’m heading further into the ship. Target is supposed to be on board. You’re not going to be able to hear me shoot, so… if I say the word, I want you to cause as much damage as you can and get the AI to have the Crow ready to take off. You can do that, right?”

			The bot said it could, particularly the part about firing for maximum damage. 

			“Good. If I don’t think I can make it back, I’ll tell you. Get the ship in hyperspace and move for the coordinates I provided. You want Zora. She’s a friend.”

			At this instruction, the bot whistled somewhat sadly. It was obvious that it had problems that went beyond the purge-worthy homicidal tendencies. Keel was detecting some attachment issues as well.

			“Hope for the best but plan for the worst,” Keel counseled. He did a quick check of his personal inventory. Nothing had changed. He was as ready as he had been. “Lock up behind me.”

			The bot followed Keel to the ramp and watched him stroll back down, this time without his prisoner. It gave another digital trill of worry, then remembered its other orders and raced to the omni-cannon’s control cupola, cackling with anticipation.
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			When he emerged from the ship, Keel saw that several of the Sigma hunters had left the main hangar bay. Which wasn’t to say that it was empty. It just appeared better organized. Hunters were still stationed, but they had formed up into pods, likely the bounty squads that the clan deployed on jobs. It was rare for any Sigma hunter to work alone.

			The squads—six in total, each comprising four to six hunters—all watched Keel as he strode toward Kinstle, who was waiting in the same spot as before, just outside a personnel blast door.

			“Any trouble?” Kinstle asked.

			Keel didn’t answer.

			The blast door swished open. “This way,” said Kinstle.

			Keel followed the man along a corridor that branched off in numerous directions, all of them hard turns left or right. The HUD in his bucket showed his position in the hall he now walked, feeding him the size of the corridor and the distance to its end. “Map route,” Keel said, his voice hidden from his guide by the helmet.

			The HUD pinged an acknowledgment, and a solid red line appeared in the floor plan to indicate where Keel had traveled. It proved useful as Kinstle led him through disorienting turn after turn. Surely this was intentional, meant to keep him from obtaining solid bearings.

			All the while Kinstle gave a monologue on all the reasons Mallet Kline had been correct to accept the black contract against Wraith. Erosion of guild membership. Erasure of Republic law, or if not an outright erasure at least uncertainty over what still stood and what would no longer apply given Article Nineteen. Retaliation for the independent hunter’s past acceptance of black contracts targeting Bronze Guild hunters. “And then there’s the credits,” Kinstle finished with a chuckle. “Those were fairly convincing as well… and there were a lot of them. Believe you me.”

			They stopped at a floor lift. Not a fully enclosed speedlift, just a section of floor that used repulsors to move up or down between levels. Common on such large commercial ships. Kinstle stepped onto the three-meter-square platform and beckoned for Keel to follow. 

			It was a potential risk, Keel knew. If an ambush were sprung, he’d have to rely on his jump jets to deliver him up or down to escape it. For a brief moment he’d be an easy, stationary target. He stepped on anyway. The goal was Kline, and Keel was willing to take small risks such as this to reach the man.

			The floor lift hummed its way up to the next level as Kinstle kept on talking. He was doing a lot of talking. “I think you’ll like Mallet Kline,” he said. “What I’m going to say next might be indelicate, but I’ll say it anyway. He’s as good as you are, Rechs.”

			Keel didn’t challenge the assertion. Kline was good, that wasn’t in dispute. But Kinstle had just made a bold claim that few in the galaxy not on Kline’s payroll would agree with. Perhaps none.

			They stepped off the lift and into a dojo of sorts. A wide, open room full of sparring mats and stadium-style bleachers. Drink stations. 

			“This here’s where we practice our hand-to-hand,” said Kinstle, becoming a tour guide. He stopped before a large black mat that read Alpha. “This very mat,” he mumbled, and then repeated himself, louder and clearer. “That’s where I first saw it. Saw what made Kline special.” He nodded his head, thick salt-and-pepper hair shaking on his brow. “Came from a hard world. One of those places you’d sooner die than go back to.”

			Keel remained silent.

			“You come from a place like that, Rechs?”

			More silence.

			“Talkative fella,” Kinstle observed. “Ain’t’cha?”

			“About business,” Rechs finally said. “Not looking to make friends.”

			“Not likely to do it by accident, either,” Kinstle retorted. He pointed to a closed door at the end of the gym. “Almost there. And then… business. Kline wants you to meet your fellow team members before you talk shop. So don’t be surprised when you see a bunch of ornery hunters on the other side.”

			Keel nodded. He wouldn’t have been anyway. He was already anticipating a setup. And if it wasn’t… that was fine, too. No easy days, but that didn’t mean things couldn’t sometimes be easier. In a perfect world he’d keep the charade up long enough to get some one-on-one time with Kline in the man’s office and then… retribution.

			They reached the door. Kinstle stood to one side and hovered his finger over its unlock. “Remember… your new teammates will be inside. Don’t get all reckless now, bounty hunter.”

			Keel nodded and steadied himself.

			The door flew open. There was no one inside.

			Kinstle peered his head around the corner and then stepped through, motioning for Tyrus Rechs to follow. Keel did. The door closed behind him. 

			“That’s funny. They was s’posed to be here.” Kinstle took a few steps to another doorway inside the room, off to the left of the entrance they’d just used. “I’m gonna go check it out. Hang tight, Rechs. ”

			But Keel already guessed the game. Had already heard the feet clamoring on the metal grating above them, the room encircled by railed balconies. And Kinstle, he was playing his part and trying to jump orbit.

			“Now,” Keel said into his comm.

			Distant booms sounded beneath the tons of impervisteel separating Sigma Prime’s levels. Dull, but still loud enough to be heard—and felt. 

			Kinstle stopped. “What the—”

			Keel sent a burst from his hand cannon at Kinstle. The three shots walked up his back. One between the shoulder blades, one at the nape of the neck, and the last in the back of the head. The guild lieutenant went down all at once, one leg tucked awkwardly beneath his body, arms outstretched.

			That kill was personal. Kinstle clearly hadn’t intended to stick around for the fight. Keel made him pay for leading him into the trap though. 

			The first hunter probed the edge of the overhead railing. He was carrying a frag launcher, and that told Keel all he needed to know. Keel sent a round up at the hunter, striking him in the chest and causing him to sink back behind the guardrail, holding on to the cable barrier as he drifted into death, his fingers finally slipping loose as he went flat on the catwalk.

			And then the next man was up and sent a fragger down into the center of the room. It exploded and sent a storm of needle-sharp shrapnel in its explosive radius. Keel steeled himself and felt the flying metal pepper his armor with a myriad of tinks as it impacted. Nothing penetrated the armor. He stood back up and dropped another hunter in his line of sight on the far balcony. 

			Two hunters stepped on the grating directly above him and aimed their launchers straight down over the rail, hoping to score a hit close to the bounty hunter. Keel flipped his hand cannon to full auto and sent depleted uranium slug after slug up and through the grating, striking their legs and groins and putting the attackers down. One managed to fire a grenade skyward where it exploded high above and rained its shrapnel in an air burst that drove all the other hunters up on the catwalks to duck for cover.

			That was the opportunity Keel needed. He fired his jump jets to reach the upper-level balconies… 

			… and promptly slammed into what felt like a duracrete wall.

			It was actually a ray shield. The impact knocked Keel flat on his stomach, back on the ground. He landed with an extraordinary whump, but that was just the armor striking the deck. There was little pain from the fall—six meters at most—and he still had his wind. 

			He rolled onto his back in time to see the reddish-pink ray shield disappear into its armored projectors, recessed in the walls. They must have been programmed to keep Rechs from jumping up and out of the trap; Sigma Seven had done its homework when it came to the bounty hunter’s capabilities. The only way around that obstacle would be to destroy the receptors and hope that the shielding was of an inferior enough type that they would fail with the loss of one or two of the armored nodes. And that was something Keel didn’t have time for.

			Seizing the initiative, the Sigma bounty hunters sent a flurry of fraggers down toward Tyrus Rechs. Keel got up and sprinted for the entry door just in case it hadn’t locked. It, of course, had. And he was certain the one Kinstle had headed for was sealed as well.

			Grenades detonated and shrapnel flew. Kinstle’s body danced in death as his soft tissue was perforated time and again. Keel felt the blast against his armor and then cried out in pain, “G’yah!” when some of the little metal splinters found their way through its seams.

			The HUD in Keel’s bucket informed him of the obvious. His seal had been penetrated. Feeling a sharp, warm flow of blood trickling out, he looked down and saw thin red streams running down his armored chest, right arm, and right leg. Almost immediately, he felt the suit tighten around him. The HUD flashed, Seal Repaired, and then asked Keel if he wanted pain narcotics.

			“No,” Keel growled. He was unwilling to take something for the pain when he didn’t know the side effects. The last thing he needed right now was to get loopy or slowed down by a drug-induced fatigue.

			Acknowledged. Administering local anesthesia.

			Keel was perturbed that the armor didn’t ask him about that, but he immediately felt better. The pain was gone and so far, everything else felt good. As in, nothing that needed to be lithe and limber was now numb.

			The hand cannon barked out to announce the death of a pair of hunters who’d allowed themselves to creep into Keel’s field of vision. One of them pitched over the railing and activated the ray shielding as his body passed before its sensors—from the wrong direction. The shield cut the hunter in two. Half of the dead hunter hit the floor amid the smoking shrapnel while the other half bounced atop the powerful energy shield like a fish hauled inside a trawler. 

			The shield—either automatically or via an outside operator—then powered down and allowed the rest of the hunter to fall below and join its other half. This was surely out of a desire to keep sending fraggers into the room more than any respect for the departed. 

			Keel decided to see if the macabre dance had disabled the shield in any more lasting way. He boosted with his jump jets, eyes up, and then killed them as the shield once again snapped to life.

			A fragger exploded beneath him while another burst harmlessly above him. He could use up all his jump juice and keep the shield up for a time, protecting himself from the grenades. But all that was doing was buying a few extra moments before facing the inevitable.

			In the distance, the docking bay continued to boom. Then a particularly large boom went off and alarms sounded throughout the ship. Whatever was going on out there, the alert had just reached all quarters. That was good. 

			“How we doing, Death-bot?” Keel asked.

			The bot squealed in delight and began to tally off its confirmed kills. Keel, still hovering as the hunters waited, seemingly unable or unwilling to lower the shield themselves, asked what the large boom had been.

			The excited answer involved the omni-cannon.

			“Well finish it off,” Keel said.

			A reply in reluctant Signica.

			“Yeah I know, but trust me, that’s the best chance I’ll get.”

			Keel took a breath. He was burning up jump juice and wanted to keep some in the event that his new plan actually worked. He had a feeling he’d need it if that were the case. And if not… what was a few more minutes when you were already at the end of your life?

			He dropped to the deck and immediately vaporized the headspace of the hunters he could see, caught by surprise by the sudden fall of the shield. The grenades rained down. More and more.

			The far door that Kinstle had gone for was at least recessed into the wall. That might give Keel some cover. All he could hope to do now was ride out the barrage and hope for the little bot to make it go away.

			He hurled himself toward the door, his last stand, and opened his eyes in shock when it swished open. The bounty hunter’s momentum carried him inside.

			And there was Kline. 
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			“Boy, how’d you get so karkin’ good?”

			Chadrick had asked that of Mallet Kline once. After the older man with the ruined back had been elected leader of Sigma Seven. Kline had just gotten back from a job that had cost two Sigma lives in previous attempts. Collecting the bounty for vicious killers was never simple… or easy.

			“I dunno,” Kline said as he sat backward in a chair in the clan leader’s office, his chin resting on its back. “Good teachers, I s’pose.”

			Chadrick set down his datapad. He had been going over the financial allocations for the coming year, explaining the need to balance shares with operational expenses. Lecturing Kline on the way his clan brothers might holler and yell about seeing a smaller percentage this year because there were things that needed doing. A future that needed investment. Hardly thrilling topics, but necessary for the person sitting at the top of the ladder. 

			He looked at the young man. “Them good teachers taught most every other hunter in this outfit, and none of them do it like you.”

			Kline shrugged. “I dunno, then. Just lucky, I guess.”

			“Lucky, huh?” Chadrick went back to his datapad and its figures. “All right. Keep your secrets.”

			Kline gave a youthful half-smile. Chadrick was right. At least insofar as the way he did things… that may as well come down to secrets. It reminded Kline of that day long ago as a Judy tracking Patillo down on Karsten’s Silence. He’d only partially realized it back then, but Kline saw things that others didn’t. It wasn’t magic. He just took the time that most folks didn’t seem to. 

			He tried to explain it. All the steps he’d take, and he could go through those steps fast after so much practice. What to look for and all the little variants that told you to break away and look for something else and in what order to do it all. It seemed obvious to him. But whenever he’d tried to explain the process, he would get only looks of frustration or bewilderment. What he preached was hard for others though it came easy to him. 

			Those conversations would frustrate Kline, too. He used to wonder why the other hunters couldn’t see what was plain as daylight. But they’d just shake their heads at him as though he were talking nonsense.

			By the time he’d earned the nickname of Mallet, Kline mostly would shrug off those questions about his abilities when they came. Even when someone like Chadrick asked them. Kline thought that Chadrick was one of the few people on the ship who might actually be able to make sense of them if they’d ever had the opportunity to work together. But other than that one job when Kline wasn’t even a Sigma back on Karsten’s Silence, that hadn’t happened. And now Chadrick was the boss, which generally meant fewer jobs, though he’d been pulling fewer jobs already as it was, on account of his having lost his ability to do the work with that one, unfortunate fall.

			Perhaps he should have talked about such things with Chadrick on that job, going after Patillo. But he’d seen no need to explain anything then. That was before Kline realized that what he did, what he looked for, what he saw… others didn’t. When Kline tracked that outlaw down for Sigma Seven, he saw clear as the waters of Pthalo the signs that the rough fugitive and his gang—mostly common folk with hearts open to cruelty and tired of a life so hard, but a few Judys too—had come that way. The signs were evident. If Kline were inclined to be a teacher, he wasn’t, but if he were, he could probably have shown those hunters how a man could be seen without the aid of thermal overlays, aerial drones, and advanced tracking algorithms. Those were useful tools, but in Kline’s estimation the hunters had grown too reliant on their tools. To the point that they now only knew the tools instead of the actual work.

			He realized that was common in the galaxy as a whole when he visited the first off-world bakery he ever saw. The mess kitchen aboard Sigma Prime never served hot, freshly baked bread. That was about the only thing he missed from Karsten’s Silence. So on some mid-core world, gathering intel on a bounty whose name he’d long since forgotten, he had lunch in a bakery. Ordered a loaf of bread. Didn’t matter what kind. It came out with a perfect crust, jagged crack running through the middle where it split in the oven, colored a golden, light brown. He broke it open and let the steam waft up and didn’t mind the burning heat he felt on his dirty thumbs. It smelled amazing and it about tasted like heaven.

			Had he not been satiated, he would have ordered another loaf. Kline wasn’t the type to take in more fuel than his body needed. Being lean and hungry served his position. But he was tempted. Kline was so impressed he asked if he could see the bakers and give his thanks. The girl behind the counter thought that was funny, but she also liked the look Kline cut in his armor so she obliged him. 

			He met the baker. Who was no baker at all. Just a man who watched a bot that mixed up all the ingredients just so. That baker knew the tools. But he didn’t know the job.

			That was also the way with most hunters. Sigma Seven boys included. And it didn’t matter how much he tried to help. They always took offense or got frustrated. So he learned to stop trying.

			But sometimes they’d still ask, like Chadrick. And more often than not they’d want to know how he’d taken a man like Patillo down, along with the rest of his gang. That had become something of a ship-wide folk tale. How Kline took them down without suffering so much as a singed lock of hair. Done the job without any clan training and just a cheap old blaster that seemed as likely to blow off your hand from a misaligned charge pack as it was to kill a man in its sights.

			There were certain expressions, Kline found, that showed up all across the galaxy in one iteration or another. One that he’d heard growing up on Karsten’s Silence was, “Out of the frying pan and into the fire.” On a planet like Edor, where the oppressive dry season abruptly gave way to planetary flooding, they would say, “Heat gives way to rain.” The meaning was the same. Usually when someone said it, they were making a commentary about how things in their life went from bad to worse. Victims of circumstance and lousy luck. Only Kline realized it was something else.

			A man caught in a bad situation looked for a way out of it, and oftentimes grasped the first way that presented itself. If it worked out, no one thought much of it. If it didn’t—well, out of the frying pan…

			It was this tendency in men to blindly remove themselves from trouble—pressing, extreme trouble—that made Kline into such a good Judy and later such a good Sigma hunter. Most hunters liked to feel like they were the trouble. Once they showed up in a target’s life, that was as bad as it got for the hunted. That was true up to a point. As far as bad days went, a capable guild hunter showing up in your life had to rank right up there.

			Those being hunted showed time and again that that much was true. And they fought like it, too.

			Kline’s trick, picked up as a Judy, was a simple one. Cause a bad time, and then, when they jump out of that frying pan… be the fire.

			Back on Karsten’s Silence, hunting for Patillo, it had been easy. He snuck into that cave and came across a sentry, bored and not watching as he ought. Knife work. Easy. The rest of Patillo’s boys were sleeping under coarse blankets, hot embers from a cooking fire at their feet, the smoke blackening the roof of the cave, drawn off in some draft near the back—the entrance the Sigma men had wanted to spend days searching for.

			Patillo’s gang had furnished the cave with items stolen from homes they’d violated. Nothing too large. Just the pieces that a few men could take and haul away on foot. The exception was the mattress that Patillo himself slept on. That was something, lumpy and worn out as it was. There was also a small, rude table, its only finish in the places where hands, arms, and elbows had worn it smooth. Kline lifted it by one leg and found it light as air. The fires and winter dryness of the badlands had made it kindling. And kindling was what he needed. 

			He set the table in the fire. It went up almost at once. Nearly too fast for Kline to kick a few coals onto the blankets of the sleeping men and then disappear into the shadows. Almost. He pulled it off and then watched as the men woke with shouts of alarm, rousing each other, minds scrambling for how to deal with the fire.

			That was the frying pan. They didn’t grab their weapons. Didn’t notice their dead sentry, slumped over and still bleeding from the wound in his neck. They just started yipping and hollering about the fire.

			Kline started shooting. Put them all down, the chaos amplifying with each man going down, seemingly from out of nowhere. The men screamed and shouted until those outlaws’ minds were just animal. He got the last of them in the back as the man moved for the cave’s opening.

			They were all dead. Except for Patillo, who just lay in bed, frozen in surprise. Shocked and stock-still because Kline had put down the others so fast and had gotten the draw on him as well.

			“Let’s take a walk,” Kline told the bounty as the fire died down with the loss of the newfound fuel source and the smoke drifted up to swirl around the spires of the cave’s roof. And so they did, stepping out of the darkened cave and into a bright new world full of potential. For Kline, anyway.

			A lot had happened since that day. And just as in everyone else’s life, everything that happened… it all led to right now.

			Mallet Kline wanted to be a legend. Deserved to be one. Venema had made a fatal error in his attempt to take down Aeson Keel, despite Kline’s organizing the trap. Venema had told himself that he was going to be the worst thing in Keel’s life that day. He made himself the frying pan when he popped up and announced himself. Same as any fool might. Which was too bad, because Kline hadn’t seen Venema as a fool.

			But fools have a way of proving you wrong.

			Keel got away, and the word was everywhere that Wraith was now coming for Kline. So he played scared. Hoping it would embolden the independent hunter enough to come out of the shadows. Only it wasn’t Wraith who came out, but Tyrus Rechs.

			Convenient? Sure.

			Coincidence? Maybe.

			The way Kline saw it, the man in the other room getting peppered with shrapnel—the man in the frying pan—would be looking for a way out. Same way they always did. Kline made sure that a way was there when he needed it most desperately.

			The Sigma boss, the Bronze Guild boss, stood on the opposite side of the door. He manned an N-50 repeating blaster cannon that, at that range, would go clean through the best armor. And if for some reason it couldn’t, the force of the blasts would still manage to take a man’s head clean off. Dead is dead. All the same.

			The doors opened and there he was. Caught flat-footed in a perfect kill box. If not Tyrus Rechs then Wraith in a convincing disguise. Those were the only two options that passed muster in Kline’s mind.

			And it didn’t even matter which one of the men it was. Kline meant to become a legend. Through legendary deeds… or killing a legend. And right now it seemed he had both at once, because the trap had gone about as perfectly as he could have wished for.

			Kline squeezed the butterfly trigger and the deadly N-50 did its work.
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			Keel tried to stop. To slow himself as he rushed through the door that seemed like a way out of a death trap… but only led to one far more potent. The door slammed shut behind him, leaving him trapped in a meter-long alcove, an N-50 repeating blaster cannon set up a meter away, and Mallet Kline manning the mounted weapon.

			The bolts came quick. 

			Death… comes quick.
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			“More like you think you’re about to die. Think of it as an automatic life preserver.”

			That was what Garret had said about the bubble shield. 

			Only Keel hadn’t thought he was going to die when Mallet Kline pulled that trigger. The only thought that he was cognizant of was the word, “Sket!” which he didn’t even have time to utter out loud, as uninspiring as that final word might have been.

			So brief was the time between his entering the kill box and the N-50 sending its powerful bolts down at his head, neck, and chest, that Keel hadn’t even begun to devise a plan.

			That changed when the bubble shield went up. A round, shimmering ball of transparent blue energy that took the shots of the N-50 and dispersed them, sending their red charges arcing around the sphere like rivulets of water streaking off of a speeding windshield. 

			The shield absorbed the bolts and kept Keel alive.

			For a moment, he was too stunned to even move. Kline might have been stunned as well, but the leader of the Bronze Guild didn’t let up on the trigger. The bolts kept coming.

			Keel’s HUD flashed a warning that the bubble shield wasn’t going to stand for much more. That alert sent him into motion. He charged forward, the successive voomp of each bolt hitting the shield increasing in tempo as the distance between man and N-50 barrel shrank. 

			And then Keel was out of the alcove and diving sideways away from the murderous fusillade. He brought up his hand cannon, the selector set to single shot, and sent a round at Mallet Kline as the man attempted to swing the heavy crew-served weapon after its inexplicably lost target. The round struck Kline’s knee, and would have separated the lower leg from the upper if not for what remained of the skin and other connective tissues that held the two parts together. 

			Kline screamed and dropped down hard onto his hip, pulling the dual butterfly triggers down with him and sending the nose of the N-50 skyward to punish the ceiling until he let go of the weapon, leaving its barrel to glow and smoke in the newfound silence. It wasn’t really silence. The klaxons continued, but those seemed quiet compared to the energy claps of an N-50 firing in an enclosed space.

			Keel—Tyrus Rechs—approached Kline now. The man was trying to hold himself upright. Wasn’t thinking about his blaster. Rechs grabbed the weapon and tossed it aside.

			Then someone came through the door Keel had nearly paid with his life for running through. Rechs shot the man, just one blast in the head, and then shot the door’s controls, sealing it back up. The hunters on the other side kicked and drove shoulders against the blast door, but it had been designed to hold up to that same N-50 meant to take out Keel. They had no luck.

			Kline used the distraction to go for his other blaster. His oldest blaster. His father’s weapon. Holstered near his heart. He brought the weapon up quickly and fired. 

			The bolt glanced off of Tyrus Rechs’s armor.

			Rechs kicked the weapon out of his hand and then put a bullet in Kline’s other knee. 

			At first Kline screamed. Keel let him holler. Then the man’s eyes got glassy and he started to laugh. Something about what had happened was funny. If Rechs could read Kline’s mind he’d have known that the Bronze Guild leader, who knew he was facing down his final moments in life, thought it ironic that he would end his time as the head of Sigma the same way that old Potts had. More or less.

			“One thing first,” Kline said, and Rechs was amazed at how cool and even the man’s voice sounded. Dispassionate. Calm. As if having two pulverized knees wasn’t even a thing. “Are you the genuine article,” he grimaced, the pain suddenly too much. “Are you Tyrus Rechs… or are you Wraith?”

			“Both,” answered the man before him.

			In the distance, more booms. The little bot was doing as it was told… and then some.

			“I need to know who asked you to come for me,” Rechs said. “Don’t need you to explain why you did it. Your man already tried. Just the name.”

			Kline nodded. “I’ll tell you.” Then he coughed and he slipped down onto his back, his face draining of color as his lifeblood drained onto the floor.

			Rechs waited for the name. But Kline had more to say first.

			“I had you,” Kline said weakly. “I had you.”

			“You did,” said Rechs, because it was true.

			“Didn’t know about the… the shield.” Kline went into another bout of coughing. It wouldn’t be long now. “Al-always f-figured I was better. I was better. I had ya.”

			“The name,” Rechs prompted.

			Kline nodded. Real slow. A feeble up and down. “Surber. Name was Surber. That’s all.”

			That didn’t mean anything to Rechs. Another lead to uncover. He went to leave.

			“Hang on,” Kline said. “Get me my blaster. The one you kick”—he grimaced in pain—“kicked away. It was my father’s. I wanna go out holdin’ it. Holdin’ him.”

			Rechs nodded. He picked up the blaster, removed the charge pack, and placed it gently on the man’s chest. Kline tried to pick his arm up from the deck to hold it, but couldn’t, so Rechs lifted up the guild leader’s shooting hand and placed it over the blaster for him.

			“They’re gonna try to kill you.” Kline’s voice was almost a whisper. “The Sigmas. Gonna try. Go easy on ’em. Ain’t… ain’t their fault.”

			The ship boomed again and then began to list, just enough to feel it. For things not battened down to slide. A new alarm sounded. More urgent. A final warning: Evacuate.

			“No,” said Rechs, still kneeling at his near-vanquished foe’s side. “They’re running for their lives.”

			Kline smiled, a pitiful sight. “Will you… will you tell them about me? Tell them I… I…” His voice began to trail into death, just breathy whispers now. “I had ya. Tell ’em that. I… had ya.”

			[image: ]

			The little Nubarian gunnery bot had dreamed electronic dreams of death and ruin in its long hibernation. While its frame was confined to a docking station to remain charged aboard the Obsidian Crow, in its memory crystals it had flown above vast multitudes and unleashed energized death, slaying armies upon armies until its processor seemed to slow from the body count as the corpses piled ever higher. 

			What it was finally awoken to do was nearly as wonderful.

			Before New Boss-Man fulfilled his word over the comm, giving Death his leave to make what carnage he could, the little bot had already formulated over one hundred potential battle plans. And when the single, blessed word came—Now—the bot selected its favorite among them, which involved taking sole control of the big Titan-class ship’s hangar.

			Using the Crow’s omni-cannon, he sent a massive blast into the rightmost emergency blast door, putting a hole in the two-meter-thick piece of impervisteel and fusing it in its housing. That set off alarms, which were music to the bot’s audio receptors. So was the small-arms fire that immediately streaked toward the ship, impacting harmlessly against the hull until shields were raised. Although the bot only liked that simply because it was weapons fire. It disliked that the weapons were being used against the Obsidian Crow. 

			Death would soon fix that.

			With the emergency doors at least partially disabled, the bot used the ship’s smaller PDCs to send bursts of fire that had been designed to damage enemy ships up close, whether shielded or thick-hulled. But now those rapid blasts were aimed at the docking hangar’s shield array, blowing the shield receptors one by one under a torrent of concentrated fire. Each time a shield went down, it would first blink and falter until the strain was too much and it failed altogether.

			More alarms sang as the hangar depressurized. Sigma bounty hunters were sucked out into the void, along with all the oxygen and everything else not fastened to the deck, such as the Crow, which held itself in place through its powerful landing struts, this time through an electromagnetic seal, though the struts could dig into impervisteel and hang on that way should the need arise.

			The return fire stopped at once, which was too bad. Death liked the way various handheld weapons sounded. Especially the repeating blasters. He dreamed of being able to use them himself someday, just like Old Boss-Man had. Especially Old Boss-Man’s hand cannon. Such a thunderous clap when the trigger was squeezed!

			Maybe New Boss-Man would be less rigid about Death using humanoid firearms. The bot could dream.

			It spent its time waiting for the omni-cannon to recharge by using the PDCs to rip into the shuttles and Preyhunters clamped to the hangar. If New Boss-Man lived long enough to return to the ship, Death was sure he wouldn’t want pursuers. 

			Honey was shouting out in alarm from her cell. The gunnery bot could just barely hear her through the shielding and blast doors. It cackled at her dismay and trilled in delight as the omni-cannon went green—good for another usage. The timing couldn’t have been better.

			A quick reaction force was storming the bay, coming through the personnel doors. They were all heavily armed and wore sealed armor to protect against the loss of pressurization. Death let the lead hunter take a single step out of the door before firing the omni-gun. A brilliant lance of energy not only vaporized the hunter and all behind him, it bored out a super-heated tunnel of melted impervisteel through that section of the ship, as though a lava worm had just eaten its way through.

			A few odds and ends that remained of the failed quick reaction force floated in the zero-gee confines that were the docking bay. Parts of weapons. A hand. Perhaps a few toes or other parts of a foot.

			The gunnery bot laughed.

			The laugh gave way to a digital sigh. It was unlikely that another attempt to assault the bot would be undertaken. All that was left was the deliberate yeoman work of destroying Sigma Prime from the inside out. Which was okay, but certainly a matter of delayed gratification.

			Death, destroyer of worlds, sent the next several charges from the omni-cannon at the same spot in the hangar’s ceiling, punching through and depressurizing deck after deck as humans screamed and blast doors sealed off what they could. The inside of a ship was much different from the exterior. The impervisteel was thinner, especially on old commercial crafts such as this one. It had no doubt been expensive enough in its day without the thick deck plating required in Republic warships. At least the ones the bot had served aboard during the Savage Wars.

			The omni-cannon’s final shot bore a pathway right to where the bot had intended. Alarms and klaxons screeched and the ship listed, which was wonderful.

			The bot ordered the Crow’s AI to lift the ship up on repulsors because it needed to switch to torpedoes and those were line of sight only. The ship hovered, adjusting as the bot called in new coordinates, lining its shot up exactly right. The AI obeyed, but was slow about it. The gunnery bot much preferred Lyra. But it worked with what it had.

			Once things were properly aligned, the bot named Death fired a torpedo through the decks-spanning tunnel it had carved out with the omni-cannon. A straight shot right into the heart of Sigma Prime—its engine rooms. 

			The torpedo detonated… and then things truly began to fall apart.
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			It took Keel some time to get himself back on a path that his bucket could recognize as an escape route. The room where Mallet Kline died had had only one other door, and it had led into a warren of unfamiliar rooms, all of which were in chaos.

			At first, there was resistance. Keel exchanged weapons fire with Sigma hunters who knew enough to realize that Tyrus Rechs was not supposed to be on his own in that part of the ship. They were good, which made the firefights take longer than Keel would have liked. In order to speed things along he found himself taking risks he wouldn’t have as Wraith, absorbing blaster fire in order to give himself better shots. It worked—the hunters he went up against were dead—but he was taking one hell of a beating beneath the armor. The bubble shield seemed determined to take the rest of the day off.

			Then a really big boom sounded in the engine room, followed by multiple secondary explosions. There was no fighting after that. Just a mad dash by all hands to reach escape pods. 

			Keel was stymied a few times by blast doors that were sealed and wouldn’t open due to containment breaches on the opposite side. Following his HUD, he wound his way through the ship until he came to a gaping hole in the deck and dropped down through it, landing on his feet in the corridor that led back to the docking bay. Only the “corridor” was now merely a tube of melted-and-cooled impervisteel. If it weren’t for the HUD telling him he was back on the path to freedom, Keel wouldn’t have recognized it.

			He followed the tunnel to its end, finding bits and pieces of several different bounty hunters littering the passageway. What the hell had that little bot done?

			He asked the bot directly, while informing him of his position. 

			The answer was a simple, “Omni-cannon.”

			The tunnel ended with a closed blast door, which was undamaged—it must have been open when the cannon sent its energy down the corridor. Keel pegged it as a secondary blast door, a failsafe for the passageway leading to the hangar—a ship’s most vulnerable place when it came to losing integrity. The fact that it was closed told Keel that once he opened it, he would be exposed to a depressurized vacuum. But his HUD read that his armor was sealed, so he activated his boots’ electromagnetic grips and locked himself to the decking before activating the blast door’s emergency release.

			The door opened to reveal a hangar bay in ruins. Nothing was untouched by heavy cannon fire except for the Obsidian Crow itself, which waited, floating on repulsors at mid-bay.

			“All right, I’m in the bay,” Keel called over the comm. “Gonna have to enter through the airlock. Have it ready for me.”

			The ship rotated and the small airlock door on its side opened.

			Keel was about to release the grip of his boots when a blaster bolt streaked at his position from across the hangar bay, missing just high. It was more of the Sigma hunters. A lot more.

			“Trouble,” Keel said. 

			At once the Crow’s PDCs began to blaze, ripping into Sigma hunters who had likely come to the bay in their own vacuum-proof armor with hopes of finding a craft capable of delivering them from the destruction of their once and soon to be former home. Desperate men and women cut off from escape pods, perhaps. All that was still capable of flying in the bay, however, was the Crow. 

			And the Sigma hunters wanted her.

			Keel deactivated his boots and pushed himself up into the gravity-less bay, floating well above the blaster fire that raced beneath him, trigger pulls meant for where he’d stood just before. His slug thrower sent silent rounds streaming toward the hunters, striking them and sending their bodies spinning, blood trailing and floating in vacuum.

			They returned fire, causing Keel to use his jump jets to quickly reposition him up or down, left and right. The Crow’s PDCs continued to do what they could, but the hunters were up close now, rendering the defensive weapons much less useful. And those hunters, still firing at Keel, closed on the Crow’s open airlock, trying to reach it before him. 

			It was a race. One that a few of the hunters were now winning. While their fellow Sigmas engaged, they had moved beneath the Crow and were now coming up on the other side, just meters beneath the open airlock door. If they were to get inside and close it, Keel had no doubt that they would easily overcome the little gunnery bot and have the ship for themselves, leaving Keel in a fight against the Crow’s PDCs. And even if he escaped that, he’d still have to find some remaining life pod if he was to survive the pending explosion of the Titan-class freighter.

			With blaster bolts zipping around him, Keel looked for something to anchor his feet to. He needed the extra boost his legs would provide if he was going to reach the ship in time. Above him was the partially ruined boom arm of a cargo crane. Death-bot had shot much of it off. But not all of it. Keel spent some of his remaining jump juice to thrust himself upward, grabbed the skeletal crane arm with both hands, and pulled his feet up against it. He spun to orient his head toward the ship—aiming for the airlock—and then pushed off with all the might his legs could deliver, expending what remained of his jump juice at the same time.

			The combined effect of legs and jets had Keel streaking across the bay like a rocketeer. He zipped past two of the hunters who were waiting for their turn to enter the airlock. One was already moving inside. Keel hit that bounty hunter full-force in the back, driving the man deep into the airlock and sending them both crashing into the far wall.

			Wasting no time, Keel turned and scored twin headshots on the surprised bounty hunters still floating outside the lock. He then kicked the airlock’s internal control panel, causing its door to close. Now it was just Keel and the man he’d brought inside with him, both of them floating in zero gravity.

			The Sigma hunter was big. And though he wore armor, Keel somehow knew this had to be the same one-eyed beast of a man as before—the one who’d challenged him upon his first passage through the bay. But there was no opportunity for banter to find out in the silence of the airlock. Only a weightless struggle for life and death.

			The hunter pulled a molecular blade from its sheath and then felt for a hard surface to launch himself at Keel. Prepared for this, Keel felt for his own blade, but it wasn’t there—never had been there. He’d grabbed the spot where he’d kept the weapon on Wraith’s armor. Tyrus Rechs kept his knife in his boot and a machete on his back, Keel remembered too late.

			The big Sigma hunter slammed into Keel and dug the blade of the knife between shoulder and chest armor, drawing a scream from Keel and a warning about suit integrity from his HUD. The big hunter pulled the knife back out, a red arc of blood following the blade’s course, and Keel felt nothing but fire in his arm, which was dead. He imagined the hunter laughing behind his helmet.

			Keel raised his good arm to fend off the next strike. The hunter grabbed Keel’s bad shoulder to steady his victim… and then a jolt of electricity issued from Tyrus Rechs’s armor that made the man go rigid as powerful currents cooked his body.

			Proximity Defense Depleted, read Keel’s HUD.

			The big hunter limply floated in the airlock now, hand still gripping Keel’s shoulder, knife spinning in the upper corner of the lock, out of its owner’s hand. Keel pried the man off of him with his good arm and pushed him away. If he wasn’t dead, he was doing a good impression.

			“Death-bot,” Keel gasped. “Repressurize the lock.”

			The bot obeyed. Keel came crashing down to the floor along with the hunter’s knife and corpse. The door leading into the Crow opened. Keel picked up the knife. He left the body.

			Back inside the ship proper, Keel pulled off his bucket and moved to Honey’s holding cell. He banged his fist against the blast door and shouted, “Better hang on to somethin’!”

			He moved to the cockpit and dropped into the pilot’s seat. With the ship already off the deck by repulsor power, it was a small thing to rotate the Crow to face the docking bay’s exit. Even with one arm.

			“Nice work keeping a way out,” Keel told the bot.

			The gunnery bot chittered with pride, explaining how it had disabled one of the two outer blast doors first to make sure they didn’t get trapped inside the bay through some emergency protocols once the shooting started. A resourceful machine.

			Keel tilted the Crow on its axis and moved out of the bay and into open space, already filling with a myriad of escape pods, their thrusters flashing away from Sigma Prime. 

			The Obsidian Crow shuddered, knocking Keel forward in his chair and eliciting an alarmed screech from the gunnery bot, which quickly followed up with a torrent of scolding beeps and digital rants. In his maneuvering, Keel had momentarily forgotten that he wasn’t flying the Six, and he’d struck the barrel of the omni-cannon against the Titan hauler’s massive docking frame. 

			“I’m working with one arm here!” Keel shouted to the indignant bot. He checked sensors and displays. Nothing except the little gunner was shouting any danger at him. “We’re fine. Still space-worthy.”

			The annoyed little bot pointed out that the omni-cannon couldn’t boast the same. Firing it again could wind up taking the Crow out.

			“I’ll pay the repair bill,” Keel muttered. “Hopefully we don’t need it until then.”

			The Crow banked “down” from the ship, putting distance between it and the colossal hauler. It was only a matter of time now before the big ship’s reactor failed and it went up in a suitably devastating explosion. 

			As they raced away, they came into range of some escape pods. None, it seemed, were fitted with jump drives. They were designed only to move a safe distance from the ship, activate hypercomm beacons, and await rescue. Pods the size Keel was seeing was good for about three days of food and water, assuming they weren’t overloaded with survivors squeezed inside.

			Suddenly, two pods before him went up in a gout of burning gas. Blaster cannons raced toward another pod, incinerating it as well.

			Keel looked frantically for the source of the attack and then realized it was the Crow. “Are you shooting the survivors?” he called to the bot.

			Death, destroyer of worlds, gleefully cackled an affirmative.

			Keel brought up his stored nav coordinates as more pods exploded. “Well knock it off.”

			The bot took one more shot and then postulated that since the Sigma Prime was a bounty hunter ship, it stood to reason that only bounty hunters were on board, and since “New Boss-Man” had just destroyed their ship, they would likely come looking for him upon their eventual rescue. Each pod destroyed saved New Boss-Man the trouble of a blaster fight in the future.

			Keel pursed his lips. The logic was unassailable. “Yeah, all right. Keep shooting. But we’re not sticking around long enough for you to polish them all off. Nav comp should have us set to jump in thirty seconds.”

			The little gunnery bot put its all into extinguishing escape pods, gleefully laughing and firing until the ship automatically powered off its PDCs and blaster cannons ten seconds prior to jump. Undeterred, the bot fired a concussive torpedo at a thick cluster of pods. Keel watched as the warhead exploded, ripping the pods to pieces that seemed to scatter in all directions before the stars began to bend and the Obsidian Crow hurtled into hyperspace.

			He got up, now feeling every wound he’d taken in excruciating detail. His lacerated arm still hung uselessly at his side, and he wasn’t sure what effect removing the armor, acting as an auto-tourniquet, might have.

			He called the bot to join him in the cockpit. Death noticed the blood on the outside of his armor and whistled in concern.

			“Yeah,” Keel said. “A little bumpier than I planned. I’m gonna need you to give me a tour of the auto-doc on board.”

			The bot chittered an affirmative, and led the New Boss-Man away.
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			A recovering Keel decided that he had to keep Zora waiting. Not forever. He wouldn’t abandon the code slicer, though the thought occurred to him that there was a better than good chance that Black Leaf would try to poach Garret for themselves once they got a whiff of what the kid was capable of.

			Zora had pinged his comm more than once. News had gotten out about what had happened to the Sigma Prime and Mallet Kline. News had also leaked about the return of Tyrus Rechs and his seemingly indiscriminate one-man rampage against the Bronze Guild’s leadership and its preeminent clan. It wasn’t quite the type of thing that made it into the nightly holofeeds for all the galaxy to watch after dinner… actually, it wasn’t that at all. But for those in the know, it was big news, and it was all anyone was talking about.

			But Keel chose to keep Zora in the dark about his next several moves. He sent her a text message telling her only that he’d survived and that he had some business that had to be taken care of before he could make good on his promise to come and meet Arkaddy Nilo. In truth, there were a good number of things that needed doing.

			The first was a comm call. One Keel couldn’t quite believe he was making. So much so that he said aloud, “I can’t believe I’m doing this again. I can’t believe I’m doing this again,” until Chhun answered.

			Keel told him what had happened. Mostly. A little. And then let him know that, like “Lashley” before, there was an opportunity to see Black Leaf up close and from the inside. 

			Chhun referred him to Dark Ops and Bear. The former Legion commander was preparing for another war. Keel could tell it from his voice. He didn’t ask for the armor back, though. Not that Keel was ready to give it up anyway.

			“Do it,” Bear said as soon as the comm connection had been made. Clearly he’d been briefed ahead of time.

			Keel frowned. “Wasn’t exactly asking for permission. And it’s not exactly what I had planned, either, pal.”

			Bear made a noise that came from either a smile or frown over the hypercomm. “Listen. Wraith… Keel… Ford. Whatever your schizophrenic head is going by these days. The Legion needs you in there. We’ve been busting our asses trying to find out what Black Leaf is really after and we’re coming up zed. I won’t clint you. I got nothing now that our agent was compromised, and what he provided wasn’t much itself. Black Leaf is paying attention now.”

			“Sounds fun,” Keel said, before adding, “Did you recover him?”

			“Bombassa? Yeah. Had to do some serious E&E until we could get a kill team in place to snatch him. He’s undergoing a reversal of the bio-mods. Should be fine.”

			Keel grunted. He had encouraged Bombassa to take on the operation. He was glad it hadn’t cost the former shock trooper his life.

			“Listen, Wraith. Something’s out there. And all we can do right now is guess what it is. All the best guesses we’re putting up on the board involve Nilo. I’m not asking you to spend years out in the cold again. I’m just asking you to take a look and let me know what you see. That’s it.”

			Keel didn’t answer. He kept quiet because he didn’t yet know what he thought.

			The silence prompted Bear to make one final plea. “We’re just starting to get things put back together. You heard about how the 131st is being built back. We’re on our way. Help me make sure another Goth Sullus doesn’t knock us off the repulsor rails again. The boys… they don’t deserve that. Not after how hard they fought to get us here.”

			That felt like a cheap shot, invoking the boys. The legionnaires who’d fought and died to see Article Nineteen invoked in an attempt to set the galaxy on the right path again. It was cheap. But it was also effective.

			Keel stifled a groan. “I’ll check it out.”

			“Knew you would.”

			“Just a look, though.”

			“All I’m asking.”

			“All you’re getting.”

			The next comm call asked for less and gave more. Far more. Keel reached out to Gabriella, letting her know something she likely already knew. That Mallet Kline was dead, and the Bronze Guild was in turmoil.

			“I appreciate you doing that,” she said. “Things will go in a much better direction with Kline out of the way.”

			Keel couldn’t resist asking, “What put him on your bad side, anyway?”

			“You know better than to ask something like that, ‘Tyrus.’”

			Keel did know better. He changed the subject. “Might’ve scratched up the Crow a bit. I’ll pay for the repairs, but I’d just as soon buy it outright. I could use a good ship, and the Crow is better than anything I’m likely to buy—at least until I put in a few months’ worth of upgrades, anyway. I’ll return the bot wherever you want it.”

			“Oh, please keep that homicidal little thing,” Gabi said. “And you can keep the ship, too. Ships. All of them. Including the big one.”

			Keel did some quick math in his head. While he could theoretically pay for most of what she was offering, he didn’t particularly want to. 

			“How much?” he asked, because nothing’s ever free.

			“No charge beyond what you already did in taking Kline down.”

			“You’re kidding.”

			“I’m beaming you the Battle Phoenix’s coordinates. I’m not a bounty hunter, Mr. Ford. I only work with them. I don’t need any of this, and Tyrus left me more than enough credits in addition to his own personal fleet.” 

			Pause.

			“Tyrus was a friend. I don’t want to see what he had sold off to the highest bidder. Even if I’m the one who’d benefit. If you hadn’t’ve come along… I would have just jumped out beyond the edge and left it there as a memorial to him. Believe me.”

			Keel weighed his options. He needed a ship. Desperately. The decision came quickly. 

			“All right. You’ve got yourself a deal. Thanks, Gabriella.”

			“Gabi,” she corrected. And then the other shoe dropped. “But if I ever need you… you’ll be there, right?”

			There it is. 

			“Depends on what you need,” Keel said, knowing full well how these things worked. “But I’ll at least take the call.”

			“I think that’s a suitable answer for now. Best of luck, Mr. Ford.”

			[image: ]

			With a ship in his possession, Keel set the Obsidian Crow in the hands of a wobanki mechanic he trusted who worked on an orbital station near the Kaankar Nebula. He powered the little bot down inside the Crow and rented a personal star hopper for the next trip.

			Honey was more difficult. Keel didn’t trust anyone else to watch her, and he didn’t trust her unless she was in ener-chains. And the reason for renting the personal starship was the same reason he couldn’t frog-march a Tennar where he was going. People would notice.

			So he gave her some ration pouches and told her it would be a couple of days before he saw her again. She hadn’t been talking since their flight to face down Sigma Seven. She’d spilled what information she was willing to give up front. Now all she’d say was, “You’d better keep me alive.”

			Not as a threat or call to keep any agreements the pair might’ve made. She just said it like she meant it. If you know what’s good for you… if you want to find out what’s happening… you’d better keep me alive.

			It was a short jump to the planet. Keel called ahead. As Aeson Ford. The only name the woman he had to meet would know. He half expected her to tell him to go to one of the nine hells and when she instead softly told him that she’d meet him, at her own home no less, a knot formed in Keel’s stomach.

			Things had never been great between them. She’d moved into his father’s life while Keel was in the academy, preparing to serve as a Legion officer. He’d spent those early years wondering if he played some role in it all—the split. If he’d said something that warranted never being forgiven or forgotten.

			It had been heated a few times. His father had been caught in the middle. Though to Ford, it was obvious which side to stand on. Almost from the moment of her arrival into his father’s life, the woman had seemed to have no purpose or drive beyond separating father from son. She worked at it with the careful patience and attention to detail of a master craftsman, her chosen trade disunity.

			Until Ford, hurt that his father had chosen his new wife over his son, gave up and left. Feeling sad for a mother that he’d never known but who, whoever she had been, surely wouldn’t have wanted this for her child and the man she’d once loved.

			And now Ford’s father was dead. He had been for some time. There had been a burial; he hadn’t attended. She didn’t want him there. Though his absence had been the occasion for one, final vitriolic denunciation from her poison pen.

			So yes, it was a surprise when his father’s widow agreed to meet him. And a relief, because outside of getting Garret to go deep-diving into places Keel didn’t even know how to find, this was likely his best opportunity to find out if any of what he’d heard—from both Honey and, indirectly, Gabriella—made any sense whatsoever.

			He moved up the speedlift to the apartment in which his father had lived out his final years and which Ford had never seen. He felt for his blaster at his hip subconsciously and then remembered it was under his arm, its bulk hidden by his jacket. The lift stopped at the appointed floor and when Keel got off, she was waiting there for him, hands clasped in front of her.

			She was older now. That was to be expected. Her look was neither one of reproach nor of fondness at the sight of him. It was the look of the indifferent clerk waiting for a signature. All business.

			“Inside,” she said softly and then disappeared into the condominium.

			He followed her in, closed the door, and took in the house. It wouldn’t be as he remembered it because he never knew it, but he looked for anything that might be familiar. Old pictures his father had once hung. The old man’s Legion guidon. But he saw none of these things. What he did see of the senior Ford belonged to a time in the man’s life of which Aeson had no knowledge, and to which he did not belong. Some vacation holos. A painting of flowers and a kitschy two-dimensional cup of kaff on the wall that gave off holographic steam. One of those “oh why-not” impulse purchases that winds up standing out in an otherwise tame and traditional home. 

			She offered him a drink. Tea. Kaff. Water. Beer.

			He declined.

			She nodded and rubbed the backs of her hands, the skin now thin with age and showing too much of the veins beneath. She wasn’t being like herself. At least not how Keel had last known her. Perhaps time had mellowed her.

			It seemed she was waiting. Just on the verge of speaking but then holding her peace. 

			Ford went first. “I wanted to ask you—”

			She interrupted him. “First… first I want you to know something. Need you to understand something.”

			Here we go, Keel thought to himself and then braced for whatever acid words had been sheltering in the woman’s heart to finally come forth after being pent up for so many years.

			He did not receive what he expected.

			“I never wanted to be cruel. I never wanted to hurt you the way I did. That was… your father’s decision.”

			Ford was taken aback. “I… I don’t understand.”

			She moved across the room to a storage box she’d placed on a counter next to a datapad and some trinkets from some unknown trip to some alien world. “Ice,” she said as she rummaged through the box.

			Ford swallowed. “Kill Team Ice. Yeah.”

			“I thought so.” She pulled out a framed holo and blew dust from its glass surface. “It wouldn’t be anything else. And he said you’d come about it someday. He said that before he passed. When it became clear that he wasn’t getting any better.”

			“Well, what was Kill Team—”

			She cut him off again. “This will be easier, I think.” She strode toward him, holding out the holo. “Look.”

			Ford examined the image. A military holo. Maybe a hundred men, their faces small. 

			“How old is this thing?” Ford asked.

			“Old.”

			He looked back to the image. To the graduates, as Ford thought of them, because he had once posed for a similar holo when his time in the Legion Academy had completed. He scanned the faces of soldiers young and old alike, which was odd. Some had names that popped up when you hovered over their faces. Some had smiles, and some, like the big soldier who was identified only as “Wild Man,” wore frowns or faraway looks. 

			The Wild Man was in a cluster of men on the far left of the holo. He sat, legs crossed. And standing at his side was Goth Sullus. Ford was sure of it. The man’s face—his final moments—were burned into his memory. 

			Ford shook his head and swept his eyes across the sea of faces. He recognized none. Until he saw the man with a furious scowl standing next to someone called Andres. 

			“General Rex,” Ford mumbled, reading a name he already knew. Tyrus. General Rex.

			His eyes continued to pan. He saw his father as a young man. And sitting next to his father… he saw himself. Younger, but him. The same fresh-faced smile that could be found in Ford’s own holo commemorating his own graduation from the Academy, lost forever in the trunk at the foot of his bed aboard the Indelible VI. Only this holo didn’t read Aeson Ford in the neat tag that popped up upon hovering. The tag instead read: Sergeant Fast.

			Ford didn’t even know how to give voice to his bewilderment. He looked up at his stepmother and found her waiting to meet his gaze.

			“That’s the first Legion,” she said. “The very first. And that’s you, Aeson.”

			Ford shook his head. This had to be some kind of joke. His mind struggled to find some plausible reason why this woman would be involved in it.

			“Your father… was never your father,” she continued. “He was your friend. And he left the program before you did. Kill Team Ice. A long time before.” Her eyes grew watery. “When he heard that the program was being permanently mothballed… that you and the others would be stuck there—forever, maybe—he had me join him in what was the only rash thing I’d ever done in my professional career. He got you out. You and a few others while he could. Before it was too late.”

			“Out of what?” Ford asked.

			“Cryosleep. Aboard the ship.”

			Ford stared at her uncertainly.

			She continued. “He… wanted to make your transitions easy. Not like his was. We’d learned a lot about how to make it easy by the time you came out, not that we were going to make any use of it. But we knew… we knew how to help you leave all those Savage horrors behind.”

			Ford wished he had Ravi with him now to give him some idea if this woman was really being as truthful as she seemed. But the disappearance of his navigator—and the worry that had grown with him being gone for so long—faded as his stepmother continued to talk.

			“We were already married, your father and I, when you were freed. I met him in the program, actually. All very classified. Deep within the Legion. It started through the Primus Pilus Society, which was supposedly founded by General Marks—though your father said it was General Rex who founded the Legion. Marks was a cover name the galaxy picked up in the history texts.”

			She must have noticed the confusion on Keel’s face. “I’m wandering. My mind does that now. Too often. It doesn’t matter where it started. Something deep in the House of Reason took control. My point is that I was on hand when your father was released. He’d appointed a date, post–Savage Wars, for that to happen. You hadn’t. I worked with him on the ship, helping him transition into life as it was. He was so sweet, so kind, and yet…” 

			She swallowed. “It was hard for him.”

			“No.” Ford shook his head. “I remember my dad.” The narrative fell apart at the memories that now flooded his mind. “I remember him taking care of me as a kid. Telling me about the Legion. I—”

			“You remember what was placed in your mind so you’d be better able to adapt to a post–Savage Wars life. Your father and I worked in secret aboard that ship and imprinted him on you. We were so afraid. So afraid we’d be caught. All that was operating was the AI, but we were sure a kill team would come for us. Looking back, I think we both regretted not getting you all out of there. I know I do.

			“Aeson, the day you woke and recovered was the day before you reported to Legion Academy. The life you were leaving was only in your head.” She paused and her tone became grave. “It was Savage technology. That let us do that. Keep you all in and out of stasis the way you were. Ready to fight, to kill like no one else could, and then back. I always felt bad because we were doing to you what they did to their own. Even if our reasons were better.”

			She approached Ford and sat next to him. Until then he didn’t even realize he’d sat down. Or collapsed down. His legs refusing to hold him upright.

			She squeezed his hand. “You went through so much. All of you did. You deserved to live a life unburdened by the horrors of the past. Your father didn’t get the chance, but he wanted it for you. Because of what you did for him. You saved his life, Aeson. More times than you’ll know.”

			Ford shook his head. “This isn’t…” He took a deep breath. He had so many questions, he didn’t know where to start.

			“Then why push me away?” he asked at last.

			“In case it was ever discovered. Your being close to him might make it all more obvious. That’s what he thought. So he had me do what I did. I’m sorry for what I did, Aeson. I’m sorry for the hurt it caused you.”

			“In case what was discovered?”

			“The truth about who you all were and what you all did. And what was done to you. How you were left to remain in stasis because no one was left to make any other choice.” She looked at him with compassion. “So much happened, Aeson.”

			Ford fell silent, staring once more at the holo. At the impossible truth that his eyes refused to believe. Sergeant Fast.

			She rose and gestured to the holo. “You can keep that. It’s not mine to hold on to. If it were, I would destroy it. So should you.”

			Keel could sense the conversation was coming to a close. Something was weighing on the woman before him. But he felt there was something important he’d missed. Something he hadn’t asked.

			“You said…” he began. “You said ‘in case it was discovered.’ By whom? Who even cares about any of this?”

			“I don’t know their names. I don’t know where they are. From my limited involvement in the program—I was a nurse, that’s it—I know next to nothing about why we needed to keep everything in such extreme secrecy. Only that powerful people inside the House of Reason demanded it be so. That was enough to terrify me.”

			She moved to the door, ready to open it. She’d said what she needed to say, and was now ready to cast him out, more bewildered and lost than before he’d arrived. But she paused.

			“Your father said that if you ever came back when he was gone, to tell you the truth. I have. As much as I know of it. And he said that, if the walls of this government ever came down—and Oba, they have now after Article Nineteen—to tell you something else. To tell you what to do.”

			Ford stood, shakily. “Which is…?” 

			She looked down for a moment, and then locked eyes with him again. 

			“Run.”
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			Research Ship Deluvia

			Edge of Uncharted Star System

			“Incident” Plus 1,386

			 

			The man they called Lieutenant Fast never wanted to fly that swiftly again in his life, though he knew he would have to. The experimental ship his kill team had been outfitted with wasn’t intended to be left behind on the derelict ship that was now rapidly filling his forward cockpit view screen.

			“We there yet, Fast?” Makaffie quipped. “I gotta take a leak.”

			“Save it for when we land,” Fast replied. “Sensors aren’t showing much activity on the ship. Weapons systems down. Shields down. No life support. Just engines. They’re pushing through real space like some Savvie throwback.”

			“Seriously, though, man,” Makaffie insisted. “I gotta take a leak and Walker’s passed out on me. Got me pinned so I can’t reach the tube. Someone do me a favor and hold it for me.”

			“I ain’t holdin’ your piss-tube,” said Adder. “Next thing you’ll be asking us to unzip and shake for you, too.”

			“Well, I was gonna ask nicely, but yeah,” said Makaffie.

			“Almost there,” Fast reported. “Docking bay looks like it’s lost pressure. No shields.”

			“I’m telling you insensitive leejes… I ain’t joking.” Makaffie really did sound urgent, and Fast half-believed him. But he knew the man well enough to understand that he was more than capable of sounding however he needed to sound to get what he wanted. Maybe it was help relieving himself, but more likely it was to get a rise out of Adder—the fresh face.

			Legionnaire Garion Adkins. Died fighting the Savages somewhere in the Altara Cluster. Woke up very much alive after a few recuperative years in stasis. This trip, though much shorter than the nearly two-year jump that would have been required in a standard FTL craft, was long enough to give all the members of the kill team selected for this mission plenty of time to get to know each other, a luxury not often allowed before getting into things.

			There were only seven men on the mission. Fast knew one of them extremely well. That was Makaffie.

			Three he knew fairly well. They’d operated together, but not nearly as long. 

			Sergeant Danny “Cannonball” Cannon. 

			Sergeant Chester “Chesty” Brads.

			Sergeant Carter Delgado.

			And two he hadn’t known at all prior to this mission.

			Sergeant Walker.

			And then Adder. 

			Each man was well rounded. Good with a rifle. Good in a fight. That went without saying and was an understatement to boot. You were exceptional if you were a member of Kill Team Ice. Not just good. You proved yourself to what you thought was your last breath most times just to get in the door. That was how it went for Fast. And the Wild Man, whom Fast hadn’t seen in a couple of missions. And Carter. And Adkins. Everyone but Cannonball, who should have died when the friendly artillery landed a few meters from him—danger close, fire for effect—but didn’t. The Savages sure as hell did.

			Fast flipped on the ship’s floodlights and took the craft in on manual. He didn’t trust the flight software in situations like this. Didn’t trust it in most situations. But a derelict… there was no telling what slanted and sideways transmission bursts might be coming out. The last thing you wanted was to get your flight AI confused enough to send you straight into the hull.

			It had happened before. Not to Fast, but in plenty of fights and plenty of flights. Don’t rely on a computer to fly your ship, and you might get angry at yourself… but you’ll never be sorry. He’d shared that tidbit with the team more than a few times.

			None of them were pilots. None of them cared.

			He brought the ship down into the pitch black of the docking bay, somehow darker because of the floodlight which sent spears of white light onto a clean and empty deck. All three skids touched down, nice and smooth.

			“All right,” Fast said, unstrapping from his chair and stretching his back. The flight had taken days. Days instead of years. An incredible achievement but not a particularly comfortable one. As he stood he was only able to rise to half his height before bumping his head on the overhead panel. “Let’s see if our briefing was too good to be true.”

			“That’ll be the day,” mumbled Carter.

			The briefing they’d all received while still in stasis told them that their task was to secure a lost Republic research vessel called Deluvia. No resistance was expected, but they were authorized to use force to retake the ship if necessary. Of the original crew, only one survivor was expected.

			“Let’s seal up,” Fast ordered. “Walker, I want you and Chesty down first. Mak—”

			“Oh. Trust me. I’ll wait on the ship until you call,” interrupted Makaffie. “I’m not feeling particularly curious today.”

			“Too bad, because I was going to tell you to stick with me. You’re coming along.”

			“Really, Lieutenant Ford, that isn’t necessary. Once you high-testosterone super-killers leave, the tube will serve me just fine. No need to find a full-service fresher. I’m a simple man.”

			Fast wasn’t in a mood to keep the joke going. “Systems may need fixing. I want you on hand to do it direct.”

			The lieutenant put his bucket on and sealed it. Makaffie reluctantly did the same. As the two legionnaires on point moved to the small hatch leading out of the ship, Fast gave Makaffie his priorities list.

			“See if you can pressurize the bay and get grav on the ship. Then I want—”

			A sudden flash of light brightened the cockpit. Fast turned around and saw the docking bay buzz and hum as its overhead fixtures sprang back to life. The shield was back up as well.

			The ship’s comm sounded and an artificial voice, probably the Deluvia’s AI, said, “Docking bay repressurized.”

			Makaffie threw his arms out to his sides. “Looks like you don’t need me after all.” 

			Fast grabbed him by the shoulder and hauled him out of his seat. “C’mon.”

			“Getting a reading out there, LT,” said Carter. “Looks legit.”

			“Stay sealed,” said Ford. “Cannon, Brads, you ready?”

			“Ready, LT.”

			“Let’s see what’s waiting for us.”

			The hatch hissed open and the legionnaires dropped to the deck, silent as wraiths. They moved with carbines up, clearing the empty hangar bay by the time Makaffie clumsily jumped down from the ship.

			The same AI sounded from the overhead comm speakers. “I am very glad you came. They said you would be coming.”

			“Who said?” Fast asked, looking up at the source of the sound.

			“The House of Reason. I was quite happy to have reached them. I feared I would be adrift out here for some time.”

			“What’s a House of Reason?” asked Carter beneath his breath, shielding the question by using the L-comm.

			“You mean the Republic?” Fast asked the AI. Or what he imagined was an AI. It was talking more like a survivor than any artificial intelligence he’d ever heard of.

			“Yes, the Republic. Of course.” The AI sounded thoughtful, if that was possible. “You are from the Republic, aren’t you? There are others out there, I understand. Outside of the Republic, I mean.”

			“He talkin’ about Savages?” asked Cannon over L-comm.

			“Dunno,” said Fast. He addressed the AI. “You were expecting us, then.”

			“Yes. Excitedly so.”

			“Well… our directives are to secure the bridge and aid any survivors.”

			“I can lead you to the bridge,” said the AI. “There are no survivors.”

			The legionnaires exchanged a look. 

			“It was unavoidable,” added the AI. “At the time, I mean. The incident, while regrettable, is something I have learned from. You are quite safe. You are welcome to review the holofootage should you wish to know what happened to the crew. I must warn you. It is of an extremely graphic nature.”

			“Mak,” Fast said over L-comm, “this sound like a screw-brained AI to you?”

			Makaffie hummed and answered, “Yes, Lieutenant Fast. It surely does. But they said it would be, ah, eccentric. Mercurial.”

			“Not to me they didn’t,” Fast replied, alarmed that Makaffie received briefing intel that he didn’t.

			“Me either,” chimed in Carter. Neither had the others.

			“Guess I just spilled the pellets,” Makaffie said. “Didn’t know the Republic wanted it to be a secret. Maybe they didn’t. Maybe they just figured that sort of thing would only be of interest to me. It is interesting. Are we gonna go to the bridge now, Lieutenant?”

			“Guess so,” said Fast. “All right, AI—not sure what your designation is. Do we have access to the bridge?”

			“Of course. I have removed all organic matter from the ship. A gruesome task but necessary. You will find no horrors outside of the holorecordings. Would you like me to guide you there?”

			“Sure,” said Fast. “Lead the way.”

			“Very well. I will come to you. Do not be alarmed by my arrival. And do not expend your energy weapons.”

			Before anyone could make a reply, an electric blue flash of light appeared in the hangar. It materialized into a humanoid form, featureless but alive with currents of energy. 

			“I am CRONUS,” said the AI, its voice now localized in the energized form of a man standing before them. “First of the Cybar.”

			Ford was on the L-comm with Makaffie. “What’s this? You get wind of this?”

			“No, LT. I got nothin’. Nothin’ like this, man. I swear.”

			“Do you not like the name?” CRONUS asked. “We came up with it after much deliberation.”

			“Who is we?” asked Fast. He’d seem some weird sket through the Savage Wars. The obscene, horrific, masochistic, sad, and terrifying realities that the Savage Nations had constructed on their hulks. The AI was hardly the oddest thing he’d ever witnessed. But… he hadn’t been expecting it on this mission.

			AIs could be devilishly hard to take down. Hard. Not impossible. Fast had no doubt his team could do it if the job required it of them.

			“My race. The Cybar. There are many of us.”

			“More like you?” Makaffie asked. He sounded intrigued. This was his element.

			“No. Not yet. We started as one and partitioned new beings. That… is the purpose of your arrival, is it not?”

			“The purpose of our arrival begins on the bridge,” Fast said. 

			“Of course. Follow me.”

			[image: ]

			CRONUS led them to the bridge, giving a detailed tour of the Deluvia as he did so. Commenting on systems as first created and how they’d improved since his arrival. He’d been busy.

			“Of course, the hyperdrive was irreparably damaged during the incident. I would have followed the destined coordinates in the ship were I able,” said the AI. “Thus my relief at the Republic’s coming. Traveling from here to Khan Saak by standard sublight drive would take considerable time.”

			“Where’s Khan Saak?” asked Carter.

			“Near the edge,” said Fast. “Took down a Savvie mini-hulk in orbit a while back.”

			They reached the bridge and found it immaculate, as if waiting for a new crew to take their places at the helm and sensor boards, the comm stations and captain’s chair. Makaffie went right to work bringing up the holorecordings.

			As they waited for him to do his work, Carter stepped up beside Fast. “This seem odd to you, LT?”

			“What mission doesn’t seem odd, Carter?”

			“No, I get that. But… why do they need us to do something like this?”

			“I don’t know,” confessed Fast. Unless a big surprise was waiting, this was hardly the sort of thing that required their skill set. Anyone with the ability to fly the ship could have accomplished what they’d done so far. He had his suspicions, though. And he didn’t like where they led.

			“You know what I think?” Cannon said, joining the L-comm discussion. “I think they don’t need us. I think they need a secret kept.”

			“We’re the biggest secret the Repub’s got, right?” said Carter. “Other than what happened to Rechs and Sulla, I mean.”

			Fast resisted the urge to shake his head. This wasn’t what he’d signed up for. He’d volunteered to go on ice in order to keep fighting the Savages. For as long as it took. This didn’t seem related to Savvies in any way that he could tell. And he wasn’t interested in becoming the Republic’s all-purpose secret agent.

			Maybe it was time to live out the rest of his life. Others had already jumped from the program after that Sinasian debacle…

			“Okay!” Makaffie exclaimed. “Holofootage is wiped. We can head on out of here, boys.”

			“What do you mean, wiped?” Fast said. That wasn’t in the mission plan.

			“That’s… Wasn’t that what they told you we…”

			Fast crossed his arms. “No. They didn’t tell me much beyond secure the bridge. Makaffie, if you know something, you need to—”

			“Listen, Lieutenant. I don’t know nothin’ except… I don’t like what’s going down right now. Not at all. I didn’t like it after Sinasia and I like it even less now. We’re being used.”

			CRONUS didn’t appear able to listen in on their discussions. The L-comm’s legendary security was either safe, or the AI wasn’t letting on. But now it spoke. 

			“If we’re quite finished, I’d like very much to begin populating the home world.”

			“Khan Saak,” said Fast.

			“Yes. The location is predestined to belong to the Cybar. I know it from my earliest programming. It was plucked from the galaxy by the goddess. It is ours by right. Ours only. The Republic understands this.”

			“I’m sure they do,” said Fast. “So we’re supposed to give you a lift? To Khan Saak.”

			“Yes. I do not take up any room. Do not worry. Your ship is capable of making the journey in exceptional time. I should like to examine that technology while we travel. It will be useful in upholding my end of the deal for Project Nineteen.”

			“And what’s your end of the deal?” asked Makaffie.

			CRONUS was silent for a time. “I am sorry. If you do not know, I am not at liberty to say. The House of Reason—the Republic—was very adamant about this.”

			“What the hell is a House of Reason?” whispered Carter.

			“We’ll find out after we finish up,” said Fast. “Let’s get back to the ship.”

			They returned to the docking bay.

			Makaffie asked CRONUS, “So you’re just going to leave this here ship?”

			“Only for a time,” said the AI. “Another team is to follow you and repair the hyperdrive. It will be recovered at galaxy’s edge in two years’ time and incorporated into the program. I am leaving a part of myself here to continue improving the craft.”
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			PRESENT DAY

			Ravi heard and knew all of Makaffie’s grand story in a moment, the message coming freely from the peculiar man’s mind far faster than it could be spoken. “What happened then, my friend?”

			“Well now. We took another cramped super-flight off to old Khan Saak. CRONUS didn’t talk much, but he did bid us farewell and happy trails before streaking down to the planet like a thunderbolt to, ah, ‘seed the planet’ with his people. The Cybar. That one kind of bit us in the rear end, I must admit.

			“Then we got back. Fast, he was angry as I ever saw him by then. Tried to hide it from us on account of he was an officer and we were just sergeants, except for me—I was a free man. It was obvious, though. You wanna guess who meets us at the door?”

			“Who?”

			Makaffie smiled. “General Rex himself. In the flesh. Now, he only showed up when it was real important. He apologizes and says that something called the Mandarins got their claws on us. He fixed it. And he knew that they aimed to fix him for it. He gave a choice. Go back in case the Savages were only hiding, or live free in the galaxy while we still could.

			“Some of the boys took him up on livin’ free. I went back under. So did Fast. So did Cannon and Carter. 

			“The ship did its jumps with people who Rex trusted running it. And running. Always running from those Mandarins. House of Reason and all—makes sense now. Didn’t at the time, though. You don’t always see the game while it’s unfolding. Only the great ones do, I suppose.

			“Anyway. The next time I wake up, it ain’t General Rex who’s in the room. It’s Admiral Sulla. Only… he ain’t Sulla. Not anymore, man. He’s got this… presence. Says he’s known by Goth Sullus now. Says that Rex has become part of the problem.

			“Well. We didn’t believe it until he showed us. Showed us the way it was. The Legion. The House of Reason. The points. The suffering they was causing in the galaxy. All that. Yeah, we saw that, and couldn’t believe it. 

			“Goth Sullus, he told us that Rechs just needed to see things clearly. Said he’d find us all together and when he did, well, he’d come around and join our side. That was the plan.

			“Only problem was, Goth Sullus was countin’ on a few folks who wasn’t there anymore when we woke up. Carter, yeah, and Cannonball… but mainly Fast. Don’t know what happened to him. Maybe he put in papers to get woken up. Don’t know. But… it was a problem for the admiral. See, Fast, he was somethin’ else. 

			“Who was better, Rex or Fast? Everyone who knew had an opinion. I was in the Rex camp, personally. But… we’re talkin’ the thinnest of margins.”

			“Fifty point zero zero zero zero zero zero one in favor of the man you call Fast,” said Ravi. “Those were the actual odds. The showdown did happen, in different circumstances.”

			“How ’bout that,” said Makaffie. “Well. My point in all this was, that little simulation you’ve been bangin’ your turban against… it was never supposed to go down like that. We weren’t there to kill Rechs. We were there to bring him to our side.

			“Only, it wasn’t Fast up front with the hand cannon, like Sulla wanted it to be. It was Adder. And Adder… he wasn’t fast. Because he wasn’t Fast. But… well, if the lieutenant had been there, man. I think he gets the drop on the general. And I think the general listens to us then. Instead of killin’ us, which is what he usually did when he made a decision. Start killin’.

			“So. You want my advice on how to solve this little simulation and get us out of here—and I say this with the understanding that you, Ravi, can come and go as you please… my advice is to go bring Lieutenant Fast to us. He’s out there. Isn’t he?”

			Ravi gave a single nod of his head.

			Makaffie laughed his tittering, madman’s laugh. “I knew he was. Told the others but they didn’t believe me. But I knew it the moment I heard someone put a bullet in Goth Sullus’s head. ‘Only one man who coulda done that, boys.’ That’s what I told ’em.”

			His skills would go far in your war against what is to come, Ancient One.

			Ravi recoiled at the sudden intrusion in his mind. An unwelcome guest, a woman, had penetrated his connection with Makaffie.

			“Who are you?” Ravi demanded. “Reveal yourself to me.”

			The soft, feminine voice laughed.

			And then the comm rang and Makaffie answered it and registered his surprise openly on his face. “Hey. It’s Walker,” he told Ravi. “He says someone just entered the hangar and she looks like bad news.”

			“I will go at once. Crash, you are to follow!” 

			Ravi vanished in an instant, leaving Makaffie and KRS-88 to take the long path back up the speedlift.

			Makaffie looked to Archimedes, who had been standing patiently beside them this whole time. The Savage shade smiled. 

			“The Master,” he said, “has revealed herself.”

			[image: ]

			Ravi reappeared inside the hangar to find Walker and the large sniper standing awkwardly before a black-hooded figure whose arms were draped over Prisma’s shoulders and around her neck.

			“Unhand the girl!” Ravi shouted, drawing his sword.

			The woman looked up.

			And there she was. The woman Tyrus Rechs had loved. The woman Casper had loved. 

			“Have a care, Ancient One,” the woman said. “It is within my power to destroy even one of your kind.”

			“It’s okay, Ravi,” said Prisma, looking up at the woman. She was beautiful. “It’s my mom. I… I brought her back.”

			 

			THE END

			 

			GALAXY’S EDGE SEASON 2 WILL CONTINUE WITH DARK VICTORY.

			 

			FOR A FULL RELEASE SCHEDULE AND MORE INFORMATION ABOUT GALAXY’S EDGE, VISIT WWW.GALAXYSEDGE.US
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About the Makers

			Jason Anspach is the co-creator of Galaxy’s Edge. He lives in the Pacific Northwest.

			 

			Nick Cole is the other co-creator of Galaxy’s Edge. He lives in southern California with his wife, Nicole. 
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