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      “What?” I said, staring at Keep like he had four heads.

      “You got cotton in your ears or something, kid?” Keep replied. “The galaxy. I’m trying to save it. Are you in?”

      I knew my face had to be twisted into something horrible. The equal measure of anger, frustration, and confusion left me unsure of how to react, and I cycled between the three too quickly to say anything at all.

      “I’ll wait,” Keep said in response to my silence. “I mean, it’s not like I just committed murder in a crowded spaceport or anything. By the way, can you stop aiming that thing at me? I know you aren’t going to use it.”

      His last statement knocked me out of my stupor. I brought the gun up into a more prominent position to emphasize my intentions. “No? Why wouldn’t I? You left us a massive parking bill on Caprum, one you knew we couldn’t pay. We barely escaped, and they put a bounty on the ship.”

      “I doubt you barely escaped, drama queen. Caprum security is no match for that ship.”

      “That’s not the point. You lied to us, stole our money, and forced us to—”

      “Hold up,” he interrupted. “I didn’t steal your money. You bought the ship. I still have the contract on my phone.” He reached toward the inner pocket of his jacket.

      “Don’t,” I said, stepping forward. “You’re the reason I know how to use this. You’re the reason I’m here.”

      “Here as in the Quad, or here as in the spaceport?”

      “Both,” I growled, getting annoyed with his condescending attitude. “We had a contract to deliver that slab to that courier.” I waved the gun at Lurch’s corpse behind Keep. “A job. So we could make some money.” My voice rose to a shout, echoing through the dark tunnels. “So we wouldn’t have to eat any more freaking reassembled elves!”

      “Okay, kid,” Keep replied. “I can tell you’re a little upset.”

      “A little?” I snapped. “A little? You just cost us the contract. You just cost us our payday. Do you know what I was going to do with my share of that money?”

      “Nope.”

      “Alter knows a doctor who might be able to remove the tumor from my brain. The thing’s growing like a damned facehugger, sucking the life out of me, and he’s the only guy with the skills to remove it. Which makes him expensive as hell.”

      Keep pursed his lips, a hint of mirth playing at the edges. “Ahhhh. I get it.” He put up his hand. “Will you humor me and lower the blaster for a second? I promise you can aim it at me again if you want after I show you something.”

      I kept staring at him, wild-eyed and furious. Why was it that I couldn’t help giving in to him? I lowered the gun.

      “Thank you,” he said. “Just give me a sec.” He turned toward Lurch.

      “No bullshit,” I rasped.

      “Nope,” he replied, digging in the dead man’s pocket. He pulled out a smaller personal slab, activated it, and held it up to me. “Your contract was satisfied the moment this glass and that glass got within half a meter of one another. Congrats, kid, you’re rich. Badabing badaboom.”

      All of the anger drained from me in an instant as I stared at the screen. The contract was still visible on it, with PAID IN FULL marked in red across the top.

      “Oh,” I said sheepishly. “Well…”

      Keep looked at the contract, quickly scrolling through it. He glanced up at me, an eyebrow raised. “Hondo?”

      “I couldn’t think of anything else,” I replied.

      He shook his head in response, continuing to the end. That’s when he whistled. “Eighteen million smackers? That’s a serious haul for a rookie.”

      “Alter,” I said.

      “Yeah, I figured. Enigma. She’s that desperate to stay on board. But she opened a can of worms putting that name on a contract again after all this time.”

      “What kind of can of worms?”

      “I wouldn’t worry too much about it. Sedaya’s your biggest threat, am I right?”

      That brought some of the anger back. “You knew he wouldn’t buy the Star from us. You knew we’d have to run from him and his goons.”

      He shrugged. “I told you the deal wouldn’t be without risk. But I also believed in your ability to navigate through it. I didn’t just pick you out of a hat, kid. You’re the end result of a long search for just the right individual. I need a hero. You’re it. The fact that you just completed a level five contract on your first try only proves I was right.”

      I shook my head. “I’m not a hero. And I don’t want to be a hero. I want to go to Alter’s contact and get the cancer out.”

      “Those two things aren’t mutually exclusive. To be fair, I didn’t expect our paths to cross again so soon. Yes, I knew you would have some hardship out of the gate, but hardship builds character and gives you nuts of steel. You ever hear the expression `whatever doesn’t kill you makes you stronger?’”

      “Yeah, I’ve heard it.”

      “Well, there you go. Badabing badaboom!”

      “This isn’t the kind of strength I was looking for when I answered your text.”

      “I bet you don’t even know what you were looking for, kid. My opinion? You wanted to feel like your life meant something, as short as it appeared it was going to be. Well, here’s your chance.”

      “To save the galaxy?” I asked.

      “Bingo.”

      “Okay, I’ll bite. How?”

      “That’s a long story.”

      “What’s the summary?”

      “Sedaya’s angling to overthrow the Empress and claim the entire Hegemony for himself.”

      I laughed. “Bullshit. I might be a rookie, but I wasn’t born yesterday. Even Sedaya can’t stand up to the Royal Sentries.”

      Every hint of amusement faded from Keep’s face. All of a sudden, he looked old and pained. “He captured Caprum and forced the Duchess into exile with barely a shot fired. He’s as slimeball as they come, and he’s working to undermine the Empress from the inside out. By the time she knows what’s happening, the Royal Sentries will be under Sedaya’s flag.”

      “So what?” I said, shrugging. “Even if he does, I’m from Earth. Once I’m cured, Matt and I can go back and chalk all of this up to a fun memory. Why should we care what happens here?”

      “Do you really think someone like Sedaya will stop at the Spiral? The Hegemony was built by the original Earthians who arrived here. They know present day Earth is no match for anything we have. The Empress and her line keep the two galaxies separate. Without them? Who knows.”

      “How would Sedaya benefit from controlling Earth?” I asked.

      “He wouldn’t. Except he doesn’t like you, and you’re from Earth.”

      “You can’t be serious. That’s like five-year-old thinking.”

      “Sedaya’s about as complex as a five-year-old. And just as manipulative.”

      I stared at him again, my anger rebuilding. “You set this whole thing up.”

      “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

      “Bullshit. You knew Sedaya wouldn’t trade for the Star. That even if we tried to sell it to him—”

      “Which you apparently did, despite my warning,” Keep interrupted.

      “That even if we tried to sell it to him, he would move to take it instead. If we survived, we would make an enemy of him, and he would, from then on, hate Earth. And that’s how you dragged us into your half-baked plot.”

      “It’s called motivation. And what’s half-baked about it?”

      I didn’t answer his question. “But there was still a chance we wouldn’t survive.”

      “There’s no reward without risk, kid. But I believed in you. Everything I saw during your Star Squadron match was aces.”

      “I’ve seen the Last Starfighter, you know.”

      “You’re too young to have seen the Last Starfighter. But anyway, it’s not like that.”

      “How is it not like that?”

      Keep smirked. “Okay, maybe it inspired me to turn to video games to search for talent, but that’s where it begins and ends.”

      “What about the part where I’m the hero who saves the galaxy?”

      “Don’t get too high on yourself already. For one thing, you aren’t the last or only hope I have of stopping Sedaya. For another, it’s all a lot more subtle than a straight up invasion. And for a third thing, it’s real, not a movie. You’re going to need to do a lot more than fly your robot head around if we’re going to stop him. But that doesn’t mean you can’t participate. Heroes are made, not born.”

      “Wait. So am I the hero you need or is this just another sales pitch? You hate Sedaya for taking Caprum. How do I know you aren’t trying to set me up to do your dirty work for you? Maybe you convince me he’s trying to take over the entire Hegemony, when in fact you just want to settle the score. You haven’t exactly given me any reason to trust you.”

      “You’ve sharpened up since our first meeting. I’m impressed. You’re right, you have no reason to trust me. And maybe I’m lying to you. But Sedaya’s your enemy too. That makes us friends.”

      “No it doesn’t.”

      “Sure it does. The enemy of my enemy is my friend. You’ve heard that one, right?”

      “You can’t just ignore the context. I don’t believe you’re my friend. I believe Avelus Keep looks out for the best interests of Avelus Keep, and that’s where that begins and ends.”

      Keep laughed. “I like your moxie. You’ve grown up a lot in the last two weeks.”

      “You didn’t leave me much choice.”

      “You’re welcome.” Keep sighed. “So, what’s it going to be, kid? One more time. Saving the galaxy. In or out?”

      “Out,” I said firmly. “It’s your problem. You figure it out.”

      His smirk left me feeling like I had made the wrong decision, despite the fact that I was pretty sure I had made the right one. Sedaya was an asshole, but I couldn’t begin to fathom how he might gain sway over the entire Hegemony. No, Keep had been playing Matt and me before we even knew we were being played. And he would keep playing us until we quit the game. He claimed Sedaya was manipulative, but the Duke had nothing on him.

      “Fine, kid. I get it. You don’t trust me. Fair enough.” He held out the slab. “Word of advice. Take this. Give the contents a gander. When you change your mind, you can reach me here.” He stuck his other hand back in his inner pocket and produced a simple cardboard business card, which he proceeded to shove in my coat pocket. “Nice style, by the way. It would look better with knee-high boots.”

      “I won’t call you,” I said.

      “Maybe you will, maybe you won’t. I guess we’ll see. Here.”

      He pushed the slab toward me. I didn’t see a good reason to take it, but I figured the slab was better off in my hands than his, considering he had killed the courier to get ahold of it. So I took it.

      “Great to see you again, Bennie,” Keep said, patting me on the shoulder as he moved away. “Say hello to Mattie and Alter for me. Until next time.”

      He went to the end of the passage and vanished into the darkness while I watched dumbstruck. What the hell had just happened?

      I glanced back at the courier, dead on the floor in front of me. A splash in a nearby puddle opposite the direction Keep had gone clued me in to the fact that I wasn’t in here alone.

      A bright light followed before I could move, blinding me.

      “Don’t move,” a rough male voice said. “Drop your weapon and keep your hands where I can see them.”

      I froze, heart racing as I made a trio of realizations. One, the guard wasn’t Alter. Two, standing there in front of a dead body with a blaster in my hand made me look guilty as hell. Three, Keep had heard the guards coming and didn’t warn me. Instead, he set me up.

      And beat a hasty retreat.

      Again.
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      A pair of security guards moved in from behind the light, coming toward me with rifles ready. When they reached me, one of them put the gun to my back while the other kicked my blaster away and snatched the slab from my hand before attaching something to the back of my neck.

      “You’re under arrest for suspected murder, possession of a firearm in a restricted area, and disruption of the public peace,” the guard said. “I’ve attached a proximity detonator to your neck, paired to my wrist computer. I highly recommend staying within three meters of me unless you want to lose your head.”

      “What if I try to remove it?” I asked.

      “You’ll lose your head,” he replied flatly.

      “Got it. I’ll be good.”

      The jab of the rifle ceased. That guard frisked me before recovering my blaster, all while the third guard kept his light on me.

      “Kassu, stay behind to set up a crime scene. And call in to HQ and tell them we need forensics down here.”

      “Yes sir,” the guard behind the light replied. I recognized his voice. That one was Alter. She had helped buy me time to chase down Keep, but she couldn’t keep the rest of security off my back indefinitely.

      Still, it gave me comfort knowing she was close. Would she turn on the other two guards to get me out of this mess? At first, I hoped she would. But I reconsidered as they walked past her, confident I would rather follow than lose my head to the explosive in my neck. These people had families and friends, and they were just doing their jobs.

      Just like the guard she had obviously killed to capture his essence.

      The thought made me sick to my stomach. I knew she had done it to help Matt and me, and in the frenzy of the moment I had accepted it without thought. But there had to be a line in the sand somewhere. I didn’t want her hurting innocent people because of me. Which left me to wonder something else. As an Aleal, did she truly understand morality or even the nuance of it?

      I lost sight of her as I followed the other two guards through the maze of passageways, all the way back to where I had started. We emerged from the maintenance area back onto the ground floor of the concourse, which had been hastily evacuated and cordoned off by a much larger contingent of guards. I found Matt sitting on the edge of the pool next to the surviving thug, both of them docile enough I assumed they had detonators stuck to the backs of their necks too.

      Did the thugs know Keep, or were they from a different faction trying to get their hands on the slab?

      “Go join the other detainees by the waterfall,” the guard said.

      “That’s more than three meters away,” I replied.

      “I expanded the distance to ten meters.” He paused. “Maybe.”

      A security guard with a sense of humor? Or was he not joking? I eyed him suspiciously, unable to see his face.

      “Over there,” he ordered more sharply. “Now.”

      I walked over to where Matt and the thug sat, making eye contact with the bad guy first. Now that the fate of the slab had been decided, he didn’t look all that thuggish to me. In fact, he even smiled and nodded respectfully. I returned the gesture before sitting next to Matt.

      “Well, this sucks,” he said.

      I leaned in close to whisper. “Where’s Shaq?”

      “Bro, you don’t even want to know,” he whispered back. “But they won’t find him unless they strip search me.”

      I tried not to laugh. “Was that your idea or his?”

      “He didn’t ask, if that’s what you mean. He better send me chocolates or flowers or something after getting this down and dirty with me. Where’s the slab?”

      “Security took it. But it doesn’t matter. The courier sent the payment. The funds have been transferred.”

      His face brightened. “Really?”

      “I saw the receipt.”

      “Not that we’ll be able to spend it,” he added, expression falling again. “We’re going to be gulaged for the rest of our lives.”

      “I don’t think so.”

      “Why not?”

      I lowered my voice again. “Because Alter is one of the guards. As long as they don’t have her, they don’t really have us.”

      “I hope you’re right about that. If I wanted to go to prison, I could have stolen a lambo or something for a joyride and had a much better time of it. And I’m pretty sure I don’t want to go to outer space prison.”

      “It’s not that bad,” the thug said, listening in on our conversation.

      We both looked at him. “What do you mean?” I asked.

      “Prison here. It’s not that bad. Three squares a day. Full access to the hypernet. Team sports.” He shrugged. “I mean, if you aren’t affiliated with one of the Families you’re probably going to take a few beatings, but guys like you must be in good.”

      I remembered Lo had mentioned Family when he was talking to Alter. I had assumed he meant occupational family, in their case assassins, like a guild or a union or something. It made sense that criminals and below-the-board operatives would organize, especially for protection inside a given prison system.

      That wasn’t us. We were unaffiliated across the board.

      “We’re not worried,” Matt said, despite the fact that I was sure we were both worried stiff. Alter needed to do something sooner rather than later.

      “I figured you wouldn’t be. Me, I’ll probably be out on bail in the next couple of hours. The charges will be dropped by tomorrow night at the latest.”

      “Hey, that’s great,” I lied. “So happy for you.”

      “We’ll probably be free and clear by tonight,” Matt said, countering his brag with a shorter time frame.

      “Impressive,” the thug said. “You must have some great connections.”

      “Oh, we do.”

      The security guards were over by the stiff corpse of the woman who had jumped three floors to grab the bag from my shoulder. Medical workers loaded her onto a floating gurney to take her away from the concourse. As soon as they were done and the gurney started drifting away, the guards came for us.

      “You,” they said, pointing to the thug. “Identification. Slowly, or…”

      They didn’t need to elaborate on the threat. Our new thug friend didn’t want to lose his head. He stood up and slowly reached into his coat, producing a smaller slab like the one Keep had lifted from the courier.

      And taken, I suddenly realized. Damn it, he was sneaky.

      The guard pulled out his own device and accepted the transferred ID. He stared at the thug for a few seconds. “Take Mister Bienvenuto to holding. I’m sure his lawyer will be here soon.”

      Two of the guards moved in on the thug. “Follow me,” one of them said.

      “See you fellas around,” Bienvenuto said to us, waving goodbye. He followed the guards to one of the elevators.

      The lead guard turned to Matt. “You. Identification. Slowly.”

      Matt shook his head. “I don’t have any.”

      The guard froze for a few seconds. “What about you?” he asked without signaling he meant me. But I was the only other detainee there.

      “No, sir,” I replied. “No ID.”

      “How did you get to Kasper?”

      Matt and I looked at one another, unsure of how much information to offer. We couldn’t just outright tell the guard we were smugglers and everything about our business on the planet was illegal.

      “We’re…” I started.

      “Insurance salesmen,” Matt finished.

      “Insurance?”

      “Starship insurance. You know, in case you have a problem…with your starship.”

      I closed my eyes, fighting back the urge to groan. This wasn’t going well at all.

      “You sell insurance, but you don’t have any identification?”

      “Well, you see, we had identification, but it was stolen sometime during our last away trip.”

      “Away trip?”

      “Yeah. You know, away from our starship. Away from space. Like a shore excursion?”

      “Matt,” I said. “Stop talking.”

      “Forget the identification for now,” the guard said, his helmet shifting so it seemed he was looking right at me. “We have three corpses here, plus a pair of women who say you hit them with some kind of tranquilizer ray or something. All of the evidence leads directly to you two. What do you have to say about that?”

      “Do we get a phone call?” Matt asked.

      “Phone call?” the guard replied, confused by the nomenclature.

      “Sorry, hypercom call,” he corrected.

      “No,” the guard said.

      “What about an attorney?” I asked.

      “Do you have a lawyer?”

      “Not currently.”

      “Then no.”

      “What kind of due process is that?” Matt asked.

      “I don’t know what you mean.”

      “Does innocent until proven guilty by a jury of peers mean anything to you?”

      “Whose planet do you think you’re on?” the guard scoffed. He thrust a finger at me. “We caught you just after the act.” He switched his point to Matt. “We have over a dozen witnesses who say you killed that stiff over there.” He didn’t point or motion to the thug Shaq had bitten, but he didn’t need to.

      “What about the woman?” I asked.

      “Cause of death appears identical to that of victim number two. Pretty damning evidence.”

      Matt groaned. “This is all a huge misunderstanding.”

      “Oh? Maybe you can explain it.”

      Matt looked at me again. How were we supposed to explain what we were really doing without making things worse?

      Answer. We couldn’t.

      He remained silent.

      “I didn’t think so,” the guard said. He fell silent, and I could hear a muffled voice through his helmet, too low to make out the words. “And, it appears you were apprehended in possession of an encrypted slab stolen from Duke Nobukku’s private offices six weeks ago.”

      The origin of the slab piqued my curiosity, but I still didn’t speak. Neither did Matt.

      “Your silence is as good as a confession. We…” He paused again, and I heard another voice in his helmet, speaking more frantically. Matt heard it too, and he glanced over at me, wondering if I knew what it might be.

      I did my best to keep a poker face. I had an idea.

      The guard’s demeanor shifted, from serious to downright mean. “On your feet, assholes.”

      My heart sank as I hopped to my feet. Best guess, security had just found the body of the guard Alter had killed and they were blaming me and Matt for it.

      Once they realized the guard was accounted for, Alter would be compromised too.

      She was too smart to get caught like that. She had probably already made her escape. After all, she had been alone in the passage with Lurch. She had one of who knew how many other forms to choose from. Still, her well-intentioned maneuver was coming down on us.

      “This way,” the guard growled, grabbing me by the arm and practically throwing me a few feet ahead of him. “You too,” he hissed at Matt. “You both make me sick.”

      “What’s going to happen to our ship?” Matt asked, joining me in front of the guard.

      “You killed a Persephon Spaceport Security Officer, and you’re worried about your ship?” the guard raged. “You should be worried about how you’re going to make it to lockup in one piece. If you do have a ship, it’ll be impounded and sold to the Acheon for scrap. But I wouldn’t worry too much about that. Murdering an SSO? You’ll never see daylight again, and I hope you rot in hell!”
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      Spaceport security didn’t waste time, marching Matt and me from the concourse through a restricted area of the spaceport composed of thick walls and thick steel blast doors. We arrived at an elliptical shaped underground transport with a wedge-shaped snout, where the guards shoved us onto the vehicle and down onto seats. They hovered right behind as we got underway, the tension in the cabin enough that I expected one or more of them might decide to start beating us at any moment in retaliation for Alter’s actions.

      I had done my best to accept her nature. How could I not be accepting when it was literally part of her species’ natural order to feed that way? And I knew she had done it to help us achieve our goal to get paid. But it all felt so wrong, in part because she had crossed the line, but I also felt stupid because we had gone into the spaceport with no real plan to get back out. Maybe we had completed the job successfully, but look where it had gotten Matt and me.

      Not exactly the outcome I had envisioned. We would have been better off with a big fat ‘F’ on our mission report card and be headed back to Head Case to get the hell off this planet. Maybe it would have taken longer for me to get my operation, but at least we would have been free to make the money we needed another way.

      Instead, I had no idea what awaited us wherever we were headed. All I knew was that there would be no trial, no judge, no jury. The evidence against us was clear. Even if Keep had been the one to pull the trigger, even if Alter hadn’t consumed the essence of a guard, there was still the dead woman and the dead thug. Matt would still be in trouble, unless we threw Shaq under the bus. Which we could still technically do to get Matt off the hook. The only law he might have broken then would be knocking Bienvenuto into the pool.

      The thought of ratting out the Jagger crossed my mind more than once as the transport exited the spaceport to rocket across the landscape through the clear tubes I had noticed on our descent to the planet. But I knew Matt wouldn’t want that, especially after Shaq had saved our lives on Cestus. Shaq was tucked somewhere on Matt’s body, so he was stuck on this ride with us anyway. Besides, we had instructed Shaq to stop anyone who tried to steal the slab, so we were culpable in the murder. And the authorities had probably seen Matt drop the slab from the bridge. The guard had said the device came from Duke Nobukku’s private offices. That had to be bad.

      I grew more paranoid as the seconds passed, my mind circling back to Keep, and then Alter. What if my trust in Alter had been misplaced? What if she had lied about her relationship with Keep? The money was in our account, accessible only through our interface with the ship. While Head Case’s security was enabled and the guards had confiscated Matt’s phone, Alter had voice permissions to deactivate the system. All she had to do was return to the ship and speak the magic words. Who was to say Keep wouldn’t be waiting for her on the tarmac? Who was to say they wouldn’t reclaim the ship together, laughing all the way to the bank with our eighteen million electro and the Star of Caprum?

      Had we fallen for the long con?

      I didn’t want to believe it, but the more that concept swirled around in my mind, the more it solidified into a potentially true outcome. What if I had agreed to help Keep save the galaxy? Would he have warned me about the guards? Or would I still be in the same place I was right now? Even if I had gotten away, it would have been too late to help Matt.

      The transport slowed as it approached a dark, square building positioned in the foothills of a small, snow-capped mountain range. I spotted the thick cable of a space elevator rising from the center of the large structure, and looking up from the window, I caught sight of a satellite floating overhead. I glanced over at Matt, who had closed his eyes since he couldn’t see through the window. His hands curled around the armrests, clenching the ends tightly. It was surprising to me that he seemed more stressed about our situation than I was. Despite my other train of thought, a big part of me still believed Alter would come to the rescue.

      Or was I just being stupidly naive?

      The transport entered the building, a short distance of darkness ending when it pulled into a station inside the compound. Another group of officers waited on a small platform, their uniforms a lighter shade of gray and lined with different patches, their heads exposed. They didn’t seem to be carrying the heavier rifles of the security guards, though their utility belts had smaller pistols and batons similar to Alter’s hanging from them.

      “Where are we?” I asked.

      “Nobody told you to talk,” the guard behind me growled. “Stand up.”

      We did as he ordered, getting to our feet and moving to the aisle. The guard behind us shoved Matt into me, knocking me down.

      The guard in front of me pulled me roughly back to my feet. “Are you trying to stall, convict?” he shouted into my face.

      Convict? The word stole my calm, reality setting in.

      The guards outside were prison guards. The satellite overhead was the prison. We were really going from scoring eighteen million electro to jail in less than an hour. My entire body turned cold, heart pounding, emotions threatening to spin out of control.

      What had we done?

      “I can’t go to prison,” I said, voice quaking. “I have cancer. I’ll die without treatment.”

      “Good,” the guard growled. “Scum like you don’t deserve to live.”

      The comment hit me hard. When Keep showed me the contract had been paid, I thought everything had gone right. But it hadn’t. Everything was going wrong.

      “This way,” he hissed, leading Matt and me to the open doors of the transport. He grabbed my arm when I got there, using it to shove me toward the prison guards. He did the same to Matt.

      One of the guards pulled out a larger slab like the one we had delivered and held it up to my face. A green laser scanned me. A red laser replaced it, hitting my neck and leaving a burning sensation. Had I just been branded? Finished with me, the guard did the same to Matt.

      “Good riddance,” the security guard grumbled. “See you in a couple hundred years.” He left us with the prison guards, stepping back onto the transport. The door slid shut and it headed back the way it had come.

      “You have a name, convict PPS12469?” the lead prison guard, a grizzled old man with salt and pepper hair, asked me.

      “Hondo,” I replied.

      His eyebrow twitched slightly, probably wondering what kind of name Hondo was. He turned to Matt. “What about you?”

      “Stang,” he answered.

      “Hondo and Stang. I’m Sergeant Grist. Welcome to the Persephon Penal Satellite intake station.” He glanced at the slab. “It says here you were convicted of theft of a confidential government slab, two counts of general murder, and one count of…” He trailed off, looking at us coldly. “Murdering an SSO.”

      “We didn’t kill the officer,” Matt said, speaking out. “They blamed us for it, but there’s no proof.”

      “Did I ask you to speak?” Grist said, putting his face in front of Matt’s.

      “No, sir,” Matt replied sharply. I had heard him take the same tone with his father in the past. As former military, Matt’s old man had always responded well to the subordination.

      Grist smirked. “You a soldier, Stang?”

      “No, sir,” he replied. “But I do know the meaning of respect, sir.”

      “Good. I won’t hate you as much, then. So, if you didn’t kill the security officer, who did?”

      “Enigma, sir.”

      Grist’s eyes narrowed, showing he knew the name. “Enigma? That’s impossible.”

      “No, sir. Enigma is back in business. Have the SSO do their homework. They’ll find the cause of death is consistent with Enigma’s other hits.”

      “And how do you know that?” Grist asked.

      “We were working for Enigma. She hired us as extra hands and set us up for the fall. And you took the bait, wasting your time on us while she makes her escape.”

      I glanced at Matt, impressed with his approach.  He had gambled that Grist would recognize the name and won. While I had panicked over things I couldn’t control, he had been thinking ahead. How far could we ride it?

      “Did you meet her?” Grist asked.

      “No. Everything was set up through a Dark Exchange.”

      “Then how do you know she’s here?”

      “This is where she said to meet her.”

      “What was the job?”

      “Pick up the slab, deliver it to Duke Sedaya. We’re smugglers, not killers.”

      “A crook is a crook,” Grist said. “But killing an SSO isn’t the same as killing a civilian.” He turned away from us. “Corporal Nanji, send a communique back to SSO HQ. Have them run forensics on Kassu’s injuries and match them against the Hegemony files on Enigma.”

      “Yes, sir,” the light-haired woman behind Grist replied. She lifted out a smaller slab and moved away to make the request.

      “So Duke Sedaya has an interest in Duke Nobukku’s private matters?” Grist asked.

      “It seems that way,” Matt answered. “The job was to pick up the slab and deliver it to a contact for the Duke. Since you seem to know a little about the DEX, you probably understand how little information was shared with us.”

      “I see. And why didn’t you tell any of this to the SS officers?”

      “Like you said, killing an SSO isn’t the same as killing a civilian.”

      Not that Matt or I had actually killed anyone during the job, but Matt clearly didn’t plan to turn Shaq in. And there was no way I would be able to convince anyone I hadn’t shot Lurch. Not with the way the SSO had discovered me.

      “Well, shame on you for getting caught. I’ll give you the benefit of the doubt for now,” Grist decided. “But if the forensics report doesn’t come back with Enigma’s MO attached, you’ll be on the line for mining deployment before you know what hit you.” He pointed to a door on the left. “This way for processing.”

      We followed Grist and the other prison guards to the door. Nanji rejoined him with a nod, suggesting she had filed the request for information on Enigma.

      The room adjacent to the transport platform was simply furnished. A metal table sat against the wall, a pair of bright yellow uniforms stacked on top. A door opposite the entry connected it to the larger station.  The guards circled us in front of the table.

      “Take off your clothes, put on the unis,” Grist ordered.

      “Yes, sir,” Matt said.

      “Yes, sir,” I added, though without the same practiced sharpness of his reply.

      I removed my jacket, shirt, belt, boots and pants, leaving my boxers alone as I reached for the prison garb. Matt did the same, positioning himself slightly sideways in an effort to hide any potential signs of Shaq beneath. We both held our breath, waiting for Grist to order us to go fully commando, thankful when we managed to slip into the uniforms without further instruction. My coveralls fit surprisingly well, baggy but not too oversized, PPS12469 in black lettering across the chest.

      I glanced back at my jacket as Grist moved to the next door, thinking about Keep’s card resting in the pocket. Matt grabbed my arm to make sure I kept moving behind the guards, before I could get out of range of whichever one of them was linked to the detonator on my neck.

      We walked down a long, drab gray corridor to yet another door, stopping outside. Grist raised his arm, glancing at his wrist computer.

      “A few more minutes until the lift arrives,” he said.

      We waited in silence until the door finally slid open, revealing a capsule with a bench on either side, big enough to carry four people max.

      Grist walked over to us, circling behind. Something sharp bit into the back of my neck, followed by warm moisture. He moved to Matt next, removing the detonator with enough skin for the wound to bleed.

      “In you go,” he said, motioning to the capsule. We stepped in and took a seat on opposite sides. Grist stood in the doorway. “Have either of you ever been on a Nobukkian penal satellite before?”

      “No, sir,” Matt replied.

      Grist smiled. “You’re gonna love it. No organic guards. No surveillance. No rules. No escape. Good luck.”

      He stepped back, allowing the doors to close.

      “No rules?” I said nervously as the elevator began to rise.
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      “And no surveillance,” Matt said, squirming on his side of the elevator capsule rising toward the orbiting prison. A small bump appeared under his coveralls, and he pulled the zipper halfway down so Shaq could crawl up from where he’d been hiding to Matt’s chest.

      “Damn Shaq, your claws are sharp,” he said as the Jagger jumped out, landing on my shoulder.

      Shaq turned around to face Matt, buzzed something neither one of us understood, and set about cleaning himself off with his tongue. While Matt’s earlier statement had led me to believe he had tucked in where the sun didn’t shine, his smell suggested he had been hiding elsewhere.

      “You need a shower,” I said.

      “Me?” Shaq buzzed as he stopped preening.

      “You too,” I told Matt. “He smells like your pits.”

      “Not my fault. He had to go somewhere.”

      Bright light forced me to squint as an aperture-like hatch above the elevator swung open. Then we were outside, the capsule accelerating as it climbed the wire. Under any other circumstances, riding an elevator to an orbiting space station would have been another amazing experience to add to my list. Instead, my nerves frayed a little bit more with each passing second.

      “What do we do now?” I asked.

      “Don’t look at me,” Matt replied. “Getting sent to a penal station wasn’t on my bingo card.”

      “That was smart thinking back there with Sergeant Grist,” I said. “You handled him like a boss.”

      Matt shook his head. “I just pretended he was my dad. Hopefully it will keep us from getting our asses handed to us up there, but I don’t know. Something tells me being branded cop-killers might play better with the inmates.”

      “Maybe, but it won’t get us out of there anytime soon. Once law enforcement starts piecing things together, the rest of your story might check out enough to get us off the hook. Or at least put us somewhere a little nicer.”

      “Bro, we left Caprum because we were trying to stay out of jail. Now we’re in jail, probably for life even if the murder charges don’t stick.”

      Shaq buzzed, and while I couldn’t understand him, his tone suggested he was apologetic for killing the woman and the thug.

      “No way,” I said. “You did what we asked you to do. And you saved the courier so he could transfer the electro. It’s not your fault. It’s ours for not getting out of there faster. And Enigma’s for killing the guard.” I looked at Matt. “I really wish she hadn’t done that.”

      “Yeah, I get why she did, but maybe it wasn’t the best move for us.”

      “It might have been the best move for her,” I said, voicing my concerns about betrayal.

      “What do you mean?”

      I looked around the capsule, not convinced it wasn’t under surveillance, which was also why I had used Enigma instead of Alter to refer to her. Could Kasper Law Enforcement even run a penal station without observing anything happening on it? Wouldn’t it benefit them to eavesdrop on anything the prisoner’s had to say, especially on the ride up or down? I didn’t see anything obvious, but that didn’t mean much. Crossing the capsule, I sat next to Matt and leaned in close to whisper.

      “Did you see me chase after a bald guy in a brown coat who was chasing after the courier?” I whispered.

      “Yeah, I spotted Enigma pass you the gun so you could go after him,” Matt whispered back, catching on quickly. “I tried to exit stage left, but a second unit of guards intercepted me before I made it ten feet. I could tell Alter wanted to help, but there wasn’t much she could do. Did you catch up to the guy?”

      “Yeah, about five seconds after he shot the courier. You’ll never guess who turned up.”

      “Keep?” Matt asked without hesitation.

      “What the hell? How did you know?”

      “We don’t know that many people here yet that I would be able to guess anyone by name. Process of elimination. Keep killed the courier?”

      “Yup. To prevent the courier from delivering the slab.”

      “Okay. Something doesn’t make sense. I told Grist we were bringing the slab to Sedaya. But we brought the slab to Kasper.”

      “Right?” I said, unsure what he was getting at.

      “The guard said the slab belonged to Duke Nobukku. The noble who rules over Kasper. Why would you steal something from Nobukku, bring it to Cestus, and then have it transported back to Nobukku?”

      “That doesn’t make any sense.”

      “That’s what I just said. Neither does Keep. What was he doing here?”

      “I don’t know, but here’s another brain twister for you, Einstein. He didn’t seem all that surprised to see me. In fact, when he saw it was me, he asked me if I wanted to help him save the galaxy.”

      “What?”

      “Apparently, Sedaya’s got his eyes on the Empress’ throne, and he’s up to no good trying to weasel his way onto it.”

      “The only thing that surprises me about that is that the Empress doesn’t have his number. Everything about him screams power-hungry evil genius.”

      “I don’t think he’s a genius. And I’m not convinced Keep was telling me the truth. He didn’t warn me the guards were coming. In fact, he delayed me there so they’d catch me with my blaster in my hand, standing over the courier’s corpse.”

      “Asshole.”

      “Yeah. I was thinking about this on the ride across the planet. What if Alter lied to us, and she and Keep are still working together? She gets us the job and tells Keep. He makes sure he’s there to lend a hand. He chases the courier, she conveniently passes me a gun, badabing badaboom, I’m framed for murder, and so are you.”

      Shaq buzzed, “Me too.”

      “Well, you did actually kill two people,” I replied.

      Shaq buzzed again. “That’s true.”

      “They get the eighteen million, Keep gets the ship back, and they fly off to whatever passes for Tahaiti here.”

      Matt laughed. “I can’t believe you just said badabing badaboom. Anyway, that’s a wild story, but I doubt it.”

      “Why?”

      “Keep waited twenty years to sell us a starship so he could steal some electro?”

      “Eighteen million isn’t some electro, it’s a lot of electro, according to Alter.”

      “It’s still a twenty year wait to earn a little scratch. There has to be more to it than that.”

      “He knew we would be here. How do you explain that?”

      “Maybe he saw the contract before you jumped him. He knows Alter is Enigma. It doesn’t mean he was here for us.”

      “Small world, maybe,” I replied. “Small galaxy? No.”

      Matt fell silent, giving the situation some thought. The elevator continued to rise, already high enough for the curve of the planet to be visible below. Still cool. Looking up, I could see the station looming much larger over our heads. We would be there in a few minutes.

      “Okay,” he said. “How about this? Keep left without paying the storage fees. He knew we would either surrender or escape. If we escaped, he knew we would need money. Electro. He also knows you’re dying, so maybe he knows you need a lot of electro, fast. He also knows who Alter is, so it figures he would guess she’d set us up with a high paying job. Since he knew about the slab and the courier, he might have guessed odds were good that we would turn up here, depending on how much work there is with that kind of payday. Another process of elimination, that’s all. But I still don’t think he was specifically here because we were here, or because Alter was here.”

      “I’m dizzy from listening to that,” I said. “Can you convert that into simple English?”

      “Coincidence,” Matt replied. “How about that?”

      “You really believe that?”

      “It works better for me than a twenty year wait for a single con. If we were talking a hundred million electro, maybe I would be more inclined to believe that was the endgame. Come on, Ben. You’re supposed to be the smart one. I’m the muscle, remember?”

      “Maybe I’m a little on edge because we’re about five minutes from being imprisoned in a penal station with literally zero oversight. Do you want to take bets on how long I last before someone drops the soap?”

      “I won’t let that happen.”

      “You might not be able to stop it. You heard what the thug said. We’re not part of a Family.”

      Shaq buzzed. “We’re family.”

      “He’s got a point. There’s three of us, and he can kill with a single bite. We just need to watch each other’s backs.”

      “And then what? We’re going to be here for the rest of our lives. That won’t be too long for me, but for you and Shaq?” I closed my eyes, fighting the sense of hopelessness and frustration. “You shouldn’t even be here. You should be back on Earth, singing at McRory’s.”

      “You don’t think Alter will try to break us out?”

      “I hope so,” I replied, opening my eyes again. “But I don’t know if she can. And what if my worst fears are right? What if she and Keep set us up and they’re both halfway back to Caprum or wherever in Head Case? Maybe it has nothing to do with the electro. Maybe they did it for some other reason.”

      “Then we’ll find our own way out of this,” Matt replied. “We don’t need to keep relying on her for everything. We’ll find them and take back our ship and our electro.”

      “You really think we can find our way out of prison? You heard what Grist said. No escape.”

      “I’m certainly not going to accept spending the rest of my life in the slammer, watching you die. We’ll find a way out or die trying.”

      The capsule slowed as it reached the bottom of the station. An aperture like the one below swung open, allowing the pod inside. It paused there while the outer hatch closed around the wire, an inner hatch opening to complete the airlock. The inner room was pitch black, leaving us unable to see where we had ended up as the capsule came to a complete stop.

      The door slid open. A series of lights appeared on the floor in a path leading down a long, empty corridor to another hatch.

      “I guess this is our stop,” Matt said.
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      Matt and I stepped out of the capsule. I didn’t know what waited for us down the dark corridor before us but I was pretty sure I didn’t want any part of it. Not that there was anywhere else to go.

      I glanced back as the capsule dropped from the room, passing into the airlock, the hatch closing over it again. “We can do this,” I said, more for my own sake than Matt’s. He didn’t seem that nervous, which kind of bothered me. Maybe the reality hadn’t gotten to him as deeply as it had to me.

      Trying to keep a steady pace, we followed the lights down the corridor as they lit up, one by one, and then shut off behind us, one by one. My legs felt like rubber. My heart pounded. My lips and throat were dry. Near total silence surrounded us, only a slight hum reverberating through the floor.

      When we reached the hatch, two red lights flashed on, one on either side of the corridor, and I could hear the muffled blare of a loud klaxon coming from the other side, likely to clear the other inmates from the area. Or give them a chance to prepare for the newbies. A chill enveloped me, and I shivered beneath my prison clothes, Shaq shifting on my shoulder in response.

      When he buzzed, it sounded like he said, “Chill out.”

      The hatch groaned as it began sliding open, indicating how thick and heavy it was. That thickness became visible a moment later, nearly six inches of metal slowly grinding its way into both sides of the wall. My eyes narrowed as light began filtering in, enough to make things blurry without blinding me. My worst fear was a sudden sea of yellow uniforms closing in, pouring through the hatch to grab us and immediately turn us into a pair of bitches.

      There was no convict army waiting for us on the other side. Instead, a few prisoners passed by the hatch moving in opposite directions, ignoring the fact that the blast door had opened at all.

      “I think you’ve seen too many movies,” Matt said as I exhaled sharply. “Come on.”

      We stepped out into the adjacent corridor. A few more inmates were in the hallway with us, but they didn’t pay us any mind save for a quick sidelong glance as they passed. Most of their attention diverted instantly to Shaq, and I could see the curiosity in their expressions. While Alter had recognized him right away, they didn’t know what kind of creature he was.

      “You two.”

      The voice came from our left, and I turned my head as a large woman in red coveralls came toward us. Drawing parallels to prisons on Earth, I had assumed the place would be all men. How did women make it in here when there was no surveillance and no guards?

      A heavy vibration and echoing thuds pulled my attention away from the woman in red, turning my head in the opposite direction as a thick, bipedal robot turned the opposite corner. Shaped like a crab and painted drab gray, it had a slim row of lights across the top of its headless torso and a cannon at the end of each of its four arms. PSS-142 was stenciled across the front.

      So, there were guards. Just none of them were alive.

      The guardbot looked like it wouldn’t take shit from anybody. It stopped at the corner as if daring us to do something stupid.

      “Hello? New guys?” the woman said, regaining my attention.

      I wasn’t short. Yet, she stood nearly half a head taller than me, with olive skin, dark eyes, and a shaved head—her entire scalp lined with tattoos. I realized now that she was close that her bulk wasn’t from fat. She was a mountain of muscle. I suddenly felt grateful for the guardbot behind me.

      “Hi,” I said meekly, annoyed with my presentation as soon as the words left my mouth.

      “Hi,” she replied, revealing two rows of white teeth as she smiled. “Yeah. So, my name is Quasar. Unfortunately I drew initiation duties this week. Give a wave to Piece of Shit Sentry One Four Two back there. He’s making sure I fulfill my assignment.”  She raised her hand, waving to the guardbot, her smile vanishing until she looked at Shaq. “Is that a blue gastrid?”

      Shaq buzzed in confusion. “What?”

      “No, not a blue gastrid,” I replied.

      “Did you dye a rat?”

      Shaq buzzed again, even more offended.

      “Not quite,” I said.

      Quasar shrugged. “Whatever. I’m surprised they let you bring that thing up with you. I guess that means it’s harmless. Anyway, I’m supposed to show you to your cell and give you a tour of the place. You know, make sure you don’t get in any trouble too quickly. Let’s see.” She picked up a small slab in a hardened shell clipped to her coveralls and pointed it at my neck. It scanned whatever the guard had burned onto it. “Hondo?” she asked, eyebrow raised. “That sounds like a bad cough.” She turned the device to Matt and repeated the process. “Stang.” She smiled at him. “Cool name.”

      “Thanks,” he replied, playing it smooth. “I think Quasar’s pretty awesome too.”

      “Sure is,” she agreed. She glanced at the device. “Cell forty-nine ninety-six. Not the best location, but you’ll have a decent view of nothing.” She had a deep, robust laugh that was more infectious than it had any right to be. Or maybe it was the tension releasing a little that caused me to smile. “Follow me.”

      I glanced at Matt before we fell in behind Quasar, tailing her back the way she had come. The guardbot stomped along the corridor behind us, keeping its distance but definitely watching our every move.

      “So, that thing follows you everywhere you go?” I asked.

      Quasar looked over her shoulder. “Nah. Just right now because I had to meet you two.” Her eyes drifted over me. “To be honest, you look kind of scrawny to be a criminal. You didn’t build a tiny robot that crawls through ventilation shafts and sneaks into private residences to steal the rich owner’s jewelry, did you?”

      “Uh, that’s very specific,” I said.

      “Yeah,” Quasar agreed, laughing. “I’m just messing with you.” Her face turned serious. “But did you?”

      “No,” I replied. “I didn’t do anything.”

      She started laughing again. “That’s the oldest cliche in the galaxy.” She mocked my voice. “I didn’t do anything. Uh-huh. Let me guess. Your rat dropped a turd in the Persephon Spaceport gardens.”

      “You can get sent here for that?”

      “It all depends on who your friends are. And aren’t. Fine, instead of asking what you did, how about what are you accused of? Although, accused doesn’t seem right either, does it, considering you’ve already been incarcerated.”

      “We’re smugglers,” I admitted. “We got caught smuggling. It’s as simple as that.”

      “Smugglers, huh? What were you moving? Narcotics? Illegal mods? Guns?”

      “Information,” Matt said.

      Qausar paused to turn all the way around, pointing at Matt. “Now that’s the real juice, isn’t it? Not just smugglers. High-end smugglers. I imagine you’ll want to meet up with the other cons in your Fam, eh?”

      “Are there a lot of other smugglers here?”

      She shrugged. “Not a lot. Not compared to the more run of the mill low-lifes and career criminals. But a few.” She glanced past us to the guardbot. “We should keep moving.” She turned and started walking again.

      “What about you?” I asked. “Do you belong to a Family?”

      She didn’t respond to the question.

      “What were you accused of?” Matt tried.

      “Nah. Not accused. I did it. I’m not ashamed to admit it. Believe it or not, I used to be a member of the Royal Marines.”

      “You worked for the Empress?” I asked.

      “Yup. On a Royal Sentry. Had some leave time while we were docked at the station. Went down to the surface, witnessed Baron Nivan trying to do something unsavory to someone who didn’t want it. I got involved, he got dead. That’s all the detail you get. I’ve been here going on twelve years now. The story’s old, and I’m tired of telling it.”

      “I didn’t mean to pry.”

      “It’s not prying. Everybody’s going to ask you why you’re here. And you’re going to tell them over and over until the thought of saying it again makes you want to puke because all it does is remind you how you went against the system and lost. Because the house always wins, right? When you do what’s right to the wrong person you get punished.”

      I didn’t know what to say, so I didn’t say anything. Reaching the end of the corridor, we turned right at the intersection. An elevator waited a short distance away.

      “Yeah, so the satellite has eighty-one decks in all,” Quasar explained. “Top seventy-two are cell blocks. Each block has its own assembler. It’s always kept fully stocked but the menu is programmatically limited so we eat reconstituted shit every day, and I only mean that partially in jest. Nothing goes to waste, so our waste is all recycled. Bottom four decks belong to the guards. They’ve got about thirty real people down there who maintain the bots and the basics. Rest of the satellite is composed of common areas. Organized sports, a gym, a movie theater. You can only watch a vid if you’ve been on good behavior. You two are on Deck Forty-nine with me. The empty cell is probably why I got stuck with initiation.”

      “But you can move freely across the decks?” I asked.

      “Oh yeah. The only thing you have to do here is any job the guards assign you. Other than that?’ She shrugged, motioning to Matt again. “You look like you can take care of yourself a bit.” She looked at me. “You, I’m not so sure.”

      “What about the guardbots?”

      “They keep an eye on things, but they won’t intervene unless their algorithms think we’re planning a jailbreak or a coup or something. Those lights on their tops start flashing, get out of the line of fire asap and hope to whatever you believe in that you aren’t unlucky enough to be on janitorial that week.”

      “That sounds awful,” I said.

      “You get used to it. Honestly, most individuals here fall into one clique or another, so what you end up with is a bunch of different gangs all kind of wary about starting shit with any of the other gangs. The end result is relative peace and a bunch of unspoken, self-enforced rules. Once you’ve been here a month or two, you’ll adjust and it won’t seem so bad.”

      “I don’t plan to be here for a month or two,” I said.

      She laughed. “You figure you’re going to escape? The only way in or out is either in the capsule or security’s ship on Deck One.  It’s never happened before, and anyone who’s tried has wound up very, very messy.” She tilted her head back toward the guardbot and then stepped into the waiting elevator. “Just get used to it, Hondo. Because nobody gets out of here before their sentence is up. How long are you scheduled for, anyway?”

      “Nobody told us specifically,” Matt said, a hint of hopefulness in his voice.

      Quasar shook her head. “Sorry if I’m the one to break it to you, but if they don’t give you a definitive sentence it always means life.”
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      I glanced at Matt as we boarded the elevator behind Quasar. We both knew life meant two completely different things for him and for me. The idea of dying in this place, no matter how hard or soft the existence turned out to be, made me want to bounce off the walls of the cab, rip out my hair, and scream in frustration. Not that any of that would help anything. Instead, I spent a few seconds focusing on all of the things I had already gotten to do that I never would have even imagined possible. I had flown a starship! I had made friends with aliens! I had smuggled illegal cargo, just like Han Solo!

      The elevator doors closed and we began the ascent to Deck Forty-Nine.

      “Before we left the ground station, Sergeant Grist threatened us with mining deployment,” Matt said. “Do you know anything about that?”

      Quasar made a face that suggested the threat was as bad as it had sounded. “I know you don’t want to end up getting sent out to the asteroid mines. It’s dirty, dangerous work, all of it in low-gravity. If you’re there too long, your whole body composition changes to the point you can’t live anywhere else. Instead of dying here, you die on some rock in the middle of nowhere and your body is fed to the assemblers.”

      “Is that a common practice?” I asked. “Putting human bodies in the assemblers to turn them into food for other humans? You don’t consider that cannibalism?”

      “It depends on the situation. When you don’t have much, wasting is a lot worse than recycling. Most good spacers consider it an honor to provide nutrients to their fellows. Come to think of it, aren’t you two a little young to be smugglers?”

      “We have a ship,” Matt said. “What else do you need?”

      “Had a ship,” she corrected. “It’s probably being pulled off the tarmac and sent to the auction warehouse as we speak. Star cred, for one. A reputation. A good one to move information like you claim. How old are you two?”

      “Twenty-one,” I replied, along with Matt’s exaggerated “twenty-seven.”

      Quasar smirked. “You’re just babies. Honestly, it’s a shame you’re here. Why do I have the impression there’s nothing simple about your story?”

      “It doesn’t matter,” Matt said. “We’re here.”

      “That’s the right attitude. The quicker you accept your present truth, the faster you can adapt, the happier you’ll be.”

      The elevator stopped. The doors slid open. I jumped back, reflexively putting my hands in front of my head in response to the guardbot positioned just outside the cab, its four cannons pointed directly toward us.

      Quasar laughed. “These things all run on algorithms, Hondo. They aren’t smart or creative enough to call them artificial intelligence. Their instructions are all IFTT.”

      “If this then that?” I said, straightening up as heat rushed to my cheeks.

      “You know the acronym?”

      “I majored in computer science at…” I trailed off before finishing with community college.

      “I see,” she replied.

      “Does that matter?”

      “Not really.” She waved at the guardbot like she was shooing away an unruly child. “Get out of the way, you piece of shit.”

      The guardbot backed up from the elevator, but it wasn’t clear to me if it was because she had told it to or because it had programmatically realized it was in the way. Regardless, she shoved past it without worry, so we followed behind her.

      A short passageway followed, another blast door at the end. I could hear the guardbot’s heavy feet trailing us as we approached. The door opened automatically, revealing a large open floor beyond, ringed with small, barred cells. An open doorway at the far end and to the right suggested two more similar rooms.

      Dozens of inmates, not only of different genders but apparently different species occupied the cells and moved freely around the space. I spotted at least one Illfan among a small group huddled near the center, along with a Jiba-ki—a humanoid with a lean, catlike appearance that Alter had told them about—in the process of mopping the floor. The smell of food wafted from the open doorway on the right, and I spotted a few tables there, occupied by even more prisoners. A few of them looked in our direction, but most ignored us, probably accustomed to newcomers.

      “Welcome to Deck Forty-nine,” Quasar said. “There are nine blocks per deck, three rows of three blocks. Your cell’s in Block C, at the end of the deck through that door.”

      “How many inmates are on this station?” I asked.

      “About ten thousand in total.”

      “All from Kasper?”

      “Nah. We get most of the incarcerations from across the Duke’s territories. It cuts down on costs, and helps Baron Nivan run a budget surplus, which he uses to pay for his gambling addiction.”

      “I thought you said you killed Baron Nivan?” I asked.

      “Good to see you’re paying attention. I’m talking about Nivan the elder. I killed his son, who was second in line to the barony at the time. Now he’s not.” She laughed.

      “I’m surprised he didn’t put you on mining detail for killing his son,” Matt said.

      “Who says he didn’t?” Quasar answered. “They set quotas at the mines. You meet the quota, you get to go home. Or rather, back here. I hit the quota in six weeks. Royal Marines are tougher than anything these weak–ass nobles can dish out.”

      We started across the block, drawing a little more attention as we drew nearer to the other inmates or crossed their paths. I could feel their eyes on us, sizing us up for a later time when the guardbot wasn’t so close. It remained behind us, tracking Quasar to ensure she delivered us to our cells and gave us the full tour.

      We passed into Block B, which was more of the same though it seemed less occupied than A, and then emerged into Block C. Quasar led us about halfway down before stopping at the open door to one of the cells. Two small bunks were stacked in one rear corner, a small divider with a sliding door in the other, behind which I assumed a toilet was hiding. A sink was on the wall in front of the divider, with a simple switch on the opposite wall.

      “This one’s yours.” She tapped the etched metal plate on the front of the cell. Ninety-six.

      “What’s that switch in there for?” I asked.

      “That’ll seal the cell from the inside, so you can sleep without having to worry about getting jumped.”

      “So we’ll only need to worry about it while we’re awake,” Matt said.

      “Like I told you, the risk is low but it isn’t zero. Especially if you look weak.” She fixed her eyes on me when she said it.

      “I’m not weak,” I said.

      “Uh-huh,” she replied. “We’ll circle back to the cell. Let me show you the head and the mess so I can go back to enjoying the rest of my day.”

      “Enjoy your day doing what?” Matt asked.

      “Me? I’m going to grab a bite to eat. Then I’ll head to the lower decks to work out. After that, I’ll pick up a slab at the library to do some reading. That’s pretty much my routine. It’s a hell of a lot better than having to explain all of this shit to you two.”

      “You have books here?” I asked.

      “You can check out a slab. It’s connected to the station’s public datastore which has about ten million volumes. There’s also a smaller assortment of music and movies, but I can’t get into that stuff.”

      “Can you show us the library?”

      “No. You can find that yourself. My job is to get you set up here, that’s it.”

      “What about doing it because you’re a warm and welcoming individual?”

      “Because I’m not. Those four ion cannons pointed in our general direction are the only reason I’m talking to you at all.”

      “There’s no reason to be so salty,” I pressed. “You–”

      “You don’t know shit about how things work in here, but I would think at least part of the unwritten rules would be pretty obvious to anyone with a partially functional cortex. I’m a former Royal Marine. What do you think that means to the other inmates?”

      “I’m not sure that’s the reason you don’t have any friends,” I replied defensively, her outburst drawing too much attention our way. Even the guardbot took a few rapid steps forward in response.

      She cooled off a little, lowering her voice. “When the tour is done, the best thing you can do for your health is stay away from me. Now, the head is this way, in Block D. Let’s go.”

      She stormed away, leaving Matt and me in her dust. We hurried to catch up, reaching her as she entered the next Block. The open space was noticeably smaller here, and the cells only occupied three of the four walls. An unlabeled door stood at either end of the fourth bulkhead.

      “The important thing to remember is that you always go in the far door and out the near door,” Quasar explained without looking back to make sure we were behind her. “If you go in the wrong way, I can guarantee you will get beat up.”

      “Why is that?” I asked.

      “Because nobody likes a dumbass,” she replied. “That’s the rule. Follow it.”

      We crossed to the far door, pausing as a large, heavily muscled inmate reached it just ahead of us. He looked at Quasar, scowled, glanced at the guardbot, and then spit on her.
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      Quasar took the load of phlegm on her cheek, hands curling into fists while she stared down the big man, the generated gravity pulling the spittle toward her chin. Slowly, she raised a balled hand and wiped the spit away, still keeping eye contact as she flung it back in the hulk’s face.

      As soon as the saliva hit his eye, he lunged forward, throwing a hard punch at the former Royal Marine. Matt and I backed up as she used her forearm to blunt the punch and turn it aside, at the same time she retaliated, driving her other fist into his abdomen. He took the hit like he was made of stone, momentum still carrying him forward. A shove with his other hand sent Quasar stumbling toward us, and we scrambled out of the way.

      She slid to a stop, setting herself as the big guy charged again. A quick jab and right cross from the hulk left her on the defensive as she backed up between Matt and me, though I didn’t get the impression she was all that worried about her situation. Glancing back at the guardbot, I thought it might show some inclination to stop the fight despite what she had told us about the machines. Instead, it hunkered in place, oblivious to the conflict.

      Quasar continued to back up, the hulk ignoring us as he moved beside me.

      “Don’t get involved,” I warned Shaq when his weight shifted slightly on my shoulder. He settled back down as I turned to follow the fight.

      The other inmates in the block had noticed the assault, and they too stopped what they were doing, beginning to converge on the attack. I noticed Quaser saw them too, the first hint of panic reaching her eyes. She was a former Royal Marine. An enemy to most of the individuals locked up here. She hadn’t answered my question about belonging to a Family, but now I knew for certain she didn’t have one. It was her against almost everyone else. She had told us how she normally kept to herself, head down and out of trouble, but for some reason, today the brute wouldn’t let her be.

      “We have to do something,” Matt said, moving beside me.

      “What can we do?”

      “I don’t know. But we can’t let them gang up on her?”

      “Will the guardbot stop this?”

      “It doesn’t look like it.”

      Quasar’s back reached the wall. The hulk let out a victorious growl, reaching out to grab her. She pulled the device she had used to scan our branded identifiers from her hip, ducking away from the big guy’s ham hands and thrusting it upward, digging the metal clip into the asshole’s eye. He cried out in pain as she slipped away on his sudden blind side.

      “You bitch!” he hollered, turning to track her.

      I didn’t see the guy who moved to block her from maneuvering further, but Matt did. He shot behind me, driving a hard elbow into the man’s jaw and sending his head into the wall, where he hit hard and collapsed.

      “You asshole,” someone grunted, going for Matt. I shoved my foot out as he tried to pass in front of me, tripping him up and sending him sprawling on the floor.

      Meanwhile, Quasar made it to the hulk’s flank, staying out of his newly limited line of sight and shoving into him, knocking him against the wall. He threw a wild punch at her. She ducked under it, coming up again and jabbing the clip into his other eye.

      He howled again as she pulled it out, using his inability to see at all to begin driving punch after punch into his ribs. He fell back against the wall as she pummeled him.

      Four other inmates rushed her from behind.

      “Shaq, go,” I said, releasing the Jagger as I dove to tackle the first guy.

      He leaped from my shoulder, landing on the second and digging his teeth into the man’s neck. Falling to the floor with my target, I struggled on the ground with him as the con Shaq bit dropped like a rock. Shaq jumped from him toward his next target, an athletic woman with tattoos running the length of her arms. Seeing the inmate beside her collapse, she screamed and threw herself away from Shaq’s leap. He changed course mid-air, coming down on the next guy just as he pulled a shiv and raised it to slice the back of Quasar’s neck.

      A siren blared from the guardbot before he could bite the con, who responded immediately by dropping the shiv and backing away from Quasar. Shaq planted his feet on the guy’s back and jumped to the floor, scurrying back to me.

      “Get off me, man,” the guy I had tackled said. “It’ll kill us all.”

      Quasar backed away from the blinded hulk, who slumped to his knees. All of the other inmates quickly dispersed, needing only the single short warning to break up the fight. I scrambled off the guy, offering him my hand to help him get up. He took it, nodding gratefully before retreating to the center of the block floor.

      All eyes turned to the guardbot, waiting to see if its lights would flash. I could sense the relief from the inmates when they didn’t.

      “My eyes,” the hulk whined, pressing his hands against them. “I can’t see.”

      “Someone take Jango down to sickbay,” Quasar barked, turning her back on the brute.

      The man I had tackled and the woman with the tattoos hurried to him, each taking an arm to help guide him to his feet and away.

      “Geez,” Matt said as Quasar approached us. “That was—”

      “The absolute stupidest thing you could have done,” she hissed. “I’m not your friend. I’m nobody’s friend here. Your Family is the only thing here that can protect you. Do you want to get kicked out for aiding the enemy?”

      “There’s only one problem with that,” Matt said. “We don’t belong to a Family. We don’t belong anywhere. We’re unaffiliated.”

      “What do you mean?” Quasar said.

      “Independent,” I said. “Free agents.”

      She laughed bitterly. “You both need to stop talking now. You’re only making things worse for yourselves.”

      “We just saved your life, and this is the thanks we get?”

      “I didn’t ask you to help me. You would have been smarter staying out of it.”

      “Well, maybe I’m just not that smart.”

      “I can vouch for that,” Matt said.

      “Shut up,” I snapped. “It was your idea.”

      “Shit,” someone said, leaning over the guy Shaq had bitten. “He’s dead. That ugly blue rat killed him!”

      A murmur rose through the closest group of inmates, their attention turning to Shaq, who remained on the floor near my feet, using his paws to wash his face. He stopped to look up at the speaker.

      “What?” Quasar said, eying the dead man. “He’s not a rat, is he?”

      “I already told you he isn’t a rat,” I replied, crouching and putting my hand out. Shaq jumped into it, and I lifted him to eye level. “He’s a Jagger,” I said loudly. “He’s extremely venomous. You mess with us, you mess with him.” I turned him toward the inmates, who flinched when Shaq raised his arms and did his best impression of a hiss. It sounded more cute than threatening, at least to me. “His name is Shaq,” I said to Quasar. “He understands English, he just doesn’t have the vocal capacity to speak it.”

      Quasar stared at him. “Shaq, huh?” She laughed. “Maybe I was a little too harsh on you two. A venomous pet can go a long way here.”

      ‘He’s not a pet. He’s a member of our crew.”

      Shaq buzzed out a “yeah.”

      “Sorry, I didn’t mean to offend.”

      “It’s okay,” Shaq buzzed.

      “He kind of speaks English, doesn’t he?”

      “A little,” I admitted.

      “Well, if he’s loyal to you he’ll still go a long way here to help keep you safe. But don’t think that’ll keep them from trying to hurt you, especially after you just helped me with Jango.”

      “Who is he?” I asked.

      “A member of the SFH Family.”

      “SFH?”

      “Soldier for hire. A combat mercenary. His story is a little like mine, except instead of trying to stop something bad from happening, he started it. A real scumbag on his best day. He’s always had it in for me, but I’m usually able to avoid him. I couldn’t today since I had to show you around. Seeing you two, I think he wanted to assert his dominance.”

      “That didn’t go too well for him,” Matt said.

      “No, it didn’t. And it won’t go too well for me either. The SFH won’t ever forget this. Damn it.”

      “We’ve got your back,” Matt added.

      She shook her head. “Why would you do that? You don’t even know me.”

      “We know you used to be one of the good guys,” I said. “Can we say that for anyone else in here?”

      “I don’t know everyone here, but probably not. That doesn’t mean you should trust me.”

      “Is there anyone we can completely trust?”

      “If you really are unaffiliated? Not likely.”

      “You’ve been doing this on your own for twelve years. You obviously know how to survive in this place. We’re better off on the same side.”

      “Are you even smugglers?” she asked. “For real?”

      “It’s a long story,” Matt replied.

      The guardbot took a few steps toward us. Quasar glanced at it. “We should continue the tour.”

      “Will you show us the library when we’re done?” I asked.

      She looked back at me, hesitant. “You’re making a mistake.”

      “I’m good at that.”

      “It’s our mistake to make,” Matt added.

      “Yeah,” Shaq buzzed.

      “Okay. You’re on.”
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      It didn’t take long for Quasar to finish the rest of the tour. The setup of the head was similar to the ones on Head Case, mostly waterless and containing a similar weird shower. Only the showers on the prison satellite were arranged more like a car wash. Instead of taking off clothes, each inmate stepped onto a conveyor belt which carried them, fully clothed, beneath the strange invisible heating jets that cleaned not only the body, but their coveralls and underwear as well. I liked that. Less chance of a bodily attack by not putting the goods out there for everyone to ogle.

      From there, we passed back to Block F and the mess. The block was in many ways a mirror image of Block D and the head, except a massive assembler with twelve output hatches occupied the space where the bathroom had been in Block D. Long tables with attached benches filled the floor space. Only a few inmates were actually eating when we entered, and they didn’t even look up at us as we crossed to the assembler.

      Quasar had mentioned earlier that the menu was limited. She wasn’t kidding. Displayed on a screen beside the output hatch, the range of choices went from grits to gruel, with nothing in the list that looked at all appetizing. Not because it wasn’t possible with the resources the machine had in storage. We were in prison after all; why did we deserve anything that tasted good?

      When we followed Quaser back to the elevators, the guardbot didn’t follow, signaling the end of our initiation. Instead, the machine slowly stomped away, continuing what Quasar explained was its sentry mode, a semi-randomized patrol pattern of all the blocks. It would continue with that until its batteries ran down, which happened around the same time as lights out. It would then enter the assembler maintenance area to recharge. Those two hours were the only time the prison went completely unwatched, and Quasar was adamant that both we and she always made it back to our cells before then. Since the cell doors locked from the inside, locking everyone else out was the only way she could guarantee her safety during the night, or ours now that we had thrown our lot in with her.

      She had called it a mistake to align ourselves with her, and in the back of my mind I couldn’t help wondering if we had chosen a side too quickly. We might not have been official smugglers or members of the smuggling Family, but maybe we could have convinced them to take us in. Then again, I continued holding onto the hope we wouldn’t be in this position for long. Keep breaking us out was a major long shot, but either Alter would show up to rescue us, or we would find a way to save ourselves. I couldn’t accept any other option. I didn’t have time to bide.

      A slight tremor in my hand on the way down to the lower decks had returned that truth to stark reality. It wasn’t just because I had lost my chance to visit Alter’s contact and a possible cure. I was separated from both the meds I had picked up on Earth and the treatments from Head Case’s autodoc. While I might survive for a few months with the cancer, the full suite of symptoms wouldn’t take long to come back without anything to help relieve them.

      The library was on Deck Five, only one deck above the contingent of live security guards who worked on the satellite. Of course, the elevator couldn’t access those decks without clearance. Quasar could only recall four times in the twelve years she had been on the satellite that anyone had spotted a guard above Deck Four, always because of a critical life support malfunction on one of the upper decks. She had never seen the guard herself, but apparently when they did make an appearance, they came surrounded by guardbots in an alternate operational mode that made them much more dangerous.

      “The reason I like the library so much is because it’s quiet,” Quasar explained as we crossed Deck Five, passing a number of other inmates along the way. Most of the prisoners headed for the elevator were in their coveralls and sweaty. “The gym on the other hand? That’s where all the action is. There’s almost always at least a few hundred people working the weights and cardio equipment.” She pointed to an open doorway on the left. “That’s the gym there.”

      I caught a glimpse of the interior as we passed. It was as crowded as she claimed, a sea of yellow coveralls pumping iron, running on treadmills, and gathering in small groups to chat and pass the time.

      “I take it you don’t use the gym,” Matt said.

      “Nope. Not ever. For me to step in there is a death sentence. Everythings too tightly packed for the guardbots to enter, and the adrenaline makes fights common. I stick to body weight exercises in my cell. You look like you hit the weights, Stang.” She glanced at me. “You don’t.”

      “I’ve been going to the gym on our ship for the last two weeks,” I explained.

      She smiled. “You must have been real scrawny before.”

      “You have no idea,” Matt added.

      Shouting erupted out in the wide passageway before I could come up with a decent retort, verifying Quasar’s claims about the fighting. The commotion died down by the time we reached the entrance to the library, the altercation over.

      The size of the space was in proportion to its popularity. While the gym appeared to be twice the size of an LA Fitness, the library was more like the interior of a Starbucks. The wall to the immediate right of the entrance was lined with cubbies, most of which contained glass slabs slightly smaller than the one we had delivered to Kasper. Smaller tables mingled with individual chairs across the available floor space. Two other inmates occupied a pair of tables, reading on their slabs.

      “This place could use a little ambience,” I said, taking in the room. The drab gray walls and embedded LED lighting along the ceiling made the place feel cold and dead. “A fireplace or something.”

      “I’ll put in a request to management,” Quasar replied. “We’re lucky we have this at all.” She plucked a couple of slabs from adjacent cubbies and handed one to Matt and me before taking her own. “I can show you how to use the slab if you’re unfamiliar.”

      I activated the slab. It was close enough to the interface for Head Case’s console that I didn't feel like I needed help. “Thanks, but I think I’ve got it.”

      “We should sit,” she added, crossing to a table in the corner. I wasn’t sure the flimsy metal chair would support her until she settled into it. Matt and I pulled up a couple of the extra chairs, drawing the attention of one of the other inmates. She turned off her slab and stood up, leaving the library with it.

      “We can take the slabs back to our cells?” I asked, keeping my voice low.

      “Affirmative,” Quasar replied.

      “So why do you come down here to read?”

      “Close your eyes and listen.”

      I did as she said. “I don’t hear anything.”

      “Exactly. It’s quiet.”

      “Yes, it is,” the other inmate in the room agreed, looking up from his slab. “So shut the hell up.”

      “Sorry,” I replied, lowering my voice. “How come the other prisoners don’t just bring all of the slabs back to their cells and keep them?”

      “Because they can only be recharged in the cubbies,” Quasar replied in an equal whisper. “They can’t keep them forever.”

      “What if we break one?”

      “There are prisoners in purple coveralls floating around the common areas. It’s their job to maintain everything. But if you break a slab intentionally you’ll be setting yourself up for a beating.”

      “Didn’t I just ask you to shut the hell up?” the other inmate repeated. “Or do I need to shut you up myself?”

      I glanced over at the guy. “Sorry, I’m new to the satellite.”

      “So what? I don’t care. Just shut your hole.”

      “I have questions.”

      He put the slab on his table and raised a fist. “All the answers are right here.”

      I put my hands up in capitulation. Shaq wasn’t so forgiving. He buzzed sharply in what seemed like a warning.

      The man looked at him and laughed. “Is your gastrid going to fight me?”

      “Why does everyone keep calling him a gastrid?” I asked. “He’s not a gastrid, whatever that is. He’s a Jagger.”

      The man looked away from us, returning his attention to his slab. He began tapping on it while I navigated to the satellite’s datastore and started browsing through the collection of books. I wasn’t sure what I was looking for. Hegemony history, maybe? It couldn’t hurt.

      Or maybe it would be a total waste of time. We needed to find a way out of this mess, and a history lesson wouldn’t do it.

      Would anything?

      The other inmate coughed, drawing my attention. He held up his slab facing me. He had found an image of a blueish rodent that bore only a vague resemblance to Shaq. “That’s a gastrid.” He pointed at Shaq. “So is he.”

      “What?” Shaq buzzed, also unable to spot the similarity.

      Quasar looked over at the image. “Sorry, Shaq. I shouldn’t have called you a gastrid before. You don’t look anything like that.”

      “Thank you,” Shaq buzzed in reply.

      “Yes, he does,” the other guy stubbornly insisted.

      “No he doesn’t,” I countered. “Did you look up Jagger?”

      “Not yet.”

      “You should before you keep insulting him.”

      “Oh, am I insulting you, little blue gastrid?” the guy teased. “What’s the matter? You don’t like being called a pest? They should have exterminated you before they let you come up here. Next thing you know, we’ll have a whole infestation of you little buggers.”

      Shaq buzzed sharply again in complaint, hopping from my arm to the prisoner’s table to tell him off in a rapid series of buzzes.

      “Are you serious?” the inmate said. “I’m going to crush you with this thing.” He held up the slab.

      “Look it up,” I repeated. “Before you do something stupid.”

      The man glared at Shaq before tapping on the slab a few times. I knew when he had found Jagger in whatever encyclopedia he was using because his eyes scanned the slab and then his face went stark white. He lowered the device, slowly pushing his chair back as he looked at Shaq.

      “Uh.” He swallowed hard. “My apologies. No offense intended. I uhh… I have to go.”

      Shoving his seat back far enough, he jumped out of it and made a beeline for the door, shoving his slab back in the cubby before rushing out.

      Shaq buzzed in amusement, which caused me to break into laughter too, releasing some of my built up tension. Matt and Quasar joined us, free to be as loud as we wanted now that we had the small library to ourselves.

      Once our amusement subsided, I looked at Quasar, my mood immediately returning to seriousness. “Can we trust you?” I asked.

      “You shouldn’t,” she replied.

      “Maybe not. But can we? Give me an honest answer.”

      “You had my back with Jango. That goes a long way with me, especially here. Yeah, you can trust me.”

      I watched her eyes. Not that I was a pro at judging sincerity, but she looked sincere enough. Besides, what was the worst thing that could happen if she ratted us out? We’d go to jail?

      “Ben, what are you up to?” Matt asked cautiously.

      “I’m glad you were assigned for our initiation,” I said. “It might be the first bit of good luck we’ve had since we picked up Shaq on Cestus.” I leaned over the table, lowering my voice. “I have it on good authority that the Empress may be in danger. Since you were a Royal Marine, I assume you’re still loyal to her. We need to find a way out of here as soon as possible. We need to warn her. Do you think you can help?”
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      “Ben!” Matt snapped, head whipping to look at me with horror-filled eyes. He clearly hadn’t expected me to go right for the jugular. “What the hell?”

      Quasar reacted a little more calmly, but I could still see the moment of panic in her eyes, the instant where I imagined she had to make the decision whether to disassociate herself from us, call the guards, or stay in place and hear me out.

      Fortunately, she decided to stay, at least for the moment.

      “What did you just say?” she asked.

      “The Empress is in danger,” I repeated. “We need to get out of here. To warn her.”

      “Ben, we haven’t even been here two hours,” Matt continued. “We barely know anything about her. No offense,” he said, throwing a quick glance at Quasar before turning his attention back to Ben. “And you’re ready to spill our whole life story?”

      “Yeah, Matt, I am,” I replied defensively. “Every minute counts, especially for me.” I held out my hand, trying to keep it steady. The tremor was unavoidable. “I missed a dose an hour ago.”

      “What is that?” Quasar asked. “Are you okay?”

      “No, I’m not okay. I have cancer. A brain tumor. I have meds to keep the swelling down back on our ship, but obviously I have nothing here. Without treatment, I’ve got a couple of months at best.” I glared at Matt. “And they won’t be pleasantly spent, which is why we can’t waste time getting settled in or getting to know Quasar. She’s a former Royal Marine. That has to be good enough.”

      “You keep trusting everyone you come across,” Matt countered. “You trusted Keep, and we wound up a trillion miles from home. You trusted Alter, and look where that got us.”

      “I thought you still trusted Alter too?” I snapped back.

      “Who’s Alter?” Quasar asked.

      “It’s one thing to make an acquaintance here, another to start blabbing everything. And I do trust Alter. I think. Maybe. I don’t know. You’re the one who put the idea in my head that we couldn’t trust her.”

      “I just think it’s better to assume that we can’t and try to work things out for ourselves than to lean back and wait for a rescue that might never come. Even if she wants to get us out, maybe she can’t. We don’t know that she hasn’t been caught too. Quasar just said we can trust her.”

      “What are you two going on about?” Quasar tried again.

      Matt sighed loudly. “Well, she said, so that must be true, right? No offense.”

      “We need to take the chance. We don’t have time to sit here and rot.”

      “We don’t even know who the Empress is. Why should we care if she’s in danger or not? Besides, Keep told you that, and you know Keep is a snake.”

      “Oh, okay,” I hissed, looking at Quasar, her eyebrows wrinkling in on each other as she listened to me. “This has more to do with me needing to get out of prison sooner than later because I’m dying than it has to do with potential danger to the Empress. To all of the Hegemony really. I need to get treatment. I also don’t want my best friend in here for the rest of his life. Which of those two reasons is more motivating to you?”

      Quasar looked at me like I was a raving lunatic. And at the moment I was angry and desperate for hope. If we sat here and read history books, went back to our cells and went to sleep, and became integrated parts of the population without even trying to figure out how to get out, the lack of effort, the acceptance would drive me insane.

      “I think you need to start from the beginning,” she said before looking at Matt. “And when you say no offense, that usually means you just said something offensive and you’re just looking for a way to not get your teeth knocked in afterward. I strongly recommend against it.”

      Matt flinched, face flushing. “Sorry. I just didn’t expect Ben to throw all of this at you.”

      “What was your plan?” I asked. “Did you have one?”

      “My plan was to give things a day or two to see if we had any movement from outside. Security is still running forensics. Once they link Enigma to the deaths maybe they’ll drop the conviction.”

      “Whoa, whoa, whoa, hold up!” Quasar said, slamming her hand down on the table to quiet us. “Let’s take a breath here.”

      I clamped my mouth shut and nodded, breathing in deeply and exhaling again. Matt folded his arms over his chest and did the same. Shaq returned to my shoulder and started cleaning himself.

      “That’s better,” Quasar said. “Give me a minute to think. A quiet minute.” We waited in silence while she collected herself. “Okay. First things first. Yes, I’m still loyal to the Empress, not that it means much in here. I took an oath to guard her interests with my life. If she is in danger, that’s meaningful to me.”

      “See,” I said, glaring at Matt.

      “Secondly, I’m not going to turn you in or whatever. What would be the point? Even if the guards believed you, there’s no way you’re going to escape. There are only two ways out of here.”

      “Yes, you mentioned that already,” Matt said. “Which is why giving things a couple of days to settle would be the better option.”

      “I disagree,” I replied. “Both with your plan, and with your assessment that we can’t escape. I can’t afford to just blindly accept that.” He turned his attention to Quasar. “Which is why I asked you for your help.”

      “There really isn’t anything I can do for you. I don’t have connections with the guards. I don’t have access to the people I know on the outside. And I’m not just a former Royal Marine, I’m a walking disgrace.”

      “So you can’t help?” I asked.

      “I wouldn’t know how.”

      “Well, what if we came up with a plan and we needed someone with your expertise? Would you be in?”

      “I don’t know. Is there a real threat to the Empress, or did you make all that shit up because you don’t want to die?”

      “Honestly, I don’t know if the threat is real,” I admitted. “My good authority that I mentioned isn’t really that good of an authority. It’s possible he was lying. But it’s also possible he wasn’t. Given a chance, is that a risk you’d be willing to take?”

      She pursed her lips, thinking about it. “No. I wouldn’t take that risk.”

      “So you’d be in?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “What do you mean? You just said–”

      “I know what I just said, but I still don’t have enough information. What were you saying about Enigma?”

      I shook my head. “I didn’t say anything about Enigma.”

      “You didn’t,” she agreed, glancing at Matt. “He did. Something about forensics, Enigma, and deaths.”

      “You know who Enigma is?” Matt asked.

      “I know what Enigma is,” Quasar answered. “An assassin. One of the best. But she disappeared over twenty years ago. I always assumed she was dead.”

      “She isn’t dead,” I said. “We were working for her.”

      “If you’re going to tell her everything, you might as well tell her the truth,” Matt said. “She was working for us.”

      “What? There’s no way Enigma was working for a pair of wannabe smugglers.”

      “Not exactly working for us,” I said. “We were friends. At least, I thought we were. Right now, I’m not so sure.”

      “You were friends? With Enigma?”

      “Yeah.  She’s not what you think she is. It’s a long story.”

      Quasar stood and headed for the door.

      “Where are you going?” I asked, suddenly nervous she had changed her mind about not talking to the guards. Shaq’s grip on my shoulder shifted, ready to chase after her.

      “You said it’s a long story. I need to hit the head before you start talking. If anybody tries to come in and hang out while I’m gone, have your bodyguard chase them out.”

      “My bodyguard?” I asked, glancing at Shaq as Quasar left. “I never thought I would have a blue gastrid for a bodyguard.” Shaq turned to face me, buzzing something in his language before sticking his long tongue out at me. Then we both laughed. “You’re an awesome bodyguard.”

      “Mmm-hmm,” he agreed.

      “That was risky, bro,” Matt said.

      “Yeah, and?” I replied. “It was the right move. Like you said. You’re the muscle; I’m the smarts. We have to do something.”

      “Yeah, I’m with you. We’re all on the same side here, right?”

      I lowered my defenses. “Right. Sorry for barking at you.”

      “Said the chihuahua to the mastiff.”

      “We’re going to find a way out of here.”

      “I know. I just hope we can get out before it’s too late.”
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      Matt and I told Quasar everything, all the way back to playing Star Squadron at VR Awesome!. She was only mildly surprised to find out we were from Earth. Apparently, like I had suspected, we weren’t the only Earthians in the Spiral, but we were pretty rare here. Nobody was quite sure how any of us had arrived, and explaining how Keep had brought us across the galaxy in a limousine had only confused her more. Not that the distance of travel was impossible for their starships, but it should have taken months to years, not minutes to hours or less to get here.

      At least she’d confirmed what Keep had said, that Sedaya could reach Earth if he really wanted to. It still didn’t make sense that he would go through all that trouble just to get back at Matt and me. Then again, as Quasar explained it, Sedaya couldn’t be seen as non-retaliatory, that payback was a certainty when anyone chose to cross him. Besides, he wouldn’t have to devote much of his resources to retaliate. Quasar pointed out that two or three Royal Sentries could probably decimate Earth with little resistance.

      That didn’t mean I was much closer to believing anything else Keep had said, and every day that passed without word from Alter or a sign that she was working on freeing us from prison only served to further convince me that we were on our own. Not that we were sitting around waiting for her to save us. I had decided right away I wasn’t going to do that. I couldn’t afford to be that complacent. I had taken a risk by trusting Quasar, and in the days that followed our initial conversation, my confidence in the decision only increased.

      So did Matt’s. He had backed me up on the decision right away, but I could tell he remained nervous and wary of her, even as she responded positively to our story. According to her, Sedaya was known for his thirst for power, and it made sense to her that he would seek to see his influence grow. Maybe not to the lengths Keep suggested, but she knew he had taken over twenty worlds from other nobles in the last few years, and the pace of his manipulation seemed to be increasing. Even so, the Hegemony didn’t give him much thought. He was one of over sixty remaining Dukes in the Fertile Quadrant. One of hundreds in the Spiral. Even if he captured the entire Quad, his power would pale in comparison to that of the whole galaxy. His military strength would still be lacking compared to the Royal Armed Forces.

      Of course, Keep had said Sedaya didn’t plan to wage a direct war against the Empress. His plans were more sneaky and manipulative, an undermining of the Empress’ strength rather than an all-out confrontation. He had explained some of the Duke’s tactics when he told Matt and me about how he had captured Caprum from the Duchess. Could the Empress’ inner circle be equally corrupted?

      It was all a lot of weighty politics I had never imagined even concerning myself with. I had just wanted to joyride around the galaxy, visit new worlds, see exotic new sights and alien life forms, cure my cancer, and then maybe go home. The last thing I ever desired was to be caught up in any kind of war, whatever form it took.

      Scratch that. The last thing I ever wanted was to die in prison.

      Zero for two in that regard.

      I had every reason to lose hope, especially as my loss of treatment brought my symptoms back worse than they had been before. But every time I thought about Matt being stuck in here for the rest of his life, it brought me out of whatever darkness I started drifting into. Even as the dizzy spells increased, I forced myself to stay focused on finding a way off the satellite.

      I tried not to think about what we would do once we succeeded. Getting out of prison was only the first step. Maybe the hardest, but still only the beginning. Our best case scenario was that  Alter had gotten Head Case off the planet before it was impounded, and she would come back once we were able to send a hypercom message. Worst case? Keep and Alter had taken the ship from the planet and were long gone, our electro with them. I hoped for the best, feared the worst, and tried to mentally prepare for other possibilities, like discovering Head Case had been impounded and we would need to steal the ship back to get away.

      Otherwise, Matt and I did our best to blend into the population, following Quasar’s lead in how best to keep to ourselves. Shaq helped a lot in that regard. Apparently, the inmate we had encountered in the library had started spreading the news about him. Knowing he could kill almost instantly with a single bite kept most of the prisoners at a distance, though I often caught them staring at Shaq with a mixture of fear, curiosity, and anger. They didn’t like feeling so powerless in the face of something as small and cute as the Jagger, and Quasar insisted it would only be a matter of time before the SFH Family tried to neutralize him in retaliation for Jango and the guy Shaq had killed. With that in mind, we did our best to stick close to the guard bots, who wouldn’t allow a brawl to turn into a riot.

      We were in the mess, eating a less-than-satisfying brown slop with unrecognizable ingredients when Deck Forty-nine’s guard bot stomped into the block. It paused at the entrance, swiveled its torso as it scanned the room and then walked directly toward us.

      “Oh, shit,” Quasar said. Her red coveralls had been exchanged for the standard yellow, her job as the prison welcoming committee completed. “This is never good.”

      My heart pounded nervously as the bot approached. I forced myself to swallow the stew as I dropped the spoon into the bowl, turning slightly to face the machine. Shaq left my shoulder, hiding behind my back. I could feel his whiskers on my neck as he peered at the bot from behind me.

      A click from the machine indicated an incoming comm.

      “Hondo. Stang. This is Sergeant Grist. You’re to return to the capsule room at once.”

      Matt and I looked at each other. “Are we being released?” he asked.

      “Why would you be released?” Grist replied. “I have some questions. Your willingness to cooperate may affect the length of your stay. Return to the capsule room immediately.”

      “Yes, sir,” Matt said. “We’re on our way.”

      The comm clicked off. The guardbot turned away from us, resuming its patrol of the deck.

      “What do you think this means?” I asked Quasar.

      She shook her head. “Don’t get your hopes up. Security likes to dangle carrots and then hit you with a big stick.” Her eyes shifted around the room before she leaned in close, lowering her voice. “I don’t know if either one of you has ever stolen anything before, but if you get the chance to grab a slab, take it.”

      “Why?” I asked.

      “The slabs in the library are cut off from the rest of the station’s controls for obvious reasons. But the same can’t be said of a PPS device.” She raised her eyebrows suggestively. “And you said you were a computer-science major, and that you have some experience hacking assembler code.”

      “That’s pretty basic stuff,” I replied softly. “I’d have to think network security on the satellite is a bit tighter than that.”

      “Is it?” she replied. “I don’t know. I mean, why spend a lot of time on software security when nobody except guards can even touch connected hardware?”

      “You seem to know a lot about it,” Matt said.

      “Maybe I’ve spent more time thinking about ways to get out of here since you told me about this Keep guy and Enigma.”

      While I had told Quasar that Alter was Enigma, I had held back from spoiling her secret alien nature. If she was still on our side, I figured she should be the one to do the reveal whenever she wanted, assuming we ever saw her again. If she wasn’t on our side, or we never got out of here, it wouldn’t matter anyway.

      “Grab a slab,” I repeated in a whisper. “We’ll try.”

      Shaq buzzed quizzically. I interpreted the sound as “Can I come?”

      “You should stay here,” I replied. “Grist doesn’t know about you, and I’d prefer to keep it that way. He might not let you come back.”

      “Okay,” he buzzed.

      “Maybe you can be Zar’s BG while I’m gone.”

      Shaq nodded his head and jumped smoothly from my shoulder to Quasar’s, twisting agilely in midair.

      “Nice move,” she said.

      “Tada!” Shaq replied.

      “Come on,” Matt said. “Before the guardbot thinks we’re stalling.”

      “I’ll take care of your plates,” Quasar said.

      “Thank you,” I said as I got up from the table with Matt.

      We made our way across the deck and out to the elevator, stopping in the passageway to wait for its arrival. It felt weird to not have Shaq on my shoulder. He had been a fixture there for a few weeks now, and I noticed the missing weight.

      The elevator doors slid open. Before Matt and I could enter, we had to wait for a trio of prisoners to exit the cab. I immediately noticed their eyes shift to Shaq’s regular spot, their expressions change, a sudden cold tension forming in the air between us.

      “Where’s your little rat?” the woman with the tattooed arms said. It took me a second to recognize the two guys with her. One, the idiot I had tackled during Quasar’s fight with Jango. He had shaved his head since the fight. The other guy looked familiar, but maybe he had been further back from the action. He had a small tattoo on the back of his hand, SFH written in the shape of a shield.

      Shit.

      “He had to take a piss,” I replied. “He’ll be back in a minute. Why, do you want to pet him?”

      “I always thought he just went in your mouth,” Baldie said.

      “Eww,” I snapped back. “That’s freaking gross. Is that supposed to be a put down or something?”

      “Oh, I’ll put you down alright,” the guy answered as he looked down the passageway, making sure the guardbot wasn’t around.

      “Ben,” Matt said. “We need to go.”

      “You aren’t going anywhere, hon,” the woman said, producing a shiv from under her coveralls. “We have some unfinished business.”

      “Can’t it stay unfinished right now?” I asked. “We really do need to go.” I glanced at Baldie. “And what’s your problem? I helped you up off the floor when the guardbot got antsy.”

      “Jango’s permanently blind, asshole,” Shield said. “His days as a soldier are done.”

      “He’s in prison,” Matt said. “I think they were already done.”

      “What? You son of a—” Shield lunged,  barely making it half a step before Matt’s foot was in his jaw, cracking him sideways into Tattoo. I didn’t hesitate, putting a decent right hook into Baldie’s jaw that surprised me when it knocked him on his ass.

      I jumped over him before he could recover, ducking into the elevator with Matt. Tattoo threw herself into the lift with us, slashing at me with the shiv. I sidestepped it and grabbed her arm, twisting it and shoving her into the back of the cab. Matt grabbed her from there, throwing her in the other direction, out of the elevator and into the two guys, knocking all three back before they could recover.

      The elevator doors slid closed and Matt hit the controls, sending us to Deck Eleven and the capsule room.

      “Assholes,” I said, checking my coveralls to make sure I hadn’t been cut.

      “You did good back there,” Matt said. “I’m proud of you.”

      “Quasar taught me a couple of new moves,” I replied. A sudden wave of dizziness hit me, and I had to push myself into the corner of the cab to stay upright as the world spun around me.

      “Ben, you okay?” Matt asked, moving closer.

      I put up my hand. “Just dizzy. It’ll pass.”

      “We need to get you out of here yesterday.”

      “Maybe tomorrow,” I said. “We need to get a slab.”

      “Did I ever tell you about that time I watched that special on television about magicians and how they do their tricks, and then I went into the subway and used the misdirection and sleight of hand stuff I learned from it to pick wallets from unsuspecting passengers?”

      “No. You were a thief?”

      Matt shrugged. “For about thirty minutes. Then a cop spotted me grabbing this guy’s wallet from his back pocket and nabbed me before I got off the platform. Brought me to the precinct, called my dad. I never thought about doing it again.”

      “Why didn’t you ever tell me about that?”

      “Because it was embarrassing.”

      “Come on, man. You’ve told me a lot more embarrassing stuff than that. Like that time your dad caught you—”

      “Yeah. Whatever. But I think every little boy gets caught like that at some point. Not every kid gets arrested.”

      “I think it’s funny and kind of cool, personally.”

      “It was like ten years ago.”

      “Why’d your dad let you run around the subway unattended, anyway?”

      “That’s the other part of the story. He didn’t care.”

      I laughed at that. “You’re lucky you didn’t get kidnapped.”

      The elevator stopped, opening onto the deck. We hurried past the other inmates to the door leading to the capsule that would deliver us back to Kasper’s surface. A guardbot waited near the entrance. A green light scanned the codes on our necks and the door slid open, letting us in.

      “Do you think you’ve still got the magic?” I asked as we walked down the corridor to the waiting capsule.

      Matt cracked his knuckles. “Yeah, I think I’ve still got what it takes.”

      We boarded the capsule. As soon as we sat down, the inner airlock opened and we began our descent.
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      Sergeant Grist waited for us at the other end of the space elevator as the capsule settled onto the floor. A pair of prison security guards flanked him, armed and armored, ready to protect him if we caused any trouble. We stepped out of the capsule and stopped in front of him. I followed Matt’s lead, standing at attention as best I could.

      “Stang. Hondo,” Grist said. “Thanks for coming down.”

      “Because we had a choice?” I asked.

      “You’re a convict, son. Your choices are over. Follow me.” He turned and headed for the door.

      “What, no bomb on the back of our necks?” I asked.

      “Ben,” Matt warned softly. “Cool it.”

      “Don’t need ‘em,” Grist said. “Plasma works too. It actually hurts more. Blowing up your head is instant.” He looked over his shoulder, grinning.

      “He seems to be in a good mood,” I whispered as we fell in behind him, a few feet back. “Nicer to us, at least.”

      “Probably because he knows Alter killed the security guard,” Matt answered. “And we didn’t really do anything that bad, except for stealing the confidential slab.”

      “But we didn’t steal it.”

      “He doesn’t know that.”

      “Maybe if we can convince him, we won’t have to go back up.”

      “Are you going to leave Shaq there? Zar?”

      I winced. “I don’t want to. But I also don’t want to die. If this is our only chance, we can always come back for them. At least he likes Quasar, and he doesn’t even seem to mind being incarcerated. I kind of think he’s enjoying it since everyone is afraid of him. And she’ll end up with a bodyguard and someone to talk to. Not a terrible trade.”

      “Maybe that’s your tumor talking. We don’t leave anyone behind.”

      “What are you two going on about?” Grist said, stopping and turning around.

      “Uh, nothing,” I replied. “Just trying to figure out what you might want to question us about.”

      “We’ll get to that shortly. Shut up until then.”

      “Yes, sir,” Matt said.

      We trailed Grist out of the capsule room and through another door, down a hallway to a door on the left, another corridor to another left-hand door. He pushed it open and waved us in.

      “Shit,” I said. “Are you going to torture us?”

      The room was mostly empty, save for three chairs with a metal table in the center. A shiny steel orb the size of a softball sat on the table. It had a piece of dark reddish glass in the middle that reminded me of the indent on the Death Star.

      “We don’t need to torture you,” Grist said, pointing at the chairs. “Sit.”

      We circled the table and sat down. Grist sat opposite us. The door closed. The thunk of a heavy lock followed.

      Grist picked up the orb and did something to turn it on. Removing his hand, it floated in place between us.

      “Cool,” I said. “What is it?”

      “This is a TRTH-40. We call it a truther. It’ll monitor you while I ask the questions and let me know if you lie about anything.”

      “Oh. I’m not really much of a fan of that.”

      “Why? Do you have problems telling the truth?”

      “Not generally.”

      “Then you have nothing to worry about.”

      “I assume you got the report back from forensics?” Matt said.

      “You assume correctly. Two days ago.”

      “And you know we didn’t kill the security guard.”

      “It certainly doesn’t seem that way. Especially because we have witnesses who saw you on the concourse at the estimated time of her death. And the truther didn’t just have a fit right there.”

      “Wait a second,” I said. “If you have floating polygraphs, why didn’t you just use it when you arrested us? Why send us to the satellite for a week first?”

      “You were too agitated right after your arrest for the truther’s scans to be wholly accurate. What’s a polygraph?”

      I decided to test the orb. “It’s a machine I invented. It floats around and tries to zap you with electricity, and you have to deflect it. It helps hone your reflexes.”

      The orb floated over to me and zapped me with electricity.

      “Ow!” I complained, rubbing the spot on my arm where it hit. “You could have warned me.”

      “Why? I figured you’d want to test the truther out.”

      “It works.”

      “It does,” Grist agreed. “What’s a polygraph?”

      “It’s a machine similar to the truther. But less advanced.”

      “I see.”

      “Do you have a harder question?”

      “Sure. Where is Enigma now?”

      I fought not to smile, assuming the question meant they hadn’t caught up to Alter. “Have you checked our ship?”

      “Your ship is at the impound waiting for the results of our investigation before going to auction.” He reached into his pocket, withdrawing the phone he had confiscated from us earlier. “That’s one of the reasons you’re here. I need you to disable the security so we can get inside.”

      “You moved it to the impound without lowering the shields?”

      “Oh, we used a disruptor on the shields to shut them down, but the door’s still locked. We don’t like selling damaged merchandise when we can avoid it, and since I have you to turn it off…” He passed the phone to Matt. “Let me ask you again. Where is Enigma now?”

      “I wish I knew,” I replied.

      Grist seemed surprised when the truther didn’t move. “Okay. Who’s the stiff you were standing over when security caught up to you in the tunnels, and why did you kill him?”

      “I don’t know who he was, and I didn’t kill him.”

      He glanced at the truther again, confused that my answer hadn’t activated it. “You’re telling me the truth?”

      “That’s what you brought the machine for.”

      He thought about it. “Who killed him, then?”

      “I don’t know.” The truther zapped me in the opposite arm, causing me to wince. “Shit. Fine, his name is Avelus Keep.”

      “How do you know him?”

      “He sold us our starship on Caprum.”

      “Why was he on Kasper?”

      “He was after the slab.”

      “The one you stole.”

      “We didn’t steal it,” Matt said, shoving his phone back at Grist.

      “Who did?” Grist asked.

      “I don’t know. We picked it up on Cestus and brought it here. The dead guy was the courier meant to deliver it to someone else.”

      Grist stared at the truther. “The slab came from Kasper. Why would someone have you smuggle it back to Kasper?”

      “We’d love to know that, too,” I said.

      “Do you know where Keep is now?”

      “No. He set me up to be blamed for killing the courier and took off.”

      “Interesting. So you were running a dark exchange job?”

      “No,” Matt said.  The truther floated laterally and zapped him. “Damn, that does hurt.”

      “It was a rhetorical question,” Grist said. “If you were working for Enigma, it had to be dark ops. Do you have any idea where Enigma might have gone?”

      “No,” I replied, cursing when the truther zapped me. “Damn it. Fine. She may be on board our ship. Or she may have gone off with Keep.”

      “She knows Keep?”

      “Yeah. They might be working together. It’s possible they set us up here.”

      Grist laughed. “I’d say there’s more than a fifty percent chance of that. Which makes a lot of sense why Enigma hired you now.”

      His statement caused me to slump in my chair. “Yeah. Because we’re idiots.”

      “Young and naive,” Grist said. He held up the phone. “Well, now that I have this we can make sure Enigma isn’t on your ship. Otherwise, she’s probably still on Persephon. We haven’t had any reports of anyone matching her description leaving the planet.”

      I held my tongue. I definitely wasn’t going to tell him they could never match her. She could be anyone.

      Grist picked off the truther from the air and switched it off, placing it back on the table and getting to his feet. “Well, that’s all I had for you. I appreciate your cooperation.”

      “What about our sentence?” I asked. “You know we didn’t kill anyone. You know we didn’t steal the slab.”

      “This interview will be disseminated by the adjudicator. They’ll update their sentencing recommendations based on it.”

      “How long will that take?”

      “For the recommendation? I don’t know. The office is pretty backed up. Six months?”

      “Six months?” I shouted, jumping to my feet. “You do remember I told you I was sick, right? I’m not going to survive another six weeks, nevermind six months.” I circled the table, going at him. “I can’t get through a day without getting dizzy, and my hand won’t stop shaking.”

      “Back up,” Grist ordered.

      “Why? What the hell do I have to live for?” I threw myself at him, throwing another hard right hook. Grist caught it easily, twisting it over and putting pressure on my arm at a bad angle.

      “Ben!” Matt shouted, moving in behind Grist.

      They must have had a camera or other observational means because Matt had just grabbed Grist from behind when the two guards burst in. One grabbed Matt and threw him across the room. The other grabbed me.

      “I’m going to die up there!” I shouted.

      “That was a stupid thing to do,” Grist said calmly. “The entire interview will go to the adjudicator. You just cost yourself a few years. Take them back to the capsule and send them back up.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      The first guard picked Matt up off the floor. They each held one of us by the arm, leading us roughly back the way we had come and dumping us into the capsule.

      The doors slid closed and it began the journey back to the prison satellite.

      “Well?” I asked Matt, rubbing at my arm, sore from Grist’s grab.

      He pulled up the leg of his coveralls and dug into his boot. I expected him to pull out Grist’s slab. He held his phone in his hand instead.. “I was mostly worried he would realize it was gone before we started going up. I don’t think they can reverse the process now.”

      “That’s the wrong device,” I said. “We can’t hack the network with that.”

      “One, how do you know you can’t? Two, why would we need to hack the network? Do the words ‘remote control’ mean anything to you?”

      “Do the words ‘limited range’ mean anything to you?” I asked back.

      His face went tight. “Oh. Shit.”
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      “Grist’s going to flip his lid when he realizes I took the phone,” Matt said, still holding the device out to me. “I thought you could remote Head Case up to the satellite and break us out.”

      “How would I do that?” I replied. “Even if I could get the ship up here, we need to dock or at least have spacesuits to leave. We needed Grist’s security slab.”

      “What if you got to the capsule before it reached the station?”

      “That’s like trying to catch a baseball with a butterfly net.”

      “I’m sorry. I was trying to help.”

      “I know. Well, what’s the worst that can happen? They keep us locked up for life? We were already on that train.” I opened the device, bypassing the interface to enter the command line. I had messed around with the software enough, I knew it had some functionality only available with direct code. “We may still have a chance.”

      “What are you thinking?”

      “Well, Zar said the networked slabs from security aren’t likely to be hardened because who’s ever going to get their hands on one to try to hack it, right?”

      “Yes?” Matt guessed, not really up to speed on how software worked behind the scenes.

      “So, what if their network isn’t hardened either?” I said. “Either not password protected at all, or defended by a weak password.”

      “Okay, I get that part.”

      “If that’s the case, we might be able to get our phone onto their network. If we can do that, we might be able to cause some trouble.”

      “But can we escape?”

      “I don’t know. We’ll have a chance. That’s all we can hope for.”

      It was harder to type on the phone than the pilot console, but I managed to locate my way into the networking settings on the device. I didn’t expect the capsule to have connectivity, but I ran a scan anyway. As expected, it came back without a hit.

      “How close do we need to get to the station to pick up their signal?” Matt asked.

      “I have no idea. I’m going to keep scanning until we get something.”

      I ran the scan a dozen more times as the elevator ascended. As soon as we broke through the atmosphere, a network address finally appeared on the device.

      “It’s good for us that the future hasn’t changed basic networking protocols all that much,” I said. “And that they originated on Earth.”

      The address reminded me of IPv6, a series of letters and numbers separated by colons. Trying to connect to it, I was greeted with a password request.

      “It’s password protected,” I told Matt. “Let’s hope they’re lazy.” Fortunately, I had read an article on the top two hundred most common passwords only a few weeks before we met Keep. A lot of them remained fresh in my mind, and I set about entering them, starting with the simplest:

      password

      It didn’t work, suggesting they had at least some small degree of network security aptitude. I moved on:

      123456

      No go. I continued from there to:

      123456789

      Nothing. Maybe it wouldn’t be as easy as I thought. The capsule began its deceleration, the satellite looming overhead. If they were using slightly more advanced security, they would ask for a capital letter, number, and special character:

      Password123456!

      “Yes!” I shouted, pumping my fist when the command line continued past the password prompt. “I’m in.”

      “Seriously?” Matt said, getting excited.

      “I know, right? Twenty-five hundred years in the future in a galaxy far away, and they still don’t follow simple networking security guidelines.”

      “What now?”

      “I’m running a scan for other devices on the network.” The capsule reached the outer airlock, which opened ahead of it just as the scan finished. A list of hundreds of addresses came back, each one labeled with abbreviations like AD-01 and DC-1105 and either a one or a zero. “There are so many.” My eyes traveled the list, pausing when I reached a more familiar abbreviation. PSS-142. “Oh, shit. The guardbots are on the network.” I scrolled the list, noticing that AD-04 was currently set to 1. The rest of the AD devices were zero. Could it be? I waited for the capsule to advance to the inner airlock, the aperture spinning closed and sealing beneath it. I ran the scan again before the inner hatch opened, confirming my hunch when I saw AD-04 was now set to 0. “All of the hatches are on the network too.”

      Could I change which state the hatches were in?

      I closed my eyes, trying to remember the commands I had learned while on Head Case. Alter hadn’t been happy when I’d inadvertently shut off gravity while she was fixing a shorted out conduit.

      The inner airlock opened, and I ran the scan again to check the label. AD-05, status 1. The capsule moved up to the end of the line and we stood up.

      The blast door at the end of the corridor began sliding open, even though we weren’t anywhere near it.

      “I don’t think that’s good news,” Matt said, pointing down the dimly lit passageway.

      I ran the scan again, flicking the list to identify the door in question. BD-1101. It was the only door whose status had changed. That had to be it. I smacked my forehead with my free hand.

      “What are you doing?” Matt asked.

      “Trying to remember the command to edit the door state,” I replied. “So I can close it again.”

      The shape of a guardbot became visible on the other side of the opening blast door.

      “Better make it fast,” Matt said. “He doesn’t look happy.”

      “It’s a machine, how can it look unhappy?” I asked. “I’m trying.”

      I typed in a command, struggling to memorize the door’s ip address. Wrong. I tried again. Wrong.

      “Ben,” Matt said in warning.

      “I know,” I hissed back.

      Wrong. Wrong. Wrong.

      The guardbot passed through the opening doors just before I finished typing. The doors immediately started sliding closed behind it.

      “You missed,” Matt said.

      “I see that, thanks,” I replied. “Can you see its identifier?”

      The guardbot stomped toward us, still a fair distance away. Matt squinted, trying to make out its ID. “I think it says PSS-1111.”

      “All ones?”

      “I think so.”

      I found it in the list, repeating its ip address a few times to memorize it before typing on the command line. It reached the end of the corridor, only a dozen feet away, and came to a stop.

      I entered the command to change its state from one to zero.

      Error. Invalid action.

      Damn it.

      It clicked as its external speakers activated.

      “I think you two have something that belongs to me,” Grist said over its comm.

      “Technically, it belongs to us,” Matt replied.

      “Not anymore. Turn it over, or the bot will shoot you.”

      “Don’t you think that’s a little harsh? It’s not like we can escape.”

      “It may be harsh, but that’s protocol.”

      “Well, how do we turn it over? The guardbot doesn’t have hands.”

      The hatch on the capsule slid open. “Put it in the capsule. Once it’s returned to me, I’ll let you go.”

      I glanced at the bot. If he could order it to shoot me, that meant it had to have a command interface. I quickly tapped in its address, smiling when I was able to connect into the bot’s operating system over the network. Quasar hadn’t been kidding about bad software security.

      “Fine,” Matt said. “What’s our punishment for taking it?”

      “I’m thinking maybe head maintenance for a month is a good start. Maybe a year, if you live that long.”

      At least it didn’t seem like Grist could see us through the bot, or he probably would have had it blast me because I wasn’t bringing the phone over to the capsule. I found the networking commands for the guard bot and where to set a password.

      “Is it in yet?” Grist asked.

      “Just a second,” I replied.

      “Hurry up. I’m not going to give you another warning.”

      I typed in a new password, knowing Grist would lose his connection as soon as I enabled it. “It’s in,” I said. “Bye Sergeant Grist.”

      “Enjoy your—” Grist’s voice vanished as I set the password, knocking him offline. He would probably assume he had lost the connection, not that he had gotten dumped, and since our business was supposedly done, he wouldn’t try. The inner airlock hatch opened and the capsule moved down through it.

      I turned to Matt. “We’ve got about twenty minutes to make something happen.”
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      “Twenty minutes isn’t a lot of time,” Matt replied.

      “No,” I agreed, tapping out commands on the phone. “We need to go get Quasar and Shaq and make our way to Deck One. We can take the emergency ship there and head for the surface.”

      “And then what?”

      “Remote control Head Case?” I suggested. “Once we’re in range, we should be able to bring the ship to us. Then we get the hell out of here.”

      “It’s a plan, maybe,” Matt said, his tone of voice reflecting his uncertainty.

      “What other choice do we have? Stay here?”

      I glanced at Matt before entering a new command inside the guard bot’s system. It stepped forward menacingly, causing Matt to flinch before it circled behind us and fell in at our backs.

      “What did you do?”

      “Apparently, it has something called a huddle algorithm. That’s what the live guards use when they come up from Deck Five to defend themselves from the inmates. We only have one bot, but it’ll defend the identifiers I entered into the system. Yours and mine.”

      “And here I thought the only thing you learned to do with Head Case’s interface was give Asshole a little more personality.”

      “That’s actually more complicated than this. The user interface on the security slab just accesses the command line interface within the bot’s software. Come on. Let’s move.”

      I started toward the blast door at a run, Matt quickly catching up. A sense of dizziness threatened me, and I gritted my teeth against it, fighting the urge to slow down. Exiting the guardbot’s interface, I entered the command to open the door again.

      It moved slowly, allowing Matt and me to enter the corridor ahead of our protector, turning left and racing for the elevator. The other inmates glared at us as we ran past. One of them stuck his foot out in front of me, catching my ankle and sending me sprawling, the phone flying from my hands and skidding across the deck.

      “Asshole,” Matt snapped, rushing to pick up the phone. I moved to my hands and knees, looking over my shoulder as the inmate who tripped me tried to close on me for the kill.

      The guardbot moved out from the capsule room, lights flashing when it spotted the guy coming after me. The other prisoners in the corridor ducked and covered, falling into crouches or onto their bellies, facing the bulkhead. Too intent on killing me, the guy who tripped me didn’t notice the bot’s approach. I looked away as the plasma bolts tore into him, cutting him down.

      “Come on,” Matt said, holding out his hand to help me up. Back on my feet, he passed me the phone and we rushed to the elevator, the other cons in disbelief at the way the guardbot had protected me.

      We reached the elevator, and I frantically tapped on the call button to bring it to our deck. Three minutes had passed already, time dwindling quickly. The guard bot caught up to us, stopping right behind us and turning its torso to face the other direction, where a few curious inmates were following us. They ducked away, changing their minds about getting too close.

      The elevator doors slid open, the cab fortunately empty. We hurried inside, the guardbot joining us without turning back around. Matt directed the lift to Deck Forty-nine.

      We stopped for the first time on Twenty-four. When the doors opened, the inmates there jumped back at the sight of the bot.

      “Private cab,” Matt said. “Stay off.”

      They didn’t argue, watching as the doors closed again and we continued the ascent, pausing twice more before we reached our stop.

      The elevator doors opened.

      Tattoo, Baldie, Shield, and a dozen other SFH Family goons waited just outside. At first, they looked like they were just chatting amongst themselves, hanging out innocently near the elevator.

      “There they are,” Baldie said, all eyes turning our way. “We knew you’d have to come back some time.”

      I stepped out of the cab. “I wouldn’t if I were you.”

      “Oh yeah,” Tattoo said. “What are you going to do about it? Once that guardbot that rode up with you moves to patrol, you’re dead meat.”

      “Sure thing. Have you seen Quasar around?”

      “Heh, we chased that bitch and your little blue squirrel into her cell,” Shield growled. “They aren’t so tough after all.”

      “You mean when it’s twelve against two?” I replied. “Yeah, you’re really tough.”

      “You little shit,” Baldie said, stepping toward me. The guardbot rotated toward him, lights flashing. “Oh, hell no.” He jumped back, putting his hands up. “I’m good. No problem.”

      “How the hell did you do that?” Tattoo said, glaring at me.

      “A magician never reveals how he does his tricks,” I replied, grinning from ear to ear. Matt and I hurried away from the stunned soldiers-for-hire, finding Quasar in her cell, Shaq on her shoulder.

      “Ben, Matt,” she said, rising to her feet. “You’re back. The SFH are looking for you. They—”

      “Yeah, we already crossed them coming off the elevator,” I replied. “We came to an understanding.”

      The guardbot stomped up behind us, causing Quasar to flinch. “Uh…”

      “It’s okay,” Matt said. “He’s with us.”

      “We have about fifteen minutes to get off this station before Sergeant Grist realizes we didn’t give him back our phone,” I added. “We’re going for the emergency ship, but we need to get there before—”

      I was cut off by the sudden loud blaring of klaxons, followed a moment later by the first communications I had heard from the live security guards on the station.

      “Attention all inmates. Attention all inmates. Return to your cells at once. Persephon station is entering lockdown. Return to your cells at once.”

      “What the hell?” I said.

      Quasar stepped out of her cell. “Maybe they figured out you lied to them a little sooner than expected.”

      “How could that be? Grist had to wait for the space elevator capsule to get back to the surface.”

      “If there’s nobody in the capsule, they can move it a lot faster.”

      My jaw went slack. “Oh. Shit.”

      “He probably knows you didn’t return the phone. They might be sending someone up to get it.”

      The loud thudding of the deck’s guardbot drew my attention as it practically ran into the block, coming toward us. Before I could react, my guardbot started to flash.

      “Come on!” I shouted, moving behind it back toward the elevator.

      My bot opened fire on the other guardbot, catching it completely off-guard. Within seconds, it had reduced it to a smoking mess of metal slag.

      We nearly collided with the SFH troops as we made our way back to the elevators. They cleared a path for us, unwilling to upset my guardbot.

      “You’re going the wrong way,” Tattoo said on our way past.

      I slowed, an idea sprouting in my mind. Probably a bad one, but it seemed logical enough at the moment. “We’re getting out of here,” I said. “Do you want to come?”

      “What do you mean getting out of here?” Baldie asked.

      “Escaping,” Matt snapped. “Do you want a diagram?”

      Baldie made a face, while Tattoo nodded. “If you can get us off this station, the Family will owe you one.”

      “Then follow us.”
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      We piled into the elevator nearly fourteen strong plus the guardbot. The fit was so tight I could barely move my hands to work with the phone and navigate to the elevator controls. We needed to get to Deck One, impossible without either the right security clearance or direct access to the equipment on the network.

      “Send it to Deck Six,” I said. “I’m working on access below.”

      “You got it,” Tattoo said, hitting the elevator controls.

      “How are you doing all this?” Shield asked. Pressed tight against my shoulder, he leaned over to look at the phone’s screen. “Where’d you get that slab? I haven’t seen one like that before.”

      “It’s mine,” I replied. “Persephon Penal Security confiscated it when they sent me up here.” I connected to the elevator’s operating system as it began descending toward Deck Six.

      “How’d you get it back?”

      “I stole it,” Matt said.

      “So you’re the one who kicked the Jagger’s nest,” Baldie said, drawing Shaq’s attention.

      “You know he’s a Jagger, right?” Quasar said, reaching up to pet Shaq’s head with her index finger.

      “What? No, he’s a blue gastrid,” Baldie argued.

      “Idiot,” Shaq buzzed.

      The elevator stopped on Deck Six, reaching the lowest accessible floor before I could finish circumventing the security lock. When the doors opened, a crowd of inmates waited, the continuing blare of klaxons deafening behind them. Most of them looked frightened and eager to get back to their cells before the guardbots decided their time had run out. They backed away in a sea of confusion at the sight of my guardbot and all of us crushed in around it.

      “I think I’ve got it,” I said, entering the command to take us to Deck One.

      The elevator doors remained open.

      “Well?” Matt said.

      “I don’t know what happened. Hold on.” I entered the same command again.

      Still nothing.

      “It’s not working, bro,” Matt complained.

      “Really? I couldn’t tell,” I snapped back, confused by the failure. I had entered the command correctly, and in checking the device list, it appeared… “Uh, does anyone here know if there’s more than one elevator?”

      “Of course there’s more than one elevator,” Quasar replied. “There’s a backup on the other side of the deck. You know, for redundancy. The only thing is, that one’s kept locked down.”

      “I think I gained root access to the wrong one,” I said.

      “Are you serious?” Tattoo whined. “I thought you knew what you were doing?”

      “Yeah, I mean there are only like a thousand devices on the satellite’s network,” I shot back. “How could I possibly guess the wrong one?” The doors began to close. “I didn’t do that.”

      “Stop it from closing!” Quasar shouted. Baldie shoved himself between the doors, which pressed tight against him and didn’t retreat like I expected.

      “Why did I just do this?” he groaned, pushing back against the doors.

      “Look at the panel,” Quasar said. “It wants to go down.”

      “So?”

      “So who wants to place a bet there’s at least one guardbot waiting to board, along with at least one live guard.”

      “We’re like fish in a barrel,” Matt said.

      “We’ll cross to the other elevator,” I decided. “I’ve already got access to that one.”

      “What if they already came up on the other elevator?” Tattoo asked.

      “Then we’ll have to get past them, but at least we’ll have room to maneuver. I can’t even breathe right now.”

      “You and me both,” Shield agreed.

      “If we encounter another guardbot, pass me its identifier and I can most likely take it offline at least.”

      “Most likely?” Tattoo said. “That’s not reassuring .”

      “You’re welcome to stay here and take this ride down. Or you can get off and get left behind.”

      “I thought you were soldiers?” Matt questioned.

      That seemed to have the effect he was going for.

      “Druck, scout ahead. If you spot a guardbot, get its ID.”

      “You got it,” Baldie replied. “Someone hold the door.”

      “I’ve got it,” Quasar said. “Go.” Druck squeezed out. Quasar caught the door, pushing it open between her powerful arms. “Everybody out.”

      Tattoo ducked under her left arm, Matt under her right. The other soldiers for hire exited past her. Unfortunately, the guardbot wouldn’t fit.

      “Matt, grab one side, I’ll hold the other one open,” Quasar said.

      Matt did as she told him, straining to keep the one door open while Quasar braced the other, appearing as if it were hardly an effort at all. The guardbot stepped off the elevator and they finally let the doors close.

      “We’re going to be stuck between a rock and a hard place real quick like,” Tattoo said.

      “Move!” I snapped, urging them across the deck.

      “Hey, skinny guy!” Druck said, running back toward us. “You better do something quick; there are four bots on the other end of the deck.”

      “Did you get their IDs?” I asked.

      “One one eight. That was one of them. One six four, I think. Two four seven. And…I forget the last one.”

      I looked in the device list as we started a brisk walk across the floor. I found PSS-118 right away. The others didn’t appear to exist.

      “Well, one out of four is better than nothing,” I said, tapping in the command to connect it to the network.

      We neared the entrance to the gym. The inmates who hadn’t already reached the elevator streamed toward us, unaware of the guards about to pincer them from both sides of the deck. As long as they stayed out of the way, they could hopefully avoid what I knew was about to become a messy situation.

      My hands shook as I connected to PSS-118 and began entering my identifier, trying to take over the guardbot before it made an appearance. I could hear the heavy thuds of its feet further down, and a quick glance revealed an adjacent corridor where I expected the guards to emerge any second now.

      The first guardbot moved out from the corridor, torso turning to face us as it cleared the wall. It was too far away for me to see its identifier clearly. It didn’t matter. There wouldn’t be time to send the huddle command to PSS-118, disconnect, and enter another long address to claim another guardbot.

      Two more bots flanked the first. The first live guard I had seen moved with them, dressed in body armor similar to the spaceport guards and carrying a rifle. I don’t think he knew the prisoners Grist was looking for were on this deck. From the way he glanced over us at first, it seemed he was more concerned with why the elevator had gotten stuck.

      His neutral posture didn’t last. He moved his rifle from a lax position across his chest to a ready state, head swiveling to look at the only prisoners moving away from the primary elevator instead of retreating to it.

      “You there,” he shouted loudly through his helmet’s speakers. “Stop where you are and put your hands up.”

      We all froze in place, but we didn’t have time to stand around.

      Especially because the lights on the bots surrounding the guard began flashing, save for the bot in the rear. My bot. PSS-118.

      “Get down!” I shouted, noticing the entrance to the gym on my left. I threw myself toward it, a step behind Quasar as Tattoo and the others threw themselves onto the deck.

      Crouching behind the safety of the bulkhead, I watched the chaos unfold and resolve in a matter of seconds. My first guardbot, identifying the other side as a threat to me, didn’t waste time with a warning. It started shooting, plasma sizzling over Druck’s head and digging into the lead security guardbot. Meanwhile, PS-118 opened fire on the other two bots from the rear, catching them completely by surprise. The shocked guard, realizing what was happening, threw his rifle onto the deck and crouched with his hands over his head.

      My two bots calmed down, leaving the other three guardbots a smoking mess. Tattoo jumped up and ran across the deck, aiming to scoop up the guard’s rifle.

      “Wait!” I shouted, coming out of hiding. “It’s only assigned to protect me. If you pick up that gun, it’ll kill you.”

      Tattoo froze, her hand inches away from the rifle. “Are you serious?”

      “Dead serious,” I said, running to where the guard had hunched over. Quasar, Matt and the other soldiers followed behind me.

      “How?” the guard asked, looking up as I arrived and scooped up his rifle.

      “Your network security sucks,” I replied. “Stand up.”

      He got to his feet.

      “I don’t really want to take a hostage, but…” I pointed the rifle at him. “Matt, take his helmet.”

      Matt circled the others to lift the helmet off the guard’s head. I was surprised to see he was around my age, and he looked nervous.

      “I’m not going to hurt you,” I said. “I just need to get off this satellite.”

      “You aren’t getting out of here,” he replied. “Nobody escapes. It won’t be any different this time.”

      As if on cue, my two guardbots slumped forward, lowering their guns as they powered down.

      “What?” I said, looking at my phone. My connection to the bot had dropped, and running a new scan, it didn’t show up in the device list. None of the guardbots did.

      “You can’t hack the bots if they’re powered down,” the guard said.

      Tattoo snatched the rifle from my hand before I could react, pressing the muzzle against the guard’s temple. “We still have a hostage.”

      “How much do you think I’m worth?” he replied. “Enough to destroy the satellite’s reputation as inescapable? One person gets out and there will always be someone else who tries from now until forever. I’m too expendable for that.”

      “Shit,” Matt said. “Now what do we do?”

      “We can still get to the lower decks,” I replied. “I didn’t bring these prisoners along because I like them.”

      An echo of murmurs from the other end of the deck and the sound of footsteps stole my attention. Looking over my shoulder, I saw a dozen armed and armored guards coming our way from the primary elevator.

      We were out of time.

      “Move!” Tattoo said, shoving the guard forward.

      “Leave him,” Quasar hissed. “Come on.”

      The guards started shooting behind us, plasma bolts hitting at least two of the soldiers for hire as we broke for the corridor leading to the backup elevator. Fortunately, we weren’t far from the passageway. Unfortunately, we were far enough we took heavy fire on the way, more of the SFH dropping away as the plasma zipped into and through our group. One bolt nearly hit Matt, sizzling into the deck just behind his heel. Another singed my earlobe, leaving a hot sting. We cleared the bulkhead, using it for cover as we continued toward the elevator.

      We were halfway there when the doors began sliding open. Tattoo trained her rifle on the cab, ready to start shooting.

      “Cover our rear,” Quasar said, bursting ahead of the rest of us, her powerful legs pumping hard. Shaq leaped from my shoulder, grabbing onto her back for the ride.

      “Cover our rear,” Tattoo said, passing Druck the rifle. He caught it and turned around, rushing back toward the corner without questioning the fact that she had just delegated the greater risk to him.

      A unit of guards in riot armor and carrying rifles filled the elevator cab. They weren’t prepared for us to be so close, and they didn’t have time to ready their guns before Quasar barrelled into the cab, knocking several every which way.

      “Shaq, don’t kill them!” I shouted, hoping he would hear me and stay out of the fight. I didn’t want to be responsible for any more dead law officers who were just doing their jobs.

      “Are you kidding?” Tattoo hissed beside me. “It’s us or them.”

      “It doesn’t have to be,” I insisted.

      Quasar’s assault rattled the entire guard unit, the men screaming and shouting  as she threw her weight around inside the cab, knocking them against the walls before throwing one of them out of the cab. He stumbled into Matt, who tackled him,  driving him back against the wall and punching him in his face shield enough times to disorient  him sufficiently to  steal his rifle.

      Tattoo produced her shiv as she rushed into the cab, stabbing a guard in the side. I winced at the violence, angry at her insistence on bloodshed but unable to stop it. She shoved the guard against the wall and stabbed him two more times before taking his gun.

      Behind us, Druck let out a loud battle cry as he opened fire on the forces at our backs. Plasma flowed back toward him, the bulkhead absorbing the return fire before the guards took cover.

      Quasar took care of the last of the guards in the elevator as Shield and the other two remaining soldiers for hire jumped in.

      “Get out,” Tattoo said, pointing her rifle at Quasar.

      “What the hell?” Matt said.

      “The only reason I don’t shoot you is because you got us this far,” Tattoo said as Shield and the other two soldiers for hire picked up the other rifles. “Now send us down.”

      “What about Druck?” Quasar asked. He continued shooting from the corner, holding the other guards back.

      “A noble sacrifice I won’t forget. Send us down, or we start shooting.”

      I glared at her before glancing down at the phone. Reluctantly, I entered the command to send the secondary elevator to Deck One. Tattoo smiled when the number lit up on the screen inside the cab and the doors began closing.

      “Thanks for the ride, loser.”

      “Shit,” Matt said, looking at me. “Now what?”
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      “Go help Druck,” I said. “I need a minute. Make sure he knows his own people abandoned him.”

      “Got it,” Matt replied, running back down the corridor.

      “What are you going to do?” Quasar asked as I returned my attention to the phone, tapping furiously on it.

      “They powered down all the guard bots at once. Which means there has to be a command inside the main system to do it. I’m trying to find the command.”

      “If you turn the guard bots back on before they get to the escape ship…” Quasar said, trailing off. We both knew what would happen.

      “It’s what they deserve,” I said. “She didn’t have to stab that guard or betray us to get off the station. Shaq, thanks for not biting anyone.”

      “No problem,” he buzzed in reply. He added something else after that I didn’t understand.

      “Ben, whatever you’re doing, hurry up!” Matt shouted from the end of the hallway.

      “I know!” I shouted back.

      I entered a few more commands, leading me to a list of available operations. One of them was called SentryPostureMode. Retrieving the value, I saw it was set to zero. “Matt, let’s go!” I called out, certain the guard bots in the hall would reactivate the moment I changed the value back to one. It worried me that my bots might start shooting at the guards. Since they wouldn’t be able to see me to know if I was under threat or not, I hoped that wouldn’t be the case.

      Tattoo probably thought I was weak for not wanting the guards too badly harmed. I didn’t care. To me, it took a lot more strength to succeed with rules and limits than it did by any means possible. It was easy to be a loose cannon, harder to have morals. We weren’t the bad guys, and the guards weren’t either, which meant we were really on the same side, even if they didn’t understand that.

      Matt and Druck sprinted down the hallway. I set the SentryPostureMode command back to one, and then quickly used the command line’s history to return to the hatch command, relocking the escape ship’s hatch before recalling the elevator to Deck Six.

      Timing was everything. Would we make it on board before the guards reached us? If I turned the guard bots off again, would they have time to take out Tattoo and her group before I did?

      It was all coming down to the wire, and in the back of my mind, I was kind of impressed with myself for getting this far. And impressed with Matt. He had completely kept his cool through all of this, both of us a far cry from where we had started this journey.

      “Zar, be ready in case Tattoo and friends didn’t disembark. Shaq, you too.”

      Shaq stuck out a tiny thumb in affirmation. Quasar readied herself to charge into the cab like she had before.

      The first guard reached the corner, cautiously pausing there. Druck fired from his hip, sending plasma bolts into the wall and forcing the guard back. The elevator arrived. The doors opened.

      “Clear!” Quasar shouted after bursting into the cab.

      Looking into it, I saw what Tattoo and her soldiers had left behind. The guards were still slumped on the floor, all of them shot dead. It took less than a breath for me to go from impressed to dismayed. Bringing the mercenary convicts along had been a mistake after all, and the guards had paid the ultimate price. Damn.

      “Let’s go!” I shouted.

      Matt and Druck fired aimlessly down the hallway, backing into the cab as the guard bots reached the corridor. They swiveled toward us, guns aimed in our direction as I sent the elevator back to Deck One, and then quickly changed SentryPostureMode back to zero.

      The bots slumped forward, offline once more as the doors closed and we started the descent.

      “That was close,” Matt said, exhaling sharply.

      “We aren’t out of the woods yet,” I replied. “Stay sharp.”

      Matt nodded and brought his rifle up again, ready to shoot. Druck did the same.

      “I can’t believe she left me behind,” he muttered. “That bitch. I knew she never really liked me.”

      “That probably says something positive about you,” I replied.

      He glanced over at me and smiled. “Yeah, it probably does. Former Lance Corporal Emil Druck, Fourth Mech Division, the Ishima Complex. Since we’re on the same side right now. Figured you should know.”

      “I’m Ben,” I replied. “Matt, Quasar, and Shaq.”

      “I know Quasar. Nothing personal. Family business, you know?”

      “Eyes forward, Corporal,” Quasar replied as the elevator slowed.

      “If you have to shoot any guards, aim for the extremities,” I said.

      “Not really my usual tactic,” Druck said.

      “Welcome to my side,” I answered.

      He laughed. “Okay. Aim for the nuts. Got it.”

      “That’s not what I said.”

      He laughed harder. “I’ve got it, Bennie.”

      The doors opened. Druck went out first, sweeping the passageway with his rifle. “Damn.”

      Three guards were outside the elevator, all of them dead. One of Tattoo’s goons was down too, slumped against the bulkhead, bloody but still breathing.

      “Chez,” Druck said, kneeling beside him.

      The mercenary looked up at Druck, opened his mouth to say something, and died.

      “Come on,” I said. “We need to find the ship.”

      A clamor in the distance gave us a good idea which way to go. It sounded like someone was trying to get through a blast door by smacking it with a rifle.

      We ran down the passageways, cutting through an intersection. Passing a few more dead guards, we reached a powered down guard bot facing away from us. We found Shield dead at the end of the hallway, a huge hole in his back. Another mercenary had fallen just around the corner, succumbing to her injuries.

      We turned the last corner, ducking back as plasma fire sizzled toward us, hitting the bulkhead.

      “Open the hatch!” Tattoo shouted. “Open it, and I’ll let you get to the ship.”

      “Forget it,” Matt shouted back before I could answer. “Put down your rifle and maybe we’ll take you with us.”

      “Go screw yourself,” Tattoo snapped.

      “Matt, hand me your rifle,” Quasar said calmly. “I’ll take care of this.” He didn’t argue, passing her his gun.

      Shaq hopped from her back to me as she put her back against the bulkhead, preparing to pivot out into the open.

      “Good luck,” Matt said.

      “I don’t need luck,” she replied. She smiled as she spun around the edge of the wall and sent a single plasma bolt in Tattoo’s direction.  Her return shot rang out, the round hitting the ceiling over Quasar’s head. “Clear.”

      We moved around the corner. Tattoo was on the deck in front of the hatch, a large hole in her forehead.

      “Wow, lucky shot,” Druck said.

      “There was nothing lucky about it,” Quasar countered.

      I used the phone to open the hatch, and we poured into the ship’s small airlock, using the controls on the bulkhead to close the outer door and open the inner one. It led out into a tiny corridor. The cockpit was on the left, passenger seats on the right.

      I went left, pausing at the threshold to the cockpit.

      “Ben, what’s wrong?” Matt asked, standing behind me as the others found seats.

      “This isn’t like Star Squadron or Head Case,” I replied, looking at him over my shoulder. The controls were similar in that they had a stick and a throttle, but that was the end of it. Instead of a VR helmet, there was only glass between us and space. Instead of switches and a center console, I found a flat black surface positioned beneath the thrust control. “I don’t know if I can fly this. Hell, I don’t even know where the ignition is.”
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      “Well, whatever you’re going to do, you better do it fast,” Matt said. “I can’t imagine orbital security is going to sit there and wait for us to get the hell out of here.” He looked past me, through the cockpit glass. “That might even be them now.”

      I looked forward again, spotting the five thruster trails in the distance as they shortened and vanished, the ships ahead of them coming directly toward us.

      “Shit,” I said, throwing myself into the pilot seat and grabbing the restraints. “Here.” I passed Matt the phone. “Strap in and hold on tight.”

      “Try not to get us killed,” Matt replied.

      “I’ll do my best.”

      He left me alone in the cockpit, staring at the controls. Or rather, lack of controls. My first guess was to tap on the flat surface.

      It activated immediately, rows of icons appearing on the screen. Even better, the surface became tactile beneath my fingers, each icon gaining an individual feel. The power button was top-center, and I hit it without hesitation. There was no sound, but the interior of the ship shuddered before gaining a smooth vibration. That had to mean the engine was active.  I had the stick and thruster control. Did I need anything else?

      Watching what I assumed were orbital security starfighters racing toward me, I decided I didn’t.

      I opened the throttle, and the ship accelerated forward, shoving me back in my seat. Clearly, it didn’t have the same kind of inertial dampening systems as Head Case. A loud grinding sound came from the port side and the ship shuddered violently for a few seconds before fully launching away. Looking back, I saw the debris of the docking mechanism spinning out into space behind us.

      I knew I had forgotten something.

      It didn’t matter. We were clear of the station and gaining speed. We weren’t clear of the starfighters. I could barely make them out in front of us, identifiable only by the shadow in the center of their wide thruster output. I was certain this ship had to have a HUD like Head Case, or some other means to track incoming traffic besides trying to catch up to their trails, but I had no idea how to turn it on.

      Bright flashes lit up the fronts of the fighters, and I reacted instinctively, pulling up on the stick and putting the ship into a sharp climb. The G-forces slammed into me, stealing my breath and forcing me to reduce the angle before I passed out. The energy bolts zipped past, missing us by a lot.

      Knowing I had to be more careful maneuvering, I guided the ship through a slower arc, trying to get the nose pointed toward Kasper. I wasn’t entirely sure what I was supposed to do now that we had stolen the ship. I couldn’t land at the spaceport. I would need to find somewhere to touch down and then remote-pilot Head Case to our position for pickup.

      The orbital security starfighters weren’t willing to let me take the easy way out of here. They changed direction, pulling up toward me and unleashing another barrage. I responded by jerking hard to the right, throwing me against the restraints and leaving me reeling from the sudden pressure. One of the energy blasts hit the fuselage. A warning beep screamed around me.

      “Shit!” I shouted. There was no way this ship could outperform one starfighter, nevermind five. And they obviously didn’t have any qualms about shooting at us. What the hell was I supposed to do?

      I did my best not to panic, increasing the thrust more gradually as the starfighters shot past, no doubt planning to circle around behind me. I didn’t have any kind of rear view. No visibility out the back, no camera. Once they reached my tail, we were all as good as dead.

      Pushing the stick forward and diving toward the planet, I did the only other thing I could think of to do. I started mashing the buttons on the control pad, hitting each in turn. One of them must have opened a comm channel, because a voice echoed over the beeping, ordering me to surrender. Another one pulled up the HUD I had been looking for, while a third finally showed me the rear view.

      And the starfighter right behind us.

      “Shit!” I shouted again, reducing thrust. “We surrender! We surrender! Don’t shoot!”

      “Stop your acceleration and bring the ship to a complete and total stop,” Control ordered, his perfect calm a stark contrast to my fear. “Shut down your engine, and prepare to be boarded.”

      “Okay, okay,” I replied. “It might take me a minute. I’m not really sure what I’m doing. I’ve never flown a starship before.”

      “That’s because you’re a murderous thug,” Control replied harshly. “When they put you up for execution for what you just did, I’ll make sure to be there to watch.”

      “What?” I whined. “We didn’t kill anyone.”

      “We saw the feed from the satellite. We know what you did.”

      “That wasn’t us. That was Tattoo and her goons. We killed her for you.” The pitch of my voice was so high, I knew I must sound like a baby crying into the comms. This had all gone so very, very wrong. Why did I think we could possibly escape from prison? I didn’t care if they executed me, I was going to die anyway. But Matt? I couldn’t stand the thought.

      “You were involved. That’s enough.”

      I fought harder to regain my composure. There had to be a way out of this. I just needed a minute to think. How could I get the ship to the planet’s surface without being blasted by the starfighters?

      I couldn’t. Unless…

      It was a bad idea, and when it didn’t work we would all die. But a quick, unexpected death had to be better than being held prisoner and put in front of a firing squad, or however these assholes handed out the death penalty. Matt would never know what hit him.

      “I’m sorry, man,” I whispered, moisture reaching my eyes. Not that I was eager to die either, but what other choice did I have?

      None.

      “You know what, Control?” I said. “If you’re going to execute me for something I didn’t do, then come get me.”

      I opened the throttle again, increasing the angle toward the surface. Looking back toward the prison satellite, I guesstimated the location of the space elevator wire, twisting the stick to use the vectoring thrusters to send us in a hard turn.

      The tailing starfighter’s energy blasts swept past, two or three hitting the hull, the G-forces ripping at me as the ship turned around. Cutting the vectoring thrusters, I launched back toward the satellite, nearly colliding with one of the starfighters.

      “Come on, come on,” I said, desperate to make it to the wire. It was impossible to see ahead, but I did my best to judge it by the bottom of the station, searching for the outer airlock.

      There, it was. I pushed forward on the stick, arcing the ship downward, trying to line up our descent with the elevator cable. I spotted it against the light of the planet as I came nearly parallel to it, using it as a guideline. The starfighters didn’t shoot for fear of hitting the cable or sending us into it. While I didn’t think a collision would hurt the cable much, it was probably a risk orbital security didn’t want to take.

      In fact, I counted on it.

      That didn’t mean we were going to get away. I had to stay with the cable as long as possible. What it did was buy us time, and every second counted. We raced into the atmosphere, the OS starfighters giving chase. One of them moved into position directly behind us, lining up the shot once more. I moved my finger to hover over the power button, keeping a grip on the throttle, ready to cut it completely.

      The energy bolt from the OS fighter was my cue. I killed the power at the same time I completely cut the thrust, only a split-second before the bolt slammed into the thruster. The ship shook, the warning sound blaring so fiercely I thought it would deafen me. The smell of smoke and burning metal filled the interior as I waited for the engine to explode and take us with it.

      We didn’t die. Not yet. The ship continued the descent on its already built up velocity and the rapidly increasing gravity from entering the atmosphere. That still didn’t mean we were safe.

      I didn’t really know the first thing about making an emergency crash landing. I understood the physics of flight, and looking through the cockpit’s canopy I could see the escape craft had small wings able to provide lift. Being a spaceship, it didn’t have flaps or any other control surfaces, which meant it relied on thrust vectoring to change course. I had killed the power to sell that we’d had a critical hit, in hopes of getting the OS starfighters off our tail. I would need to bring the ship back online to control our vector. But would it even come back online? The smell making its way forward was a big clue it might not. And if it didn’t? I had just strapped us into a large kinetic bomb, on a direct downward course toward the security station at the other end of the space elevator. Not only would we die, but Grist and the other guards might be killed as well.

      I didn’t like Grist all that much, but I definitely didn’t want to end his life.

      Without the HUD, I couldn’t see behind the ship. I imagined the OS starfighters were still back there, observing our descent but not engaging. Maybe they didn’t realize we were on a collision course with the station. Once they did, they would probably start shooting again. I hadn’t thought that far ahead when I came up with this stupid idea.

      I tapped the power button, holding my breath while I waited for it to respond. We had dropped enough altitude that the curvature of the planet was no longer visible on the periphery. Only wisps of white clouds, the gray-brown of the mountains, and the green surrounding them were visible, along with the silver of Persephon city and the spaceport at the periphery. Even that was moving out of view quickly as we rapidly approached.

      Sparks flew from the side of the cockpit, followed by smoke and an even more acrid burning smell. The ship refused to come online, the hit from the starfighter a fatal blow. Thicker air meant more resistance and more turbulence, and we began to bounce and shake while our velocity continued decreasing. Not enough.

      “Damn it,” I whispered. I had done my best. I knew the odds were bad, and I couldn’t beat them. Whether we crashed into the station or the starfighters blew us apart before we blew up on impact, the adventure of a lifetime was coming to an end.

      I tried the power again, causing a few more sparks to my right. With nothing else to do, I hit it a third time. No sparks. In fact, a light rumble sounded from the rear and the shuddering intensified, the power supply fighting to ignite the damaged rear thrusters.

      “Come on,” I growled, yanking back hard on the stick. The vectoring thrusters fired successfully, beginning to lift the nose, slowly pulling us out of the suicidal dive. I held the stick back, watching the mountains getting closer, feeling the Gees, the ship rattling harder as the maneuver put added strain on its frame. And on me, although I had to do no more than tighten my stomach muscles to keep breathing.

      The HUD had returned with the power, and it flashed in front of me now, alarm bells ringing in my ears at the potential collision with the ground. I ignored it and pulled the stick all the way back, the thrusters doing the best they could to pull us up. Nothing else was under my control. We would either make it or we wouldn’t.

      It wasn’t as close as I thought it would be. We were still near ten-thousand feet when the nose finally made real headway in its effort to rise, the thrusters pushing the ship close to level. The small wings caught the air, providing lift, and we drifted flat as I allowed myself a single exhale. The rear camera had been destroyed in the starfighter hit, so I leaned up and looked back, trying to see if we were being followed.

      An energy bolt hit the fuselage just behind the cockpit, the flash of light nearly blinding me. I flinched away, cursing as I tried to bank hard right. Unable to maneuver as well in the atmosphere, the thrusters enacted a gentle turn. Or maybe not all of them were functional. Either way, the evasive maneuver was a joke, giving the starfighter plenty of time to line up another shot. I stopped banking, choosing to descend more rapidly instead and looking down, searching for somewhere to crash land.

      Another energy bolt hit the top of the ship, a sudden whistle of air forming in the back. Looking over my shoulder, I saw the blast had gone straight through the metal and between the seats where my terrified passengers held on for dear life. I knew the next shot, probably the last one the OS starfighter would need to take, would come at any second.

      The starfighter suddenly surprised me, rocketing past us. Rapid-fire plasma bolts trailed behind it, peppering the air with fire as our purple starfighter from Head Case chased the fighter off.

      “Whooohoooo!” I shouted as loudly as I could, my heart leaping as the small starfighter raced past us on the orbital security ship’s tail. I had to assume Alter was in the cockpit of the starfighter. I followed it as it broke off the engagement and circled back, waving my free hand as it shot past us.

      The escape ship fell into an unnatural shadow a moment later. Looking up and back, I saw Head Case overhead, the purple fighter swinging past it and sweeping back again to keep us covered. My entire body tingled with excitement, the overwhelming tension and pressure of the moment beginning to subside.

      I looked to the passenger compartment, certain Matt had managed to enter the remote access for the ship and fly it to us. But I found the phone discarded on the deck, having fallen out of his hand at some point.

      So who was flying Head Case? Could it be Keep? Whoever it was, I was beyond ecstatic they were here.

      Returning my attention to the landscape, I spotted a large field surrounded by trees at the base of the mountains directly ahead. Compared to what I had just done, landing the ship there would be a piece of cake.

      Again, after all the times it had seemed impossible, somehow we had made it.
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      I brought the escape ship down relatively smoothly considering I only had the vectoring thrusters to work with, and I had never actually landed a starship as though it were an airplane. We hit the ground relatively hard, bounced twice, and skidded along the grass. Fortunately, the starboard wing prevented the fuselage from rolling. But like the old saying went, any landing you could walk away from was a good one.

      As soon as the ship settled, I removed my restraints and jumped to my feet, legs weak and body more sore than I expected. All things considered, I was lucky I hadn't blacked out during any of the most critical moments. Rushing to the back, my eyes swept over my passengers. Quasar sat calmly, Druck’s face was a little pale but he was otherwise alert. Matt looked like he had puked and passed out.

      “Where’s Shaq?” I asked, not spotting the Jagger right away.

      “Here,” he buzzed, causing me to look up. He held fast to the perforated metal of the ceiling, having used his claws to lock himself in place.

      “Are you okay, buddy?”

      “Mmm-hmmm.”

      “Zar, Druck, are you good?”

      “I’m fine,” Quasar replied, unbuckling her restraints as she looked over at Matt. “He didn’t handle it too well.”

      “He usually doesn’t.”

      “I’m okay,” Druck said. “But I wouldn’t complain if I never had to do anything even remotely like that ever again. And I’ve done ten klick drops in a fifty ton mech.”

      “Does that mean what I think it means?” I asked.

      “If you think it means free-falling in the cockpit of a humanoid-shaped war machine, depending on anti-gravity transducers in the feet and what amounts to a huge jetpack on your back to prevent from being crushed on landing while being shot at from both the air and the ground, then yeah. It does.”

      I nodded. “That’s sort of what I was thinking.” I turned to Matt and shook his arm. “Matt, wake up, man. Matt!”

      His eyes fluttered open, staring at me. “Shit. We’re still alive. You must be the best pilot in the galaxy for real.”

      “Not even close. We just have the right friends. Come on. We can’t linger here. I’m sure either law enforcement or Kasper’s military is on the way right now.”

      Matt unbuckled his restraints. Quasar helped him to his shaky feet.

      “I can’t believe I’m free,” Druck said, laughing.

      “You aren’t free yet,” I replied.

      I backed up to the airlock. The outer hatch had been torn off when I left the satellite and one of the energy blasts had grazed the interior door. I shuddered at the thought of how close it had come to puncturing open our tin can and venting our air out into space. I shuddered at the thought of how many times we had nearly died on the path between Deck Forty-nine and touchdown on Kasper. Opening the hatch, I breathed in deeply of the air that rushed in at the same time I jumped out.

      Head Case had already come down in the field behind us, straddling the deep gouge my crash landing had left in the earth. The entire hangar door sat open, the ramp fully extended, each side of it supported by the ground on either side of the channel. Alter had already returned the purple starship to the hangar, and she walked toward us in her Enigma form, expression set and serious. All business.

      I couldn’t do the same. I was all smiles as I hurried to meet her. “Alter. I’m so glad you’re here. I thought—”

      “Get on board and get ready to fly,” she said, cutting me off. “Half of the armed units in and around Kasper are coming our way.”

      It was probably the worst greeting anyone had ever given me, but I understood the urgency. “Is Keep with you?” I asked.

      “No. Why would he be with me?”

      The response immediately left me feeling idiotic for ever thinking she would betray us for Keep. “It doesn’t matter. We’ve got a couple of new passengers. Help get them settled.”

      She nodded curtly. I sprinted past her, not slowing down until I was inside the elevator on board Head Case. Taking it to Deck Four, I hurried to the flight deck and flopped down in the pilot’s seat completely out of breath. My head started pounding, bright flashes popping in front of my eyes, replaced with streaky waves of darkness.

      “No, not now,” I said out loud, squeezing my eyes tight and fighting to overcome the darkness. “Not until we’re in hyperspace.”

      I grabbed my helmet and locked myself into the seat, grateful to be back behind familiar controls. The augmented reality allowed me to see through the front of the ship and watch as Alter, Matt, and the others hurried on board.

      “Ben, let’s go,” Alter said, contacting me from the hangar.

      She had kept the engines running, so all I had to do was pull back on the stick to send Head Case back into the air, floating skyward while I glanced at the sensor grid. Alter wasn’t kidding. Dozens of vehicles were approaching our position from the direction of the spaceport—from land, space, and air. Getting through them would be like threading a needle.

      I opened the throttle, able to hear the light roar of the thrusters as Head Case blasted forward, more grateful than ever for the inertial control systems. Rather than immediately heading for space, I let the ship build up velocity as we headed away from the units giving chase, maintaining, and then building a little distance between us.

      Pilot Alter hurried onto the flight deck, taking her position in the co-pilot seat. I waited until she was secure before changing our vector and beginning the launch toward space. Angling Head Case nearly perpendicular to the ground, we rocketed upward. A quick look at the grid showed OS starfighters still overhead, waiting beyond the atmosphere to get their crack at us.

      “I thought you’d abandoned us,” I said. “Or you at least weren't going to help us.”

      “Why would you think that?” Alter replied. “I don’t want Head Case to wind up in Sedaya’s hands.”

      I had thought maybe she would say she didn’t want to leave her friends behind. “How would it wind up in his hands all the way out here?”

      “He’s got eyes and ears everywhere. No doubt he knew about the auction, and what was part of it. Certainly, he knew you’d been imprisoned.”

      The thought that maybe Tattoo had planned to jump us under Sedaya’s orders danced across my mind. Was that why she had betrayed us?

      “Well, I thought you’d try to save us from prison,” I added, feeling stupid for saying it as soon as it left my mouth.

      “I had problems of my own, Ben. I barely got out of the spaceport without getting caught.”

      “You? I find that hard to believe.”

      “It’s true. And how was I supposed to get you out of prison? Pose as a guard? And then what?”

      “I don’t know. Have us sent back to the surface station and pull us out there?”

      “How?”

      “I don’t know. You could have eat…” I trailed off. I had been upset with her for killing one security guard, and here I was about to suggest she should have killed more to save us. “How did you know we would escape?”

      “I didn’t. But I kept tabs on the security links, hoping you might figure something out. You’re more capable than you think. And you did figure something out. When I heard there was an attempted prison break, I thought you might be involved. When word came through that you had stolen the emergency escape ship, I came to help.”

      “And what if we hadn’t escaped?” I asked.

      “The auction was supposed to be in three days. If you were still imprisoned by then, I would have left.”

      “With Head Case.”

      “I don’t have another ship.”

      “And abandoned us.”

      “Yes, if that’s what it came to. But that wasn’t my goal. How could I let the ship, and me, be captured like that? I would have waited as long as I could and perhaps come back for you if I had to and had the opportunity. It doesn’t matter now. I’m here. You’re here. I’m glad you made it out.”

      “Me too,” I said. “But if there isn’t another pilot here, how did you use the starfighter and Head Case at the same time? Can you split yourself in two?”

      Alter laughed. “No. The ship has a follow mode, linked to the 3LV3N.”

      “3LV3N? That’s another mouthful. That ship needs a name, too. Can you set the follow mode on a person? That might be interesting.”

      “Yes, but it would also be dangerous to anyone around you.”

      I flipped the switch to activate the shields as we blasted toward the upper atmosphere. A quick look at the grid showed the orbital security starfighters were moving in, but I wasn’t all that worried about them. I didn’t think they had the punch to break through Head Case’s shields. There was something else on the grid. A much larger ship that looked as though it was vectoring our way from its original berthing at one of the orbital stations.

      Looking out ahead of us, my whole body trembled as I confirmed what the grid suggested. I had wondered what kind of event might cause a Royal Sentry to get involved.

      It seemed I had my answer. “Alter,” I said.

      “I see it,” she replied.

      “What do we do?”

      “We need a clear path to jump to hyperspace as quickly as possible.”

      “That’s going to be hard to do with those starfighters moving in.”

      “Then we have to remove them.”

      “I don’t want to kill people who are just trying to uphold the law. That’s something I wanted to talk to you about later.”

      “If we don’t remove them, they’ll slow us down until the Royal Sentry can remove us.”

      “There has to be another way.”

      “Once the Sentry clears the station, they’ll begin launching fighters. Dozens of fighters. We’ll lose our chance to escape. I’m sorry, Ben. There isn’t another way.”

      I glanced at the grid, and then back out into space, watching the massive Royal Sentry ship gaining velocity as it pulled farther away from its dock. How could things keep going from bad to worse? There had to be a stop gap somewhere, a break waiting there for them, didn’t there?

      I wasn’t so sure.

      “Ben, you need to make a decision,” Alter pressed.

      I didn’t want to shoot at them. I didn’t want to make the hard choice. I wanted to write software, play music and have fun with my friends. I wanted to be a young adult enjoying life. I had written back to Keep’s text on a lark and it had turned out to be real, and I had signed up for the adventure of a lifetime. But nobody told me the adventure would be more like a horror movie. And that I would need to finish growing up in days.

      Then again, if I didn’t get treatment for my cancer, days were all I had left anyway.

      I had dragged Matt into this, and ultimately I had to choose between them and him. I did my best to convince myself that the starfighters angling toward us were drones. No human pilots. No one inside them to kill.

      It didn’t work. My mouth went dry, my palms sweaty. I knew what had to be done, but I just couldn’t bring myself to do it. Naive? Maybe. Weak? I still didn’t think so.

      I pushed forward on the stick, breaking our ascent to send Head Case into level flight just beneath orbit and out of their firing range.

      “What are you doing?” Alter hissed.

      “There has to be another way. Tell me the PCS can’t chart a clear path.”

      “It’s an old model. By the time it completes a path, the door will likely be closed.”

      Looking at the sensor grid, the starships hadn’t followed us. They maintained orbit, waiting for us to try to break through again.

      “You’re telling me the entire planet’s orbit is fortified and barricaded?” I asked. “That can’t be possible.”

      “The far side of the planet is clear. But if you jump to hyperspace there, you’ll be going in the wrong direction, away from the Quadrant and out to the Edgeworlds.”

      “But we can circle back.”

      “You don’t understand. Our database doesn’t have updated positioning for the Edgeworlds. That’s part of what makes them more dangerous. If we go into hyperspace in that direction, there’s a chance we might collide with something.”

      “Then that’s the chance we have to take. We’ll make a short jump like we did when we left Caprum, regroup and double back.”

      “It would be easier to punch straight through.”

      “Forget it!” I snapped. “We don’t kill the good guys. Not now. Not ever.”

      “But isn’t that what bad guys do?” Alter replied, unfazed by my tone. “Kill the good guys?”

      My whole body went cold, and I looked over at her. “What?”

      “Ben, you were arrested for murder and smuggling. You just broke out of prison. The Baron’s requested assistance from the Royal Guard to stop you. Whether you like it or not, the whole Spiral will soon know you as a bad guy. So why go through such extremes to pretend you aren’t?”

      I glared at her, horrified. Knowing her background and how she had learned to view the universe, I sort of understood her perspective. But I definitely didn’t agree with it.

      “Because I’m not a bad guy, no matter what anyone thinks or says. I’m not going to succumb to the label. I’m going to change the label, somehow.”

      “It’s too late.”

      “We’ll see about that. Is there anything preventing us from going into hyperspace here, oriented toward the Edgeworlds?”

      “It’s illegal to initiate hyperspace inside a planet’s orbit.”

      I couldn’t help laughing. “Okay, we’ll see about that after we break one more law. Make it so.”

      She opened her mouth to argue, thought the better of it, and nodded. “Aye, Captain.” Tapping on the AR controls, she didn’t bother setting a course. I watched her override four different warnings about uncontrolled hyperspace jumps. “Here we go. Let’s hope we don’t hit anything.”

      “Keep us in the jump for thirty seconds,” I ordered. “Engage.”

      I clenched my teeth as Alter activated the drive. The shields went down as the bubble formed around us, and then we were fully inside, zipping through space much faster than the speed of light. I counted down the seconds, waiting for each one to be the last. Space was big and empty. Even unmapped, the odds of hitting something had to be relatively small.

      Alter disengaged the hyperdrive when the thirty-second countdown reached zero. The galaxy reappeared ahead, vast and thankfully still empty.

      This time, we really had made it.
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      I spent the first ten seconds staring at the sensor grid, waiting for the Royal Sentry or some other danger to appear from hyperspace, having followed us despite Alter’s insistence that it was impossible. Satisfied we were alone in the middle of nothing, I removed my helmet and restraints and stood up, eager to both check on Matt and the others, and to head to sickbay to take my meds and receive treatment from the autodoc. My pounding pulse left me with a splitting headache, and I wasn’t even sure I could make it from the pilot seat to the door without collapsing.

      “Ben,” Alter said, trying to get my attention. “I was only trying to—”

      “Save your home,” I finished for her. “I get it. Well, it’s safe. And we didn’t need to kill any more guards to do it. Stay here and keep an eye out for any potential disruptions.”

      “No, I was just…” She trailed off with an exasperated breath as she gave up her effort to explain.

      I had only gone two steps when the flight deck blast doors parted. Matt led Quasar and Druck onto the flight deck, Shaq riding on her shoulder.

      “I figured since we went to hyperspace, and then out of hyperspace, that meant we were safe,” he said, looking me over. “But you look like shit.”

      “You’re still looking a little pale yourself,” I replied. “I hope you had time to grab a breath mint.”

      “Funny, but not funny.”

      “Whoa!” Druck said, breaking past Quasar and heading for the platform on the right side of the flight deck. “This is the last place I’d expect to see one of these babies.”

      “One of what babies?” I asked.

      He looked at me like I had two heads. “Isn’t this your ship?”

      “Yeah, so?”

      “And you don’t know what this is?”

      “No. I didn’t think it was anything important.”

      “This is a Junto Virtual Control Module for a war mech,” he said. “Previous generation, but it’s still classified military kit. If Duke Ishima knew it had found its way outside of his military, he would flip his shit. How did you get it?”

      “Demitrus,” Alter said, removing her helmet and getting up from the co-pilot seat. “The Acheon provided it.”

      “Whoa!” Druck said again, staring at Alter. He smiled and walked toward her, putting out his hand. “Emil Druck. And you are?”

      She looked down at his hand. “You’re SFH.”

      He glanced at the tattoo. “Yeah. I used to serve in the Ishima Complex military. Mech pilot.” He kept his hand out. When Alter didn’t take it or tell him her name, he withdrew it and shrugged. “Anyway, I don’t know how much use that thing will be on a ship like this. I didn’t see a mech downstairs.”

      “Shouldn’t you be keeping an eye on the sensor output?” I asked Alter, my gruff voice betraying my current unhappiness with her.

      “The sensors are clear, Captain,” she replied tersely.

      “Uhh,” Matt said. “I guess you two are having a little bit of a thing right now?”

      “It’s nothing,” I said. “Since you’re already up,” he said to Alter, “you already met Druck. This is Quasar.”

      Alter smiled at the large woman. “A pleasure to meet you.”

      “She’s a former Royal Marine.”

      Alter drew back a half step, eying her more warily.

      “Relax,” Quasar said. “I was incarcerated at Persephon Penal Satellite too. I’m one of your kind now.”

      “Our kind?” Druck said.

      “A criminal,” Quasar answered. “A con. An outcast.”

      “You’re a dirty Heg lover,” Druck hissed. “You probably think the galaxy is better off because of the Empress and her kind.”

      “Yeah, I do,” Quasar agreed. “What would you prefer, to have the entire Spiral break out in war?”

      “It’s better than being under someone’s thumb.”

      “I have no idea what you two are arguing about,” Matt said. “But can you both cool it?”

      “Sorry, Matt,” Quasar replied.

      Druck turned away from her. “I don’t mean to be a bad guest. It’s just, people like her are the reason I ended up in prison.”

      “People like me wouldn’t give two shits about you if you weren’t already doing something worthy of landing people like you in prison,” Quasar quipped back.

      “Oh, is that right?”

      “Yeah. The Royal Marines don’t get involved in anything unless there’s something illegal going on. What did you do?”

      “Nothing. I’m innocent.”

      Quasar laughed. So did Druck. It seemed they both knew it wasn’t true.

      “Well, you helped us escape,” I said. “At the very least, we owe you a ride somewhere.”

      “Are you kidding?” Druck said. “You helped me escape. I’m the one who owes you. Especially since you came back to help me after Brako served me up to the PPS. I’m glad she’s dead.”

      “No offense, but we don’t really need anything from you,” I said.

      “Bullshit,” Druck replied. “You’re an escaped convict. That limits your career choices. But I’m guessing since you were already incarcerated, then you were already a smuggler, especially with this weirdo ship. I’ve never seen a starship shaped like a head before. It’s crazy. Anyway, there’s no way you won’t need a soldier sooner or later. And I can get you stuff through the SFH you wouldn’t have easy access to otherwise.”

      “We already have a soldier,” Matt said, motioning to Quasar.

      “Her? I admit, she’s got a mass advantage on me. And probably a training advantage. And she’s probably smarter and okay, better looking too. But can she drive a mech?”

      I glanced at Quasar. She shook her head.

      “See,” Druck said.

      “We don’t have a mech,” I said.

      “You don’t have a mech so far,” Druck countered. “You already have a remote rig for one, which is actually harder than obtaining the heavy metal itself and a lot safer for the pilot, I might add. You can pick one up somewhere, I’m sure.”

      “What would we do with a mech?” Alter asked.

      “You haven’t been smuggling for very long, have you? A mech can make deliveries in hot zones a hell of a lot easier and safer overall for the crew than flying this ship in with whatever you’re delivering.”

      “I don’t know how many deliveries we’re going to make,” I said. “I’m not completely sure what our plans are outside the near future.”

      “You need to eat, right? Which means you need electro. Which means you need work. Which means you’ll be smuggling. I mean, I guess you could try prostitution but you’re a little scrawny.” He laughed. “I’m just messing with you. Or not, I don’t know. Maybe you’d entertain the idea. Who am I to judge?”

      “I’m not going to become a prostitute,” I said. “None of us here are.”

      “Good call.”

      “Is this bullshit why Brako picked you as cannon fodder?” Quasar asked.

      Druck made a face. “Funny.”

      “What are your near-term plans?” Quasar asked, shifting her attention to Ben. “You told me the Empress might be in danger. I assume we’re going to do something about that?”

      “The Empress is in danger?” Alter said. “What does she mean?”

      “Yeah, what does she mean?” Druck echoed.

      I put my hands up. “Right now, I have to get to Sickbay. Matt, do you mind giving them a tour of Deck Three? Let them pick their temporary quarters and have Asshole make them some new clothes.”

      “Yeah, sure,” Matt said. “I need to go back to my quarters to change out of this anyway.” He tugged at his soiled yellow coveralls. “Alter, is there anything we can do about the brand they put on our necks?”

      “The same doctor that can treat Ben’s cancer should be able to remove it.”

      “You have cancer?” Druck asked. “Now I know why you look like shit. And why you’re so skinny.”

      “I’m not that skinny,” I countered.

      “Whatever. Is it bad?”

      “It depends on if I get the treatment I’m after or not.” A wave of dizziness washed over me. “Matt?”

      He eyed me worriedly and nodded. “Come on, I’ll show you two around.”

      Shaq turned to me and buzzed.

      “He wants to know if you want him to go to Sickbay with you,” Alter said.

      “You understand that?” Druck asked.

      “I think that’s pretty obvious.”

      “Yeah, right. Sorry. I should have said, wow, you understand that!” He grinned. “Whatever. I’m impressed. Do you think you can teach me?”

      “Not right now.”

      “Okay.” He glanced at Matt. “Lead the way, Boss.”

      “Shaq, stick with Matt right now,” I said.

      “Mmm-hmm,” Shaq replied.

      “I’ll check in on you in a couple of hours,” Matt said to me. “Feel better, bro.”

      “Thanks. I’m sure I will.”

      They left the flight deck again, leaving me and Alter alone once more.

      “Ben, I know you’re mad,” she started.

      “I’m not mad,” I replied. “Whatever your reasons, you were still there when we needed you, and I appreciate that. Some of my reaction is adrenaline, some of it’s delirium. Right now, I need Nurse Alter, as long as you think we’re safe here.”

      “There’s no reason for anyone to follow us. It’s more efficient to wait for us to turn up in the Quad again.”

      “But Head Case is tagged now, isn’t it? How are we going to get anywhere in a wanted ship?”

      “There are ways.” She turned translucent, her shape shifting in front of me until it was replaced with her nurse essence. “Let’s head to Sickbay and work on your physical health. We can worry about everything else later.”

      “Okay,” I agreed.

      I passed out before I could take another step.
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      Nurse Alter was in Sickbay with me when I woke up, her smile warm and comforting.

      “Tell me I wasn’t out for long,” I said.

      “Only thirty minutes,” she replied. “A little too much blood to the affected area, which pushes on other parts of the brain when it swells. Just relaxing the blood flow helps, so did the meds.”

      My headache hadn’t vanished completely, but it was much better than before. “How long will it take for us to reach your contact?”

      “Twelve days.”

      “That’s a long haul.”

      “We’re on the wrong side of the Quadrant. But you have enough pills to last, and once we’re in hyperspace we’ll be safe. The rest will do you a lot of good.”

      “Am I okay to get up?”

      “As long as you don’t get dizzy.”

      I sat up first. No problem there. Sliding off the table, I felt a little unsteady on my feet. Alter put her shoulder under mine to prop me up.

      “I didn’t want to leave, Ben,” she said softly. “I didn’t want you to get caught. When I went into the tunnels with the other security guards, I was hoping to keep them away from you. But then they stopped Matt and there was nothing else I could do. I couldn’t help you both at the same time, and if we had gotten away…”

      “Matt would have been left behind,” I said. “Along with Shaq.”

      “Yes. I didn’t think you would want that.”

      “I wouldn’t,” I agreed. “And you couldn’t get into the prison?”

      “I could have gotten into the prison,” she replied. “I could have put myself in the cell right next to yours. But that wouldn’t have helped. I did go into the PPS ground station to see if there was anything I could do for you.” She shook her head. “They didn’t waste any time sending you up there. I did take back the slab we delivered.”

      “Why?”

      “We were paid eighteen million electro to deliver it. I figured it was valuable, and whoever wanted it would pay a premium to get it back.”

      “So you were going to sell it once you left Kasper?”

      “Yes.”

      “What would you do with the electro? Eighteen million plus, and nobody to have to share it with.”

      “I thought about going back to Demitrus. Planting the ship in sand and returning to that simple life, far away from the chaos of the Spiral. The electro would pay for the Acheon’s silence.”

      “I thought they didn't need money.”

      “Not as much as some, but they could still use it to barter. Anyway, I could have left within hours of your arrest. I didn’t. Before, when I called a place a home, it meant this ship, and more specifically Deck Five. Now, home is this ship with you and Matt on it.”

      I looked into her eyes, wanting to believe her. A lingering part of me couldn’t see her without seeing Keep. Without the sense that they were up to something and her words were a snare.

      “I didn’t kill the courier,” I said.

      “I believe you. Did you see who did?”

      “Yeah. Keep.”

      “Avelus was here? On Kasper?”

      “More than that. He was after the slab too.”

      She turned transparent before becoming Enigma. “Why would he be after the slab?”

      “I don’t know. He asked me if I would help him save the galaxy. He told me the Empress was in danger. That Sedaya has his sights set on ruling the Hegemony. If he does, he might just send a few ships to Earth. Do you think Keep could be right?”

      She didn’t react right away as she considered the statement. “I don’t know where he got his information. We spent most of the last twenty years on Earth.”

      “He didn’t travel back and forth?”

      “I wasn’t with him all the time. It’s possible he did.”

      “How? Earth is a long way from here. Months in hyperspace. How did he send us back and forth so quickly?”

      “I already told you I don’t know how he does it. He just…does.”

      “I’d love to be able to do that. My mom is worried sick about me, I’m sure. I feel like Keep is the real enigma here.”

      “You already know my secret. Ben, I’m sorry you thought you weren’t important to me. You are. So are Matt and Shaq.”

      “It’s okay. I think we’re back on the same wavelength.” I paused, not sure if I wanted to rock the boat again right after we smoothed out the sea. “There’s something else.”

      “You’re upset I killed the security guard.”

      Her response surprised me. I nodded. “How did you know?”

      “I may be an organic primitive, but I’m not stupid. We just went through a lot of trouble to avoid harming the law enforcement chasing us. It’s not much of a leap from there. But you would have been caught if I hadn’t. And I don’t know if we would have completed the job.”

      “I know. But we got caught anyway. And maybe they wouldn’t have shipped us up to the penal satellite if the job had gone sour. We were lucky to escape. The only reason we got out of there was because they were horribly lax in their network security. We need to do things like bad guys without actually becoming bad guys, if that makes sense.”

      “I think I understand. I’m not used to operating that way.”

      “Because Sedaya doesn’t care about the collateral damage.”

      “Yes.”

      “Well, I do.”

      “I know. I’ll adjust.”

      “What if Keep is right about Sedaya and the Empress?”

      “I don’t know what we’re supposed to do about that. You’re a criminal and a fugitive. And don’t forget, Sedaya is still after you, too.”

      “How could I forget that? But if Keep is right, maybe that gives us a chance to redeem ourselves. If we can stop Sedaya and save the Empress, maybe we can rewrite our story. Make it look like we were helping the whole time.”

      “That’s a pretty naive way to look at things.”

      “Yeah, you’re probably right.” I shrugged. “Keep was on Kasper for the slab. We’re going to have some time while we transit to your contact anyway. Maybe I can find something useful on it. Once I’m cured, we’ll need another goal anyway. I don’t see any harm in at least trying to verify whether or not Keep told me the truth.”

      I watched her closely for a reaction that might hint at her real allegiance. She played it straight, her poker face perfect. “Shall I get us back underway?”

      “What about when we get to wherever we’re going? Will we need to worry about orbital security there?”

      “It’ll take time for the Blue Bounty to propagate usefully across the Quad, and then the Spiral. As long as there are no Royal Sentries present where we’re going, we should be able to get in and out without too much trouble.”

      “Blue Bounty?” I asked, frowning.

      “It’s part of the Hegemony notification system. Only vessels or individuals wanted by the Royal Guard are posted to it.”

      “We aren’t exactly subtle in a flying robot head.”

      “A ship’s visual profile is rarely used to identify a vessel. The beacon is primary. We can turn ours off. It’s illegal, but…” She shrugged. “After that, the thruster signature is used. We can probably modify the output enough to avoid immediate identification. If orbital control gives us any trouble, bribes are often an acceptable means of evasion.”

      “You mean pay off the controller?”

      “Yes. Furion is loosely held. The odds are in our favor.”

      “How do we modify the thruster output?”

      “Do you feel well enough to take a walk outside?”

      I smiled widely. Regardless of anything else, I still had a spacewalk on my bucket list. “Hell yeah.”
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      “Where’s Alter?” Matt asked as I descended the steps to the lounge. I had stopped at the head to shower and change into the t-shirt and sweatpants I’d left there earlier, going commando until I could get back to my quarters for a fresher change. While my current clothes didn’t smell great, they were a whole lot better than the stained yellow prison coveralls I’d dumped into Asshole’s input chute.

      “She’s on Deck Six, getting some tools and stuff together. We need to do some work on the thrusters. Where are Zar and Emil?”

      “They’re in their quarters, getting changed. I let Quasar use the head in my suite.” He tugged at the collar of his coveralls. “That’s why I’m still wearing these. Druck wanted to have a few minutes alone. It’s been a while since he had his own private space.”

      “It must be nice for you,” I said to Shaq as he hopped onto the back of the sofa. “You don’t have to worry about clothes.”

      “Or showers,” Matt agreed. “Though I can’t imagine what my armpit tasted like to you.”

      “Meh,” Shaq buzzed.

      “How are you feeling?” Matt asked me.

      “Better than before.” I held up my hand. It still shook when I left it there too long. “It’ll take a few days to reverse the effects of being locked up for a week. Anyway, I’ve got to go up and change. I’ll grab Druck and Zar on my way back so we can talk for a few minutes. Then I need to go help Alter with the thrusters.”

      “What’s wrong with them?”

      “Nothing, specifically. I’d rather explain everything once. How are you feeling?”

      “I’m still a bit disoriented,” he replied. “I think back to what life was like a few weeks ago, and I can’t believe any of this is really happening.”

      “I know what you mean.” I started toward the steps. Matt joined me at the bottom and we talked as we ascended.

      “I’m headed that way too. Does Alter need my help?”

      “She might. She asked me to enlist another volunteer. Just wear something that won’t be uncomfortable under a spacesuit.”

      “Spacesuit?” Matt said, face paling. “You need to work on the thrusters from outside the ship?”

      “That’s what spacesuits are for. You know, going out into space. So you don’t die.”

      “Shut up,” he said. “Maybe one of our new crew members will volunteer.”

      “I can’t believe you’re nervous about space. I think it’s awesome.”

      “You think every nerdy or geeky thing is awesome. I like keeping my feet firmly planted on solid ground.”

      “I’m not going to be doing somersaults out there. The boots are maglocked.”

      “If we didn’t have any other options, I would do it,” Matt said. “But since we might…”

      “Dress for the event anyway.”

      Matt stopped walking and looked at me, a strange expression on his face. “You’re changing.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “I remember how you were when we played that spaceship game. It was a side of you that I hadn’t seen before.”

      “I still don’t know what you mean.”

      “All the times we’ve hung out over the years, you always just kind of fell in behind me. Let me take the lead. And I know why. I’m better looking.” I laughed at that. “But as soon as we went to the game, you seemed like you really took charge. Found your confidence and your element. I saw flashes of it after we left Caprum, but it’s been constant since we were locked up. It’s like my little bro is becoming a man right in front of my eyes.”

      “I’m three months older than you are,” I said.

      He laughed. “You’re still shorter than me though. The point is, this is your element, Bennie. Where you’re supposed to be, I think. Maybe Keep was right about that. About you.”

      “That I’m some kind of hero?”

      “I wouldn’t go that far. But maybe you really are destined for something more.”

      “Maybe we both are. You’ve changed too.”

      “In a good way, I hope.”

      “Yeah. You were always confident, but you’re using your intellect a lot more, and not relying on your charm, good looks and personality for everything.”

      “I just haven’t had as many opportunities to be charming and all. But yeah, maybe we’re both changing for the better.”

      “I’ll meet you in the lounge,” I said as we reached the door to my quarters. “Don’t take too long.”

      “Yes, sir,” Matt replied with a smile. “See you there.”

      I ducked inside my quarters, quickly stripped out of my dirty sweats and grabbed a pair of boxer briefs, a fresh black tee, and the fitted sweats Sensie Alter had us wear for martial arts training, ostensibly to make sure we were accustomed to fighting in both space-worthy suits and body armor. It only took a couple of minutes, and when I emerged from my room Quasar was coming out of hers, directly across from me.

      “You look a lot better in that,” she said, eyeing my new outfit. “Those coveralls were way too big on you and made you look like a little kid.”

      “I told you I wasn’t scrawny,” I replied.

      “Nah, you’re still kind of lean, but I do see some definition in those muscles.”

      I looked her over. She had gone with a white catsuit made from the rubbery armor of the Niflin mercenaries we had fed to the assembler, a red and gold belt and red magboots. I didn’t say it out loud, but it made her look like a Marvel superhero. Her muscles would have put Thor to shame.

      “I see a lot of definition in your muscles,” I replied. “You’re scarier in that than you were in the coveralls.”

      She smiled. “Good. How are you feeling?”

      “Better. A lot better, though I wouldn’t mind collapsing on my bed for a few hours.”

      “Why don’t you? I’m sure whatever we’re planning next can wait.”

      “It can’t, actually.” I paused and turned my head as Druck emerged from his quarters. He wore simple dark green military utilities, his head freshly shaven.

      “I heard you two talking,” he said. “Figured I should come out.” He stared at Qausar. “Balls, you’re huge.”

      “Are you flirting with me, Emil?” Quasar asked.

      “Hell, no,” he replied. “I think you’d break me in half. You take stims to get that big?”

      “I spent twelve years on the satellite, where would I get stims?”

      “Just seems unnatural for a woman to have that much muscle.”

      The door to Matt’s suite opened and he stepped out, dressed similarly to me. “Now that we’re all  here, let's head down to the lounge to talk.”

      “Before we do,” Druck said. “Ben, Matt told me that when we’re on this deck we’re half the size of when we’re on any other Deck in the ship.”

      “Right. And?”

      He looked panicked. “You mean he’s serious?”

      I nodded. “It’s perfectly safe. We’ve been up and down in the elevator plenty of times in the last few weeks and everything still seems to be in working order.”

      “Do you have any berthing on a different deck?”

      Matt laughed. “You could sleep in Sickbay, but you wouldn’t have access to a shower or food.”

      “What’s the matter, Emil?” Quasar said. “Are you scared?”

      “You’re not going to make me feel stupid for being a little concerned.”

      “There’s nothing to worry about, really,” I said. “As long as you always go out through the elevator shaft you’ll be restored to normal size.”

      “So just don’t get sucked out into space from here,” Matt added.

      Druck still didn’t look that happy, but he nodded. “Balls, I thought you were messing with me. I’m short enough already, not like Her-cules over here.”

      “It’ll be fine,” I repeated.

      “Yeah, if you say so.”

      I led them down the stairs into the lounge. Shaq was curled up on the back of the sofa. He picked his head up when we arrived.

      “Grab a seat,” I said to Quasar and Druck.

      She took the sofa in front of Shaq, while Druck sat in the La-Z-Boy. Matt picked the opposite end of the couch.

      I positioned myself in front of the television, remaining standing and pausing for a moment to collect my thoughts. “First things first,” I said. “Welcome aboard to the two newest members of our crew.”

      Quasar smiled. Druck nodded.

      “Yeah, welcome aboard,” Matt said.

      “Welcome,” Shaq buzzed, rubbing his head against Quasar’s ear.

      She started laughing. “Come on, that tickles.”

      “Shaq,” I admonished. He laughed and settled back on the cushion. “Second, after speaking to Alter about—”

      “Hold on,” Druck said. “Why isn’t she here?”

      I looked at him, surprising both him and me with my reaction. “Druck, are you a member of this crew or not?”

      “Yeah, I want to be.”

      “In that case, what am I to you?”

      He paused, uncertain.

      “He’s the captain, dipshit,” Quasar said.

      “Co-Captain,” Matt corrected. “The ship is half mine.”

      “Do you fly it, sir?” she asked.

      “No.”

      “With all due respect, the ship may be half yours, but if he flies her then he’s the captain.”

      “Since when?” Matt questioned.

      “That’s true, sir,” Druck said. “Traditionally, if the pilot also owns the ship they’re the captain. If it’s split fifty-fifty, then he has a leg up on you.”

      Matt glowered for a moment before cracking a smile. “Well, shit. If that’s how it is, then that’s how it is, I guess. You have my complete support, Bennie.”

      “Thank you,” I said, truly appreciative. “Look, I don’t need you to call me Captain or sir or treat me like I’m in the military. But I do demand respect, which means not being interrupted while I’m speaking.”

      “Yeah, sorry, sir,” Druck said. “It won’t happen again.”

      “Good. After speaking to Alter about our legal situation, we decided we’re going to make some modifications to the thrusters to change their output signature, as well as turn off our identifier beacon.”

      “Ben, if I may,” Quasar said.

      “Go ahead.”

      “That’s illegal.”

      Druck laughed. “Yeah, we’re outlaws. Illegal is kind of how we operate.”

      She looked like she wanted to drive her fist through his face.

      “He’s not wrong,” I said. “I know you’re still a Royal Marine at heart. And I appreciate that. But right now we have to do things outside the lines.”

      “Understood,” Quasar said.

      “If you’re going to change the thruster signature, you’ll need to adjust the manifolds from the outside,” Druck said. “Recalibrate the exchangers and destabilize the mix a little bit.”

      “You know something about thrusters?” I asked.

      “A little,” he replied.

      “Do you mind helping with the modifications?”

      “No, I don’t mind at all.”

      “Thank you!” Matt said, escaping from the job.

      “No problem,” Druck answered.

      “You’re probably wondering where we’re headed,” I continued. “Before our little detour to incarceration, we were on our way to a planet named Furion to see a doctor about my condition. We’re going to pick up that trip. Once we’re there, we can hopefully resupply the ship.”

      “What about the Empress?” Quasar asked. “That’s why I’m here.”

      “Alter recovered the slab we were paid to deliver to Kasper. We have reason to believe there might be some information related to the warning contained on the device. I’m going to spend the transit time trying to access it.”

      “Sounds good.”

      “Sir,” Druck said, raising his hand.

      “Yes?”

      “We’re really going to look into some vague threat against the Empress? I mean, I would think the Royal Guard already knows about any plots against her, and anyway why do we care?”

      “We care because whether you love or hate the royal family, they’ve kept the Spiral relatively peaceful for over two thousand years,” Quasar said. “How long do you think that peace will last if someone destabilizes the Hegemony?”

      “Let’s not get into that argument again,” Matt said. “We care because Ben cares. That’s good enough for me.”

      “Me too,” Shaq buzzed.

      “I don’t know about you, Druck,” I said. “But I don’t want to die as a fugitive. I want to die on the right side of the law, and hopefully not anytime soon. If you want to disembark permanently once we get to Furion, you’re welcome to do so.”

      Druck leaned back in the recliner and rubbed his chin in consideration. He shrugged. “Nah. I figured I’d spend the rest of my life behind bars. This at least sounds like it could get interesting.”

      “Hopefully not too interesting,” Matt said.

      “We need to meet Alter in the hangar,” I said. “Druck, you’re with me.”

      “You got it, Boss,” he said, getting to his feet.

      “Do you need me to do anything?” Quasar asked.

      “Nothing specific. Feel free to explore the ship or hit the gym or get some sleep. The datastore has movies, books, and music too.”

      “It’s like being on vacation,” she said. “I think I’m going to like it here.”

      I smiled and headed for the elevator. Druck hurried to catch up to me.

      “Let’s go fix some shit, eh Boss?” he said.

      “Yeah,” I agreed. “Let’s go fix some shit.”
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      The elevator doors slid open. Druck and I stepped out onto the raised platform over the hangar. Looking through the grated metal floor and then across to the bay doors, I spotted Alter against the starboard bulkhead, hunched over a bag of tools and picking out specific items. She was already in her spacesuit, though her helmet rested on the deck next to her. I could tell from the angle that she had taken on her mechanic persona, larger and more muscled than any of her other female forms.

      “You know,” Druck said, approaching the railing at the front of the overhang. “If we cut a piece out along this rail, we could easily add a modification to support loading a mech. The ceiling’s certainly high enough. It’s almost as if it was designed for it.”

      “Except it doesn’t have the modification already,” I replied. If it did, then I would have believed that had been the Acheon’s intent.

      “I don’t know, Boss. You said the ship was built on Demitrus, right? Maybe they didn’t have the right parts available. I mean, they did toss in the Junto.”

      “True,” I agreed. “Would you know how to make that change?”

      “I could do it with the right equipment. Basically just an external elevator to lift ammo up to the rear and a short extension to let the pilot get into the head. Although in our case, we wouldn’t need the second part since the command module offers remote piloting.”

      “We’ll resupply on Furion. As long as we can afford it, maybe we can pick up the right materials. I don’t think we’ll have funds for a mech right away, though.”

      Druck shrugged as we descended to the deck, approaching Alter. “You never know. You can pick up a derelict, a bunch of parts, and some basic ammo packs for a couple hundred thousand if you land on the right planet. If it’s broken, I can fix it.” Druck pulled back when Alter stood up and turned to face us. “Oh, I didn’t realize there were crew members I hadn’t met.” He put out his hand. “Emil Druck.”

      Alter looked at him without replying before glancing at me, letting me decide how to handle things. I smirked at the lack of effort in his greeting, compared to when he had met Pilot Alter on the flight deck. Clearly, he didn’t think Mechanic Alter was his type.

      “That is Alter,” I said.

      His eyes narrowed, as if squinting would help him see her better. “I’m sorry. I could have sworn you were shorter and less bulky before. It must be the spacesuit.”

      “It must be,” Alter replied, without a hint of deception. She had a memory of everything that had happened on the flight deck, but no concept of which essence she had used or that there was a rigid line between them. It was almost like a subconscious part of her, a mostly innate part of her nature that responded to outside stimulus rather than a completely willful decision. “I have suits for both of you as well. Do you have experience working on starship thrusters?”

      “I do,” Druck said. “My father was a mechanic. First for the Ishima Complex, and then as a private contractor working through the dark exchange.  Growing up, I spent hours watching him work on all kinds of things, from ships so big they had to use orbital docks to smaller stuff like this one, to mechs, bots, and even land spears. I have to say, this is the only ship I’ve ever seen that looks like a robot head. I’d love to know why the Acheon designed it this way.”

      “They didn’t design the general shape,” Alter answered. “They used the superstructure as it was. Just a shell in the beginning, with some damaged beams that needed to be replaced. But it was originally in this general shape.”

      Druck whistled. “Crazy. Then I’d love to know where it came from, and how it wound up on Demitrus.”

      “Probably like everything else does. Thrown out like useless trash.”

      “Heh, well, it’s hardly useless. Those ion cannons are big noise.”

      “Big noise?” I said.

      “Yeah. You know, high altitude, major sleek, hot speed.”

      “I think I get it.”

      “I haven’t seen them mounted on turrets like that before. You’ve got a sweet range of fire for such big pounders.”

      “You’re right,” I said, looking at Alter.  “Things that wind up on Demitrus are hardly useless.”

      She bowed her head, a little embarrassed, before picking up the suits and handing them to each of us. I put mine over my clothes without a problem, zipping and then clasping the front. Druck’s clothes were too baggy to wear beneath the suit, but that didn’t seem to bother him. He stripped to his underwear without hesitation, revealing a body with more than its fair share of scars.

      “I can’t tell you where each one came from,” he said, noticing me staring at the old wounds. “A bunch came from the time my mech exploded beneath me, sending shrapnel through the floor of the cockpit. A few more from random hits I’ve taken on non-armored jobs. A few others from my personal life.” He laughed. “Always be careful about drinking too much around mech jockeys of the opposite gender. That’s good advice.”

      “I’ll keep it in mind.”

      He closed his suit as I picked up my helmet, pulling it on. It was designed to seal automatically, and clicking it into place started the oxygen flowing from the tank, hidden beneath a slight bulge in the back, and activated the helmet’s HUD and comms.

      “Alter, do you copy?” I said.

      “I copy,” she replied.

      “I copy,” Druck said, quickly slamming his helmet over his bald head. “Ready to get down to business.”

      “Follow me,” Alter said, leading us to the hangar bay doors. She used a wrist-computer to activate the outer shielding that would prevent the atmosphere from leaking out, and then to open the smaller central door. It slid aside, revealing the vast, star-speckled emptiness of the black expanse beyond them.

      My heart picked up the pace in anticipation as she moved to the threshold. The tools she had selected for the job clung magnetically to her belt, surrounding her hips.

      “Make sure you activate maglock on your gloves,” she reminded us, though I was sure I was the only one who needed it. I pressed both palms of the gloves together to turn the maglock on as she turned to face us, reaching up and grabbing the face of the ship, pulling herself up and away.

      “You look a little nervous,” Druck said. “You haven’t worked on a ship in space before, have you?”

      “I haven’t done any kind of spacewalk before,” I replied.

      “Where are you from again, Bennie?”

      “Earth,” I replied, turning my head to see his reaction.

      He froze in place, jaw slack. I don’t know everything that passed through his mind, but it only lasted a moment. “I’ve never met an Earthian before. How did you get here?”

      “That’s a long story. But now you’ve met two. Me and Matt.”

      “How do you like the Quad? Not too much I guess, considering we met in prison.”

      “It’s been an adventure so far,” I answered, moving to the open hatch. I turned inward and looked up, finding Alter standing perpendicular to me, walking up the curved arc of Head Case’s face. I closed my eyes as a wave of dizziness hit me, not from the cancer but from my mind’s inability to process her orientation and the emptiness around us.

      “It takes a few minutes to adjust the first time,” Druck said, recognizing my dilemma. Probably from the paleness of my face and the size of my eyes. “Just take it slow and easy. The most important thing when you’re spacewalking is to be deliberate. Every step. Every move. If you fall off, we can probably circle around to pick you up, but it’s better that you don’t.”

      “Right,” I said, taking a deep breath. I put my hands on the outer hull above the bay door and pressed down on my heels, disengaging the maglock on my boots so I could pull myself up. Tucking myself in like a frog, I reengaged the boots and disengaged the gloves, slowly rising to a stand and looking up along Head Case’s face, which my brain had already turned into the floor.

      Incredible!

      I started trailing after Alter, keeping Druck’s advice in mind, remaining deliberate with every step. It didn’t take long to reach the transparency in front of Deck Three, and I couldn’t help pausing to stare. Quasar was stretched out on the sofa, taking a nap, with Shaq resting on her stomach. They really were half their normal size. Everything on the deck was. They looked like G.I Joe toys.

      “Don’t dawdle too long,” Druck said, coming up behind me. “We’ve got enough air for three hours, and the work will probably take at least two of those.”

      I nodded and moved on, noticing Druck stop for a few seconds to peer in too, with what I imagined was a similar reaction to mine.

      “You weren’t lying,” he said. “Crazy. I’ve never seen tech like that before.”

      “You probably don’t know Doctor Who.”

      “Doctor Who?”

      “Exactly.”

      Grinning, I left him confused as I followed Alter around the sensor array on top of the head to the back of the ship. I had never seen the rear before, and I took a moment to absorb the network of exposed pipes and machinery, along with the dozens of small lollipop protrusions I assumed were the shield nodes. The long view reminded me of the tricked out rat rods that used to gather in the mall parking lot twice a month for people to gawk at.

      “I didn’t expect it to be so exposed,” I said.

      “Most ships aren’t,” Alter replied. “But we maximize the space inside this way.”

      “It looks cool, anyway.”

      “Be careful where and how you step. The rounded surfaces provide less of a lock. Stick to the thicker pipes.”

      “Got it.”

      I did my best to match her steps, following her until we reached one of the two massive thrusters that jutted nearly twelve feet out of the rear. She lifted a screwdriver from her belt and began removing one of the plates on its side.

      “Druck, if you’re familiar with signature tuning, maybe you can start on the other thruster?”

      “Sure. You have another screwdriver and an extra pair of pliers?”

      “I do.”

      She picked them off her belt and tossed them toward Druck. They drifted the short distance and he caught them with ease before changing direction to tackle the other thruster.

      “What should I do?” I asked.

      “Watch and learn,” Alter replied.

      I stood beside her, watching over her shoulder as she rearranged some of the wires before closing that panel and moving to another. After doing that three times, she knelt down and opened a panel on the hull, making more corrections. I tried to follow it all, but I was too exhilarated from the view and the activity itself to learn much. Even so, I hung in there for a while before becoming distracted.

      Looking down along the back of the ship, I noticed how it sloped inward, following the shape of a skull. Tracking the slope, I spotted a pair of wires that looked as though they were dangling free from the hull.

      “Alter, where do those belong?” I asked, pointing toward the wires when she turned her head to look.

      “I’m not sure,” she replied. “I never noticed them before.”

      “They look like they should be connected,” Druck said. “But nothing on the ship is malfunctioning.”

      “That we know of,” Alter corrected.

      “Nothing critical is malfunctioning,” Druck said, updating the statement. “I’m almost done with the modifications on this one. Give me a minute to finish up and I’ll go check it out.”

      He was true to his word, completing his task a minute later and slowly walking along the back of the ship to the two wires. Leaning over their origin, he looked back at us.

      “There’s a weird, metal ball thing here I don’t recognize. The plugs look like they used to be anchored next to it, but not connected to it. The anchors just came loose.”

      “Does it have inputs for the plugs?” Alter asked.

      “Yeah, seems to. Should I reconnect it?”

      “I’m not sure. It may have been disconnected for a reason. Ben, what do you think?”

      “What are the odds it’s a bomb or something destructive?” I asked.

      “Pretty low,” Druck replied.

      “Go ahead and plug it in.”

      “Copy that.” He leaned over the spot, reconnecting the plugs. “Done.”

      I don’t know what I expected to happen. Nothing did.

      Maybe we would never know what we had just reactivated.

      “I’m finished with my thruster,” Alter said, tightening the last screw on the panel. “We should be good to go.”

      “Great,” I said. “Nice job, Alter. You too, Druck. You saved us a lot of time helping out.”

      “No problem, Boss,” Druck said. “It’s been a long time since I got to tinker with an engine. I should be thanking you.”

      “Let’s test the modifications so we can get underway.”
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      A short jaunt across open space proved we had sufficiently changed the output signature of the thrusters. Even better, the modification had resulted in a two percent gain in efficiency. While it didn’t sound like much, Alter had happily assured me it could mean the difference between life or death in a tight spot.

      I still hoped we could avoid any more tight spots, but past history didn’t give me much confidence.

      We entered hyperspace less than an hour later, offering everyone on board twelve days to rest up and relax in relative safety. I spent the first fourteen hours in bed, sleeping off the exhaustion of our week in prison and everything that had occurred both immediately before and after incarceration. Another treatment in Sickbay, another shower and some food left me feeling much, much better.

      After eating, I found Quasar in the lounge, using the television to read something she had found in the ship’s datastore. I added more networked tablets to my mental supply list, checked in with her to make sure she was settled, and collected Shaq, who jumped from the back of the sofa to my shoulder as I passed.

      I didn’t see Matt between my quarters and the elevator and figured he was probably still asleep, as worn out as I was from the events of the last week. Looking for Alter, I headed to the flight deck only to find it empty.

      Back on the elevator, I hesitated while deciding between Deck Five and the hangar. I didn’t want to disturb her if she was resting, but I also needed the slab she had stolen back from security. The slab Keep had tried to take from the courier. I had decided trying to hack into it would be my primary focus over the duration of the journey across the Quadrant, though I didn’t have a whole lot of confidence that I could unlock the device without causing it to self-destruct or otherwise react harshly to the effort. I had done okay on the penal satellite, but only because their security sucked, as ironic as that was. I didn’t think anything as important as what I imagined might be on the slab would be as poorly protected.

      What did I imagine was on the slab? Based on what Keep had told me and both the origin and destination of the device, my best guess was some kind of document shared between Sedaya and Nobukku. A declaration of an alliance, maybe. But it would have to be something more incriminating than a standard trade deal or something like that. Perhaps an affirmation of their shared commitment to overthrowing the Empress. Damning stuff, especially if Keep had managed to bring it to the Empress’ attention.

      Except…he’d had every opportunity to take the slab from the courier when he abandoned me. He made a conscious decision to give it to me instead. Why?

      The elevator started moving on its own, called to another deck. I leaned back against the wall and waited to see who would be joining Shaq and me.

      We stopped on Deck Five, answering my question before the doors parted. Sensei Alter’s eyes narrowed in surprise when she saw me there, before her instinct to attack any potential intruders shifted to genuine gladness.

      “Ben,” she said, smiling. “And Shaq. I didn’t expect you to be there.”

      “Sorry,” I replied, returning the grin. “You’re actually just the person I was looking for.”

      “I was headed down to a session with Matt and Emil. I would have invited you, but I thought you needed the rest.”

      “Yeah, I don’t think I’m ready for your workouts again yet. Maybe tomorrow. I’m looking for the slab.”

      She waved me off the elevator, shifting form to Pilot Alter. “I kept it up here for safekeeping. In case Kasper law enforcement managed to get on board. Digging through the sand would be like searching for a mote of dust in the galaxy for them. I would have brought it to you soon. I didn’t expect you to be so eager to get started on it.” I followed her around her privacy barrier, pausing there while she stepped onto the sand, melting down to her natural form as she crested the inertia-made dune.

      It was still a bit of a shock to see her as a gelatinous blob, but I didn’t look away as she vanished into the sand.

      “Weird,” Shaq buzzed on my shoulder once she had vanished.

      “You’re a little weird too, bud,” I replied. He laughed in response before shifting on my shoulder to start cleaning himself. “You do that a lot, don’t you?”

      He ignored the question, licking at the fur on his arms. I settled against the bulkhead with my hands behind my back, waiting patiently.

      She reappeared a few minutes later, holding the slab in one of her tentacles. Rising out of the sand, I watched her mass remold itself like clay, transforming her back into Pilot Alter, the device in her hand. She walked over and held it out.

      “Thank you,” she said.

      “For what?” I replied as I accepted the slab. “I should be thanking you, both for getting this back from security and for retrieving it now.”

      “It still means a lot to me that you accept me for what I am,” she replied.

      “As long as you don’t take the essence from anyone else who doesn’t deserve it, we’re good,” I said.

      “I won’t.” She paused. “I have something else I found with the slab.” She reached into the pocket of her flight suit, producing a small square of paper. “Here.”

      “Keep’s business card,” I said, looking down at it before accepting it from her. “Did you try to contact him?”

      “No. I didn’t know who the hypercom identifier belonged to. I just found it with the slab and your clothing. I returned the clothes to the assembler. Are you going to contact him?”

      “I don’t know,” I replied. “We can’t until we leave hyperspace, anyway. I guess it depends on what I find on the slab, if I can get into it. I thought it might be some kind of declared alliance between Sedaya and Nobukku against the Empress. Do you think that’s possible?”

      “It’s not unheard of for Dukes to make alliances, but they’re usually more public about them.”

      “If your goal is to overthrow the ruler of the galaxy, you might not want to broadcast it.”

      “True, but that’s why the dark exchanges exist. Contract details are localized and encrypted, not passed halfway across the galaxy and back.”

      “If not that, then what?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Do you think it could all be a trick? I thought maybe you and Keep set it up to dupe Matt and me.”

      “You what?” Alter said, face falling.

      “I don’t think that now. I was just trying to make sense of everything at the time.”

      She nodded. “I understand. I’m not working with Keep. My loyalty is to—”

      “Head Case,” I finished for her. I know.

      “To you, Ben,” she said. “And Matt. And then to Head Case.”

      Shaq buzzed something that sounded like “what about me?”

      “I count you with Ben,” she answered, reaching out and scratching under his chin with her finger.

      “That means a lot to me,” I said. “More than you know.”

      “Me too.”

      We stared at one another for a few seconds. If she were human, I might have been tempted to kiss her or something. Maybe she was thinking the same thing about me, but for her species. Either way, the moment passed, and I lifted the slab. “Thank you for this. And Keep’s card. This should keep me busy for a while.”

      “You’re welcome. Should I plan to see you for training tomorrow?”

      “Yeah. I’ll be there.”

      We returned to the elevator together, riding it down to Deck Three, where we went our separate ways.

      I looked down at the slab, tapping the screen to activate it. A simple lock screen appeared. There was no obvious way to bypass the security. But Keep had given me the device. He had to believe I could do something with it.

      Unless he had bade me to take it to cement my appearance of guilt. What if there was nothing of value on it at all?

      There was only one way to find out. I had my work cut out for me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 23

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      I needed three days to get back into the swing of things. To let my body rest and recover from missing my treatments for a week. I was getting sicker, even with the medications. I could feel it when I got up, when I went to martial arts practice, when I lifted weights. I could feel it in everything I did. A subtle shift after the first round of Sickbay treatments had given me a fresh start, but my decline was there and noticeable, at least to me.

      Beyond sleeping nearly ten hours per day, I spent two hours training and working out, two hours at meals with the rest of the crew, including Alter, and the rest of my time trying to solve the puzzle of the top secret electronic slab. By the ninth day in hyperspace, I was ready to smash the damn thing against a bulkhead and shatter it into a million pieces.

      Quasar happened to walk in on me as I threw my latest fit, cursing a little too loudly at the device as the system refused me entry once more. I was fortunate the courier’s reception of the slab had not only triggered our payment, but had also disabled the most severe of the protections that would have caused the device to self–destruct. Then again, maybe that would have been better than the problem I had run into now. It certainly would have saved me a lot of time, energy and frustration.

      “Still can’t crack it?” she asked, sidling up beside me at the workbench in what I had started thinking of as my mad scientist computer lab. She had been checking up on me at least once or twice a day, showing concern for my welfare the way Mom always had. Even the tone she used when she asked me about my progress reminded me of her, and it calmed my frustration almost instantly.

      “The fact that Druck and I were able to jury-rig a console cable from the phone to the slab’s pinhole dataport and open a terminal link was a major victory,” I said. “But that was three days ago. I tried the most common passwords like I did with the penal satellite, but that didn’t work. So I rewrote a basic brute force cracker I had played around with back on Earth to try to force my way in.” I held up the slab, which displayed a simple message at the bottom of the terminal.

      MAXIMUM PASSWORD ATTEMPTS EXCEEDED.

      “That doesn’t look good,” Quasar said.

      “No. It won’t respond to any efforts to enter additional commands. The only other way into the slab is by using facial recognition, and we don’t even know whose face it’s coded to.” I dropped the device roughly back onto the table and ran a hand through my hair. “I think it’s permanently bricked.”

      I could see the disappointment streak across her face before she managed to hide it. Her vested interest in the contents of the slab was the primary reason she stopped by as often as she did. While I believed she cared how I was feeling, I knew she cared more about the Empress’ welfare.

      “There has to be something we can do,” she said. “Maybe we can find someone on Furion who’s more familiar with this model of slab and can bypass the lock.”

      “I doubt it. Otherwise, what would be the purpose of a security lockout like this? Especially on a device as sensitive as this one.” I closed my eyes and sighed. “I’m sorry. I know how much you wanted this to work.”

      “I did,” she agreed. “But I also know you worked your tail off trying. It’s not your fault, Ben.”

      “Isn’t it? I should have been more careful about entering the passwords. I shouldn’t have tried to brute force it. Why did I think there wouldn’t be an entry limit?”

      “How many passwords did you try?”

      I picked up the phone to check the final tally. “Six hundred forty-six million, nine hundred fifty-three thousand, four hundred seventy-one.”

      “Yeah,” Quasar said, laughing. “I mean, how could you possibly have not known it would lock you out on the six hundred forty-six million, nine hundred fifty-three thousand, four hundred seventy-first try? That’s such an obvious, non-arbitrary number to trigger that security feature. What a freaking idiot you are, Ben.”

      Her chunky guffaw was too infectious not to join it with my own laugh. She was right, of course. I  had no idea why the slab had chosen that specific moment to shut me down, and there would have been no way to guess that number beforehand.

      “I had figured by the tenth time it would have given me a warning. By the hundredth at least. Nothing. The door went right from open to closed.”

      “I appreciate that you feel bad about this, but don’t. If there’s intel out there to gather, we’ll find another source to find it.”

      “The good news is, we may have another source,” I said. “The guy I told you about who sold us the ship, Avelus Keep, left me a hypercom identifier he said I could use to reach him. Once we finish up our business on Furion we can at least find out what he knows.”

      “Do you think he knows what’s on the slab?”

      “He may have a vague idea. I don’t think he knows specifically. To be honest, I think he thought I could crack my way into this thing too.” I paused, a new thought springing to mind. “Maybe that’s what he meant when he asked me if I wanted to help him save the galaxy. He said it wasn’t like The Last Starfighter, so maybe he thought I was the only one who could get into the slab. That seems ridiculous though. There have to be real hackers in the Quadrant. Someone who graduated from a real comp-sci program, not thirteenth grade.”

      “You lost me, Ben. The Last Starfighter? Thirteenth grade?”

      Shaq made a quizzical buzzing noise in agreement with her.

      “The Last Starfighter is an Earthian movie in which a kid becomes a hot-shot starfighter pilot by winning an arcade game. The other is a derogatory reference to community college. Publicly funded higher education. I don’t know if that’s how education works in the Spiral.”

      “Higher education? Of course. The programs are all free for qualified applicants.”

      “Did you go to college?”

      “No. I joined the Royal Guard as soon as I was old enough to enlist. I wanted to be a Royal Marine from the time I was five years old. I still remember the moment. My father and I were at the spaceport waiting for my mother to come back from a business trip. A Marine was on the same transport ship, probably on leave. Dressed in her formal uniform, all white and red and gold, with the most incredible cape.”

      “The Royal Marines wear capes?” I asked. She had put on the same outfit every day since she had come on board, and every time I saw her I silently named another superhero.

      Today was Black Adam.

      “Our dress uniforms include capes, yes,” she replied. “You don’t like capes?”

      “No, I think they’re cool. You should add one to your uniform.”

      “They’re not that functional, but maybe.”

      “I thought I heard someone laughing,” Pilot Alter said, approaching from the elevator. I hadn’t noticed her arrival over Quasar’s laughter and our conversation. “I just came up looking for a replacement diode for the holstein coupler.” I was going to ask her what a holstein coupler was and whether or not it had anything to do with cows, but thought the better of it. “Are you making any progress with the slab?”

      “The opposite,” I replied. “I tripped a failsafe and got locked out. The slab’s useless.”

      “Oh, that’s too bad. There’s no way around it?”

      “The slab’s default security uses facial recognition,” I replied. “We would need whoever’s face is programmed into the security profile to…” I paused. Maybe it wasn’t as hopeless as I had initially thought. “I think I might have an idea.”

      Alter’s eyes met mine, her expression shifting as if she had read my mind. “I don’t know if I can do that. I need essence.”

      “Do you?” I asked. “Have you ever tried?”

      She nervously flicked her gaze to Quasar. “No, but…I would have to revert to even attempt it.”

      “Are you willing to try? I can’t overstate how much it might help.”

      She hesitated. “I don’t know, Ben.”

      “Why do I suddenly feel like I just became the third wheel to an intimate conversation?” Quasar said. “Maybe I should leave you two alone.”

      “No, don’t,” Alter said, taking a deep breath. “I’ll do it. I’ll try. Zar, I…” She looked at me. I nodded in support. “I need to show you something.”
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      “Ooookay,” Quasar replied, uncertain why Alter was being so cagey.

      “You have to promise never to tell anyone,” Alter continued. “Under any circumstances.”

      “I give you my word as a Royal Marine,” she answered, taking the request seriously. “I can’t offer a better promise than that.”

      “I can’t think of a better promise than that,” Alter said. “Try to stay calm.”

      “You aren’t going to turn into a vampire or a werewolf or anything like that, are you?”

      “Not exactly.”

      Alter removed the pilot’s essence, losing her clothing and detailed rigidity, becoming a transparent mannequin with a red mass centered in its chest.

      “Oh shit,” Quasar said, staring at her. “I kind of expected something like that, but not exactly like that.” She paused. “I’ve read the Intelligent Life Form Compendium’s latest edition. There’s nothing like this described in there.”

      “She’s an Aleal,” I said. “Her species isn’t in the compendium. Most people don’t even know they exist. Unfortunately, Duke Sedaya does.”

      Quasar stepped closer to the mannequin, looking it over curiously. “I hope you don’t mind, Alter. I’m just intrigued.”

      “She’s a little self-conscious about it,” I said. “But I assume since she isn’t backing up she doesn’t mind.”

      “I guess she can’t talk like this, huh?”

      “She can’t. Her consciousness in this form is more basic and instinctive. That’s why I’m not sure if this will work or not.”

      “What’s the plan?”

      “Alter, can you form a face?” I asked.

      Her featureless head began to shift, regaining some of its detail as Pilot Alter. It faded away a moment later before hardening again, this time as Sensei Alter.

      “Wait a second,” Quasar said. “I thought she looked different during our workouts, but I just assumed it was because she changed her clothes and put her hair up.”

      Her face melted like puddy, reshaping into Mechanic Alter as she used the essence to solidify sufficiently to speak. “I’m sorry, Ben. I can’t do it.”

      “It’s okay,” I replied, inwardly disappointed. “It was worth a shot.”

      “What you can already do is pretty incredible,” Quasar said, finally comfortable speaking directly to Alter.

      I put the slab down on the table. “We’ll see what Keep has to say about all of this after we’re finished on Furion. We all did our best. That’s all we can do. Maybe we can help you find your cow coupler.”

      “Cow?” Alter asked.

      “Nevermind. What does it look like?”

      “It’s about four inches long, round, with ridges along one side. I know we have a few of them in supply.”

      Her description triggered another idea. “Wait, I just thought of something. Will you try again?”

      “Ben, I tried. I can’t do it.”

      “I know you’re having trouble with it, but maybe we just need a different approach. What if you stay as you are now? Can you affect your face at all?”

      “I’ll try.” She closed her eyes. I could see the strain on her forehead as she wrinkled her face, trying to make it reshape. She shook her head as she opened them again. “No. It’s not working. I just don’t understand.”

      “Think about the coupler,” I said. “Can you see it in your mind?”

      “Yes.”

      “What about the changes you made to the thruster? Can you picture that?”

      “Yes.”

      “How is a face different than a thruster?”

      She laughed. “How is it not different?”

      “For a person maybe, but for you? Think of the nose, the eyes, the mouth, the ears, and the teeth like different parts of a thruster, which for us, is a head. What if you have an entire bucket or shelf filled with each face part and you can just try them on randomly to see what works? Mix and match. Does that make sense?”

      “I think so.”

      I picked the slab up again. Alter didn’t close her eyes this time. Instead, she looked at my face, examining the shape. Her cheeks began shifting, moving to better copy mine. Her nose adjusted as well, becoming wider and larger as her eyes spread slightly apart.

      “You’re doing it,” I said, becoming excited. “Keep going.”

      I activated the slab and held it up in front of her as her features continued to morph. She turned her attention to Quasar, shifting her face to better match the other woman’s, growing more comfortable with each passing second.

      She closed her eyes then, probably thinking of different faces she had seen. Her features moved and updated nearly continuously as she cycled through all different shapes and sizes. I kept the slab held up to her, hoping beyond reason that she would create a visage that matched the one programmed to the device.

      A minute passed. Another. The process sped up as one face merged into another, using her memories to create different parts for the whole.

      Another minute. Five. Ten.

      Just when I thought she was going to give up, just when I thought we would never get a match, the slab beeped softly, the lock screen replaced with the full user interface.

      “Yes!” I shouted, pumping my fist. “Yes! You did it!”

      “Whooohooo!” Quasar joined in as Shaq hopped up and down on my shoulder, buzzing with excitement.

      Alter’s face moved back to its original mechanic form. She smiled brightly, but just for a moment. I nearly dropped the slab onto the deck as her eyes rolled back in her head and I lunged forward, catching her before she could collapse, her body a heavy, unconscious weight in my hands.

      Even that didn’t last. She lost rigidity then, practically melting in my grasp and leaving me clutching her primordial gelatin, my fingers sinking in. Worried I would hurt her, I lowered her gently to the deck and let go.

      “Alter? Can you hear me?” I said, the slab forgotten.

      “Is she okay?” Quasar asked.

      “I don’t know,” I replied, becoming more panicked as I crouched beside her. “I don’t know the first thing about Aleal physiology. Or how to treat her.”

      “Maybe she needs something to eat. What does she eat?”

      I looked at Quasar without responding. Maybe there were still a few caged rats up in her quarters? “I can get her some food.” I started to stand, pausing when a thin, clear tendril wrapped around my wrist. “Alter. Are you okay?”

      She squeezed my arm gently.

      “Is that a yes?”

      She squeezed again, showing she did have some means to hear and understand me.

      “Do you need food?”

      She squeezed twice.

      “Rest?”

      Once.

      “Should I take you up to Deck Five?”

      Two squeezes.

      “Here is fine?”

      One.

      “Do you want me to leave you alone?”

      Two.

      “Okay. I’ll stay.”

      “Whew,” Quasar said. “I’m glad you’re alright.”

      “I’m going to sit with her for a while,” I said. “Shaq, why don’t you go with Quasar?”

      “Okay,” he replied, launching from my shoulder to hers to perch.

      “Great job with the slab,” Quasar said. “Literally nobody else in the Quad could have done it, but you did. I’ll be in the lounge if you need me.”

      “Thank you,” I said.

      Quasar leaned down, putting her hand on Alter’s mass. Alter didn’t shy away. “I hope you feel better.”

      She glanced at me, nodded, and left the Deck with Shaq.

      I shifted position to sit cross-legged on the floor. Alter’s tentacle left my wrist. A different one wrapped around my leg. I leaned over and picked up the slab.

      “First things first,” I said, recognizing the standard interface. I navigated to the settings to update the security. “Let’s make sure you don’t have to do that again.”

      I set the slab up to add my face to the security permissions, holding the device out and mugging for the laser grid that flashed out from the top of the slab. With that done, I navigated to the documents stored on the device.

      They appeared in a list of files named in what seemed like randomized unique identifiers, their contents impossible to guess. Scrolling through the documents, I cringed at the sheer numbers. There had to be at least a thousand, possibly more. A lot more.

      “Well, I didn’t expect this to be easy,” I said.

      Alter relaxed, her single tendril limp on my ankle. She had said she didn’t need to sleep, but it seemed the effort of modifying her face so many times had completely worn her down. It felt surreal to look at her, a mass of jelly with a cherry center, more like a giant candy than an intelligent life form. I had never thought to get this close to her while she was in this form, but the fact that she trusted me meant a lot.

      I started opening files at random, quickly discovering that they were all written in some kind of cypher. But was the key included somewhere on the device? Possibly in another location, or maybe deeper in the operating system? I figured I should look.

      Time passed quickly as I became absorbed in the effort, navigating the root file structure of the slab and searching for anything that might look like a decoder key. Without anything to give me a hint of how the cypher had been designed, there was no way I would be able to crack it. I lost track of how long I spent in the hunt, only made aware when I realized how badly I needed to pee.

      I carefully removed Alter’s tendril from my leg before standing up, leaving the slab beside her. Tiptoeing to the Elevator, I winced when it sounded off on its arrival, though Alter didn’t seem to stir. A wave of panic rushed through me as I realized she could be dead and I wouldn’t know how to confirm it. She had told me she would be okay. I had to believe that.

      I got off on Deck Three, entering the head and relieving myself as quickly as I could, not wanting to leave her alone for too long.

      The door opened and Matt walked in. He smiled when he saw me. “What’s up, bro? Decided to take a break from that thing?”

      “I had to go so bad,” I replied. “But I need to get back up there. Alter helped me crack the security.”

      “No shit? Did you find anything yet?”

      “Not yet. I just started looking through the device. The files I found are all encoded with a cypher. A second layer of security. It’s going to take time to work through it. If I can work through it at all.”

      “I’m sure you’ll figure it out. You always do. You’re probably hungry. You want Asshole to make you something before you go back? We can hang for a bit.”

      “Sorry, man. I need to get back to it.”

      He would never say or show it, but I knew him well enough to know he was disappointed by my rejection. We had hardly interacted since we’d escaped the penal satellite, mainly because of the time I spent working on the slab.

      “I feel about as useful as legs on a fish,” he said. “You help fix the thrusters, you crack open the top secret slab, you break us out of prison.” He sighed. “I mean, I’m grateful and proud. But I feel like I should be doing more.”

      “You’re doing a lot,” I replied.

      “We both know that’s bullshit. Even Druck’s made himself more useful around here than I have.” He laughed sardonically.

      “What’s really bothering you, Matt?”

      “On Earth, I was the big deal. Good looking, nice car, great singing voice. And I’d just inherited four million dollars. But here, in this element, you’re becoming the rockstar. And I want to be happy for you. I am happy for you, but…”

      “You’re jealous.”

      “Yeah, kind of. I mean, I’m still better looking and all that, but that doesn’t really help us right now. None of what I know is helpful.”

      “That doesn’t mean it won’t be in the future. We’ve only been out here a few weeks.”

      “And look at the mess we’ve made.”

      “And you don’t think being good looking or a black belt will come in handy?”

      “Not as handy as the stuff you can do.”

      “I’m not used to you being insecure.”

      “I’m not insecure. I just want to pull my own weight, you know?”

      I put my hand on his shoulder. It felt strange because he had done the same to me so many times when I had been the one who needed a pep talk. “You will. You are. I’m sure of it. I’m going to head back up for another hour or two, and then come down to eat. I’m hungry, but I can’t just abandon my progress right now. Maybe we can jam for a little while when I’m done.”

      “Sure, I’ll probably still be up. Zar wants to watch That Darn Cat. She said Alter kept telling her to try it.”

      “Alter does like that movie more than any sane life form should. I’ll see you later.”

      “All right. Good luck with the cypher.”

      “Thanks.”

      I left the head, more worried about Alter since I had been delayed. Returning to Deck Five, I found her in her Enigma form, the slab in her hands.

      “Hey,” I said. “Are you feeling better?” She looked up at me. I could tell by her expression that something was definitely wrong. “What is it? Are you hurt? Sick? What can I do?”

      “No,” she said softly. “It’s not that.” I noticed her hands trembling as she turned the slab around so I could see it.

      “What is it?” I asked, moving closer and leaning in to get a better look. It wasn’t the ciphered text I had seen earlier. Instead, I found myself staring at what I took to be an alien alphabet of some kind, etched into a dark metal.

      She shook her head. “I don’t know how or why, but whatever this is, whatever it says, it scares the hell out of me.”
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      “Where did you find that?” I asked, reaching her and putting out my hands to take the slab. “I wasn’t gone that long.”

      “I knew you had left,” Alter replied, handing me the device. “I didn’t want you to come back to my primordial form. It’s…embarrassing. And weak. But fighting against the essence to change my face the way you asked was very difficult.”

      “There’s no reason to be embarrassed. Not with me. I already know who and what you are. That’s the nature of your species. You can’t change it. And you did something in a few minutes I spent days trying to achieve. You got us past the roadblock.”

      “I’m not sure that’s a good thing.”

      I brought it close to my face to get a better look at the symbols. I didn’t recognize any of them, but that didn’t surprise me. The Manticore Spiral was full of non-human intelligent life forms.  “Where?” I asked again.

      “You were looking in the datastore. I checked the hyperstream.”

      “Hyperstream?”

      “It’s like email. A place to send and receive messages over the hypercom. Except this message was never transmitted. Just written and saved on the device. I don’t know if the intent was to transmit the message and the slab was stolen before it was completed or if whoever controlled the slab to begin with intended to use the hyperstream interface completely localized to the device. Neither use is unheard of, especially in relation to how we came into its possession.”

      I closed the image, staring at the list of additional files attached to the message. There had to be over two hundred. Opening another revealed a second set of symbols etched into the same metal. “Do you think this is what we were paid to deliver?”

      “From my experience, yes. But I can’t tell you if our job was to recover the slab for Nobukku after it was stolen by a third party, if the slab was sent to a recipient to write the message, or if the message was written, delivered to its recipient, and then returned.”

      “Is there any way to track its movements?”

      “That would defeat the purpose of the privacy it's clearly trying to maintain.”

      “Right.” I closed the images, glancing at Alter. “And no indication of who wrote the message or who the intended recipient might be?”

      “No. Although the message itself might offer some clue. Matched with what you told me about Avelus, I think Duke Sedaya is likely one of the parties involved.”

      I glanced down at the short message in the body of the stream and started reading.

      The final pieces are in place. With this last batch of plates, I believe the grimoire is complete. I understand your students have already begun studying the previous plates. This is good. Once the first novices have finished their training, we will finally be ready to put the larger plans into motion. Sucaath has pledged that once the Gilded are returned to prominence, his alliance is assured.

      I read the paragraph three more times. There was no real clue regarding the identities of the sender or recipient within the message. Sedaya was a suspect because of Keep, and the only reason Nobukku came to mind was because of the slab’s origin. But that didn’t rule out Baron Nivan either, especially since he ran Kasper for the Duke. I already knew from Quasar that his son had been a real asshole. Like son, like father?

      “Who’s Sucaath?” I asked, looking up at Alter. “Any ideas?”

      “No,” she replied. “I’ve never heard the name before. Once we’re out of hyperspace I can query the hypernet to see if he’s a nobleman elsewhere in the Spiral. From reading the message, I assumed he had something to do with these images.”

      “Yeah. And the mention of a grimoire is kind of crazy. Doesn’t that usually mean a book of magic?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “I think it does. Have you ever heard of magic, real magic, in the Spiral?”

      “There are always rumors of people who can perform acts that seem impossible and many would label as magical. I don’t believe in them. Creative people can often find ways to use technology and psychology to make things appear as if there’s some supernatural force at play.”

      “David Copperfield,” I said.

      “Who?”

      “An Earthian magician. He made the Statue of Liberty disappear. At least, that’s what my mother and Google told me. Way before my time.”

      “Something like that, then,” she agreed.

      “But the note specifically says grimoire in relation to these plates,” I said, scrolling the list of images. “And there are individuals learning how to use these plates to do magic, I guess?” The thought sent a shiver down my spine. What if magic was real and Sedaya had control over it?

      “Anyway, it seems there’s a larger set out there, and that these are needed to complete it. Do you think we have the only copy?”

      “Considering how much care was taken to move this slab across the Quadrant, it stands to reason that it is. Outside the source of the images, anyway.”

      “I wonder if interrupting the delivery kept this out of Sedaya’s hands. He already hates us. I might want to give him a call to gloat.”

      “I don’t think that’s a good idea.”

      I smiled. “Yeah, I’m just kidding. But think about it. If the message means what we think it means, and this really is part of a book of magic, and Sedaya is possibly training wizards? Unless all they’ll be able to do is make the Statue of Liberty disappear, Keep’s warning is a lot more real, and a lot more serious than I realized. Why didn’t he tell me Sedaya is Darth Vader?”

      “What if he didn’t know what was on the slab?” Alter said.

      “He had to have some idea. He didn’t keep it or leave it behind. He gave it to me. He wanted me to find this.”

      “What if he wanted you to find it so you could crack it and tell him about the contents?”

      “Then he shouldn’t have set me up to go to prison,” I growled. “How was I supposed to crack anything from a penal satellite?”

      “I can’t answer that, Ben.”

      “I know. I’m sorry. It’s not your fault. We really need to talk to him and find out what all of this is about. I don’t get why he always has to be so vague. Was he like that with you, too?”

      “Pretty much always.”

      “We should call a meeting and present what we’ve learned to the crew,” I decided. “I’m sure Quasar will want to know, and I don’t see any reason not to share with the others.”

      “What about Druck?”

      “What about him?”

      “Are you sure we can trust him?”

      “Do you have a reason why you think we can’t?”

      She nodded. “He’s not in favor of the Empress or the Hegemony. He’s made that abundantly clear. I’m not suggesting he’s a spy for Sedaya or anything like that. But I do think it’s possible he could be bought by Sedaya. Which makes anything we tell him susceptible to leaving this ship.”

      “How do I call an all-hands and leave him out of it? And how do we keep a secret everyone knows except him?”

      “You can’t. Not for long, anyway. Maybe we should consider asking him to disembark on Furion?”

      I stared at her, uncomfortable with the idea. “You mean fire him? Before he’s even done anything other than prove himself useful as a backup mechanic and maybe in the future as a mech pilot? I wouldn’t want someone to do that to me. It wouldn’t be fair to do that to him.”

      “We’re only as strong as the weakest link. He’s exactly the kind of person Sedaya uses to get what he wants.”

      “Just because he doesn’t like the Empress? How popular is she, anyway?”

      “It depends on where you are in the Spiral. In some places, she’s revered. Others, reviled.”

      “But disliking her isn’t a weird character flaw or something?”

      “Not at all. But it’s more than that. He’s SFH. A mercenary. His entire living is centered around loyalty to the highest bidder. And we can never outbid Sedaya.”

      “Where I come from, if you want someone to stay loyal when better opportunities are available elsewhere, you give them incentive they can’t get anywhere else.”

      “Like what?”

      “A seat at the table, for one. We have to take our chances with him and hope he likes us enough to consider not betraying us if the opportunity arises.”

      She sighed. “Ben, I’ve worked with people like Druck before. I think it’s a mistake.”

      A few weeks ago, I would have capitulated to her opinion. Matt thought he hadn’t done anything useful, and I disagreed. At an absolute minimum, he had given me the pep talk I needed to realize that Star Squadron me was part of regular me, and that I really could be a leader. Of course, as far as I was concerned he had done a lot more than that.

      “I appreciate your feedback,” I said. “I’m not trying to be rude, but maybe we need to work with a little less cynicism. It seems to be rampant in the Fertile Quadrant. Druck’s in.”

      Alter’s mouth shifted slightly as though she was prepared to argue. She smiled instead, though I wasn’t completely sure how sincere it was. “You’re the Captain.”

      “Thank you. Come down to the lounge with me so we can inform the crew.”

      I thought she might hit me with her passive-aggressive formality to show her objection to my decision. “Sure, Ben,” she replied instead, shifting form to Pilot Alter.

      As we headed to Deck Three, a simple thought raced through my mind.

      What the hell was Keep trying to drag us into?
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      The rest of the crew received my info dump without too much comment, though Quasar had a hard time accepting that grimoire had anything to do with magic. Her interpretation was that the author had appropriated the word to give the plates that had been assembled a unique title, making it immediately recognizable to anyone in the know. After all, it wasn’t like the word grimoire was passed around the Quad or the larger Spiral on a regular basis. A code-word of sorts, without resorting to actual code.

      Her explanation made enough sense to convince me, while Matt and Druck insisted the meaning was the meaning and that was that. That part of the discussion turned Alter into a tiebreaker, and she had properly managed the drama by refusing to come to a conclusion right away. Even so, we had all agreed on two main ideas.

      First, whatever any of it meant, the two parties behind it, plus Sucaath, whoever that was, were engaged in something shady.

      Second, none of the intel was actionable until we dropped out of hyperspace and resupplied on Furion. For me, that resupply also included visiting Alter’s contact about my cancer. We added contacting Keep to our todo list, along with searching the hypernet for both Sucaath and the symbols on the metal plates, hoping to discover their origins. Quasar also wanted to find a Royal Guard station on the planet where she might be able to pass on a veiled tip, but none of us were sure how that would work out considering her situation as an escaped convict.

      I couldn’t wait to get there.

      That eagerness made the last three days of the transit feel like three years. Without the slab to occupy my attention, I reverted back to the routine I had undertaken during our prior hyperspace jumps. Physical training in the morning, a few hours of studying operating system code, a few more learning more about the Spiral. Admittedly, the last one was a lot more fun with Druck and Quasar added to the mix. They offered a divergent first-hand narrative of life in the Spiral the books in Head Case’s datastore couldn’t match, coloring between the lines in ways that often caused them to butt heads. Despite their disagreements and bickering, I could see a mutual respect developing between them. A bond that left me encouraged that my instinct about Druck was spot on. He truly seemed to enjoy being part of the crew.

      Crew. A well-defined concept, but still hard for me to think about without disbelief. I was a starship captain. I had a crew. Individuals who had joined up with us voluntarily, who wanted to be part of whatever we were doing. I had plenty of friends on Earth, but most of them had either come through Matt or I only knew them online, through in-game comms or social media. This was different. This was awesome. No matter what happened when we reached Furion, nothing could take away what Matt and I had accomplished.

      And I was really starting to believe we could do so much more. I didn’t want to die with the universe considering us bad guys. Escaped convicts. Keep had asked me if I wanted to be a hero and I had hedged. At the time, I wanted to live more than I wanted to be remembered. Now? I wasn’t as sure. But then, maybe I only felt that way because I was so close to getting what I wanted.

      “Coming out of hyperspace,” Alter said from the co-pilot’s seat. Matt, Quasar, and Druck filled in the sofa behind us, the entire crew present on the flight deck for the drop.

      “I’ve got the stick,” I said, prepared to take evasive action if we arrived too close to another vessel.

      “In five. Four. Three. Two. One.”

      She hit the switch, pulling the hyperdrive offline. Space immediately began filling in again in front of us, quickly revealing a lightly populated drop zone. The path ahead remained clear, the closest ship nearly two thousand kilometers distant.

      “Any Royal Sentries?” I asked, knowing Alter would already be watching the scanners for their tell-tale signature.

      She didn’t answer right away, needing a few seconds to confirm. “No,” she said at last. “We’re clear.”

      I didn’t realize I had been holding my breath until I exhaled, glad to hear we had one major monkey off our backs, at least for now.  The fading tension allowed me to focus my sights on Furion, still a few hundred thousand kilometers off the starboard bow.

      I had looked the planet up in the ship’s datastore during our transit to get a better feel for its complete history. A preliminary look at the world in pictures and video had undersold the real thing. Once an Earth-like planet in the habitable zone around its parent star, a massive collision with an unknown object had knocked Furion out of its original orbit and closer to the star, while also leaving a massive crater on one side visible from our position.

      Of course, moving closer to the star had increased the intensity of the sun’s radiation, raised the temperatures, and evaporated a good portion of the water on the planet. The only good news was that all of that had happened thousands of years before humans had settled the planet. It still wasn’t clear to me why anyone wanted to live there, though the reddish-gold veins that lined the lighter brown sediment and occasional bursts of vegetation would have made for an incredible Instagram.

      “I’m opening a comm to Orbital Control,” I said. “I’ll pipe it through the speakers so you can listen along back there.” I used the augmented reality menu to open the comms and switch it to external. “Orbital Control, this is Fergus, requesting permission to queue for landing at Birilli Spaceport.”

      “Fergus?” Druck asked in the background.

      “Ben’s golden retriever,” Matt replied.

      “What’s a golden retriever?”

      “You don’t have dogs in the Spiral?”

      “What’s a dog?”

      “Nevermind.”

      “Shhh,” I said, waiting for Control’s reply.

      “Fergus, this is Furion Orbital Control. I have you registered in the drop zone. Permission to join the queue for Birilli Spaceport is granted pending a one thousand electro landing fee. You’ll be second in line. Please be aware, we’re experiencing slight delays as we’re on heightened alert status at this time. All incoming ships are required to be boarded and searched by our customs teams.”

      My jaw went slack as I glanced over at Alter, my initial reaction to seek her advice on the matter. I didn’t need it. I already knew that anyone who came close enough to Head Case to board would also be close enough to scan the ship’s immutable identifier. It might take a little time for that ID to be translated and connected back to the ship’s given name, but it would happen fast enough to put us in deep, deep shit.

      “Heightened alert, Control?” I said, doing my best to hide my sudden nerves and hoping the woman at the other end didn’t notice the quiver in my voice. “That sounds serious.”

      “Apparently, the Royal Guard is looking for a ship that escaped from Kasper over a week ago. Since they don’t have a Sentry nearby, they asked us to confirm all first-time arrivals. I don’t see you anywhere on our registered dataset.”

      I didn’t answer right away, unsure of what to say. Matt unbuckled his harness and leaned in over my shoulder, putting his face next to my helmet.

      “Orbital Control,” he said, “this is Captain Morgan. Can you please repeat that? I thought I heard you say we aren’t on your registered dataset.”

      “That’s correct, Captain,” Control replied. “Customs will be along within an hour or two once you move into the queue. Unfortunately, this directive is putting a lot of unexpected strain on our resources.”

      “Control, I’m sorry to give you a hard time, but I’m afraid there’s been some kind of mistake. I’ve been to Furion multiple times before, Birilli in particular. I’ve especially enjoyed the nightlife there.” He paused for effect. “I’m also a big fan of the markets.”

      “I see,” Control replied. “How much do you typically spend planetside? That information will help me verify whether you’ve actually been here before or not.”

      Matt glanced at Alter. She mouthed an amount.

      “At least a million electro per visit. I’d have to check my logs to give you a specific amount.”

      “An estimate is fine, Captain.  Did you know the typical size of expenditures is approximately ten percent of that?”

      “No, I didn’t know that,” Matt said. “That seems like a pretty fair amount to spend for a refuel or resupply.”

      “It’s very fair,” Control agreed. “Let me check on that dataset issue for you. It won’t take long.”

      At the same time, a separate comm popped up on the center console. Tapping on it revealed a payment identifier. I tapped on the ID and entered ten thousand electro, and then tapped the send button.

      “Ah, I think I see what happened,” Control said a split second later. “I believe one of the other controllers here entered your ship’s name incorrectly. I don’t know how they derived Atomsmasher from Fergus, but it is what it is. I’ve corrected the error, and I apologize for the inconvenience. Since you don’t need to wait for Customs, you’re cleared to land immediately.”

      “Thank you, Control,” Matt said. “I appreciate your diligence on this matter.”

      “Any time, Captain. Please follow the transmitted markers to Birilli Spaceport. Orbital Control out.”

      The comm disconnected. I looked back at Matt, who had a big smile on his face. “That was awesome,” I said. “How did you know they’d go for the bribe?”

      “I didn’t, which is why I phrased the offer so vaguely.”

      “Well, it worked. And you were worried about being useful.”

      “Yeah, I guess my talents have some play here after all.”

      “Please fasten your seatbelt and return your tray table to its upright position. We’re going in.”
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      Touchdown on Furion’s surface was relatively uneventful, as long as my gawking at the massive metal platform suspended over a huge reservoir that served as the spaceport’s landing area didn’t count as an event. I put Head Case down smoothly at the far corner of the platform, between a pair of smaller wedge-shaped starships with glistening metal hulls that reflected the black tarmac. Four other ships dotted the landing area, nearly filling in all of the available space. Birilli wasn’t even close to the most populated of the settlements on Furion. In fact, as one of the smallest, it had a certain autonomy the others lacked. A freedom that helped support an economy unavailable anywhere else on the planet.

      “I’ll meet you in the hangar,” Alter said, jumping out of her seat as soon as our skids hit the metal. “Make sure you stop by the armory on your way.”

      “Should we expect trouble?” Matt asked.

      “One of the ships out there is Niflin-made,” she replied.

      “You think Sedaya’s goons are here?” I questioned.

      “Better safe than sorry.” She hurried off the flight deck by the time I removed my flight helmet and got to my feet.

      “Well, that was strange,” Druck said, watching her go. He was still in the same process we had gone through earlier, aware that Alter changed her entire form and demeanor but unable to figure out how or why. He had asked me to explain it to him a couple of times already, but what would be the fun in that?

      “Come on,” Matt said. “You heard the lady. We need guns. Lots of guns.”

      We left the flight deck together, taking the elevator down to Deck Two. A quick stop at the armory put a blaster on my hip and a knife against my thigh. Matt went with a similar loadout, while Quasar attached two plasma pistols to her utility belt and added a couple of micro-explosives to the attached pouches for good measure. Druck went a little bigger, slinging a pulse rifle across his back and holstering a more conventional ballistic sidearm to complement it.

      By the time we reached the hangar, Alter had shifted to her Enigma form.

      “Looking sharp,” Druck said on seeing her. “I like what you’ve got going there a lot better than the greasy coveralls.”

      Alter ignored him. “Ben, what’s the plan?”

      “Were you able to get in touch with your contact?” I asked.

      “No. He doesn’t have a personal hypercom device. I left a message for him at the saloon. There’s no way to know when he might drop by there to pick it up. We’re better off visiting him in person.”

      “That’s fine with me,” I said. “But let’s make sure all of our resupply needs are taken care of first. That way Matt and Druck can take care of receiving them while we pay your guy a visit.”

      I didn’t really want to put off seeing the doctor about a cure any longer than I had to, but efficiency was still important, especially since we were still escaped cons. We might have been able to bribe Orbital Control for the unimpeded landing, but that didn’t mean we should linger here any longer than necessary. It would take only one individual to identify us and take action to ensure we had a really bad day.

      To that end, all of us were wearing something to help cover our faces. Captain Marvel had replaced Quasar’s red, white, and gold superhero costume with shades of black and dark blue. It still stood out a bit in a crowd, but it wouldn’t draw a spotlight directly to us.

      I had gone with a black cloak made from Niflin mercenary armor, which would offer me some protection against attack if one came. In my opinion, it also made me look pretty damn cool. An inside pocket gave Shaq a place to ride where, if needed, he could spring into action at a moment’s notice, yet have some cover from any fire we might draw. Matt had chosen a regular hood attached to his waist-length jacket, and Druck covered his face with an odd beret-type hat and large dark glasses. Of course, Alter didn’t need to change a thing.

      “Remember,” I said. “Once we’re off Head Case, Matt’s in charge.”

      “I am?” Matt replied, surprised by the move. I had planned it since our earlier conversation, and for good reason.

      “I’m only the Captain because I’m also the pilot,” I replied. “You still have a big stake in all of this. It’s only fair.”

      “I don’t think fairness matters right now,” Matt answered. “Not that I don’t appreciate the gesture, but this isn’t a game.”

      “No, it isn’t,” I agreed. “We both know I’m not near your level in a shootout or a melee.”

      “The rules of engagement don’t change just because we’re on the ground. You know how to maneuver.”

      “I’m also nowhere near as charismatic, or as quick-witted,” I added.

      He smiled. “That’s true.”

      “Can we get a move on?” Alter asked.

      I gave Matt a pointed look, waiting for him to take charge.

      “Let’s go,” he said, putting a friendly hand on my shoulder before leading us to the bay door. “Levi, open up.”

      The smaller outer door slid open and the ramp extended to the tarmac. We exited the ship and started across the platform. Hot, dry air buffeted my face as a stiff wind kicked across the landing zone.

      “Let’s start with the basics,” Matt said. “Food, water, and any types of fuel or parts we might need to keep everything functional.”

      “We can procure all of that at the bulk commissary inside the spaceport,” Alter replied. “Prices will be higher here than at one of the larger cities, but the sellers know how to keep their books and mouths closed tight.”

      “What about alternate equipment?” I asked. “Personal, discrete comms, for one.”

      “Military surplus is sold at the underground bazaar, along with almost anything else you might want. I can lead you there.”

      “How do you know so much about Furion?” Druck asked. “I mean, obviously you’ve been here before, but you seem to have more than tourist level knowledge of what to find where.”

      “The problem, Emil,” Matt said. “Is that you don’t know who you’re working with.”

      “What do you mean?”

      Matt looked at Alter, silently asking permission. She hesitated a moment before nodding. Matt returned his attention to Druck. “Does the name Enigma mean anything to you?”

      “Enigma,” Druck said, thinking about it. “Where have I heard—” His eyes nearly popped out of his head, and he took a step away from her. “No freaking way.”

      “Yes freaking way,” I replied.

      “You…you’re a legend. A ghost.”

      “In the flesh,” Alter said.

      Druck smiled. “Shit. No wonder nobody could ever catch you, the way you quick-change into different outfits and stuff. You change your whole appearance so well, it’s like you’re a totally separate person.”

      “Incredible, isn’t it?” Matt said.

      “Of course you would know where to find black market stuff,” Druck continued. The way he looked at Enigma had changed in an instant. Where before, he seemed to see her as an attractive but untouchable woman, now he looked at her with total, professional adulation. Surprising to me since he was a mech pilot, not an assassin. But I guess her reputation preceded her. “Did you kill anyone important here?”

      “I don’t want to talk about that,” Alter said. “I’m retired from that line of work.”

      “Oh, sure. Well, I think you’re pretty amazing.”

      “There’s nothing amazing about killing people for money,” she hissed back.

      “Are you kidding? That’s what people like you and me do. That’s how we make a living.”

      “I’m nothing like you, Druck,” Alter whispered, barely keeping herself contained. “Besides, we don’t kill anyone for money. We kill only if we have to. In self-defense. Got it?”

      “Yeah, yeah, yeah.”

      “Druck, stop being such an asshole,” Quasar said, stepping between them. “Can’t you see she doesn’t want to talk about her past?”

      “What?” Druck said, motioning to Matt. “He’s the one who brought it up.”

      “So you would trust her ability to navigate,” Matt said. “Not so you could interrogate her. Just drop it, okay?”

      “Yeah, sure.” He stared at Alter again. Her harshness hadn’t diminished his admiration at all. “For what it’s worth, I’m sorry to pry. I’ve just never met anyone famous before.”

      “I’m not famous. I’m no one. Nothing.”

      He winked and smiled. “Yeah, that’s right.”

      “Come on,” Alter growled. “The commissary is that way.”
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      Buying resources for the assembler was easier than I expected. In Birilli, nobody cared where you came from, where you were going, or why you were there. As long as you had electro to spend, it was as simple as transferring payment and arranging the delivery. I didn’t know it, but material was sold prepackaged based on the type of assembler and its purpose. While Asshole was an older model, the machine accepted standardized packs, and we ordered a full complement of basic necessities. Food, most importantly. But also raw material for all sorts of textiles. Ten thousand electro for the haul seemed cheap, but Alter told me my perspective had been skewed by the amount we had been paid for our first job. We had made a good haul for not that much actual work, and all it cost us was a week in prison and the notice of the Royal Guard.

      We would find out soon if the exchange had worked out in our favor. In and out of the commissary within thirty minutes, we boarded a shuttle headed downtown.

      Nothing on Furion was especially new, and particles in the air made for a harsher than normal environment. I had read that the material was generally safe to breathe. Riding on the long, floating barge that carried us toward a mottled collection of domes and mid-height buildings about a dozen kilometers away, I noticed most of the other passengers wore breathing filters of various kinds, from simple cloth wraps over their mouths to fully concealed heads and clear face masks with tubes on either side, feeding into a small machine around their necks. An air scrubber of some kind, I assumed. Having suffered from allergies, I could only hope my body wouldn’t react to the dust.

      While I observed the passengers, none of them did the same with us. They kept their heads and eyes down, staring into their laps or browsing their personal hypercoms. The visitors were easy to pick out from the natives based solely on dress. The true Furians reminded me of the middle-east, most of them dressed in long, once colorful robes faded by the environment. It wasn’t only the air that was harsh. Once we moved further away from the spaceport and the body of water the huge landing zone blocked from evaporation, the intensity increased enough to lead to an instant sweat and more labored breathing. Druck looked especially uncomfortable with the rising temperature. Beads of sweat began rolling down his cheeks right away, his shirt becoming damp as if he were part of a time lapse.

      Fortunately, it only took a few minutes to reach Birilli proper. The small city occupied a few square kilometers at the edge of a large mountain range, the miles-high cliffs towering above the western end. No doubt, the formation would block the afternoon sun, limiting exposure and helping to prevent the heat buildup from becoming too unbearable. While the interiors of the buildings were sure to be climate controlled, the outside wasn’t as hospitable.

      The shuttle dropped us off at the edge of the city, and we piled out onto the side of a wide thoroughfare. The roads had been defined by smoothing the natural stone surface, making it flat for the small wheeled vehicles and spindly six-legged alien horses the residents used as pack animals. There were no fancy hovercars here. There was nothing fancy at all. It felt like what I imagined the Old West to be.

      “This way,” Alter said, leading us along the wide street.

      While the shuttle riders had ignored us, the pedestrians weren’t as disinterested. They didn’t seem to care that we could see them staring, their eyes drifting from our shrouded faces to the weapons on our hips, likely pegging us for foreigners that were either potentially dangerous or easy marks. I made eye contact with a little girl standing with her mother, who reminded me of Eunice, the girl from the hospital pharmacy. Meeting her seemed like a lifetime ago. The girl smiled before turning and rushing into the building next to her. Her mother gave me a stink-eye before following her inside.

      We made it about halfway down the street before Alter headed west down a much more narrow lane. My initial thought was that it presented the perfect place for an ambush, if there was an ambush to be had. But who would attack us, and why? We hadn’t been in town long enough to be noticed. We made a beeline across Birilli, pausing at the next street as a pair of the six-legged horses ran by, trailed by about a dozen large lizards roped together through leather collars. A second pair of horses chased behind them, their riders shouting and whistling to drive the lizards forward.

      “The one person in the galaxy that can remove my tumor lives here?” I asked Alter, becoming nervous about his qualifications.

      “I’m sure he isn’t the only one,” Alter replied. “Just the only one I know.” She pointed up the street. “The saloon is half a klick that way. His office is back on the east side of the city.”

      “There has to be another saloon between here and there,” Matt said.

      “There is, but he likes this one.”

      We didn’t head that way. We had another stop to make first. The underground bazaar. We followed Alter to the west edge of the city, coming to a street that abutted the partially-excavated mountainside. As soon as the sun dropped behind the upper edge of the impossibly high cliff, the temperature felt like it dropped ten degrees nearly instantly.

      We turned south, following the rock wall. Shops and homes were carved into the stone, intricate sculpting turning their facades into incredible masterworks. Like everything else here, they had been chewed at over time by the particles in the air, giving their once smooth surfaces the appearance of sandpaper. Only a few people lingered outside the cliff face. Sitting in the shade, they worked weaving baskets or were using a small spigot a few hundred feet down to collect drinking water.

      Alter took us to one of the houses and chose a door midway down the long line of the home’s rusted metal or worn wood doors and open archways. Glancing back at us, she pounded at the barrier with a closed fist, beating out a rhythm almost as complicated as the stonework carvings above the entrances before stepping back into our group.

      “How?” I started to ask, but she put a finger to her lips.

      The door swung slowly inward. An elderly woman leaned out, her wrinkled face eying us warily beneath a brightly colored scarf that covered her mouth. “Can I help you?” she asked in heavily accented English.

      I waited for Alter to respond. She remained silent instead. A sidelong glance showed me her gaze remained firmly locked on the woman.

      We all stood there, silent and tense. I could feel Shaq poke his head out from the pocket where I had hidden him, likely wondering if he needed to take action. Nearly a minute passed. The woman didn’t retreat. She also didn’t say a word.

      Finally, she lowered the scarf, revealing a smile gapped by missing teeth. Silent, she pushed the door the rest of the way open and moved aside.

      Alter still didn’t speak, using her hand to wave us forward with her as she moved to the door.

      We entered an apartment building carved into the rock. A set of sculpted stairs on the left led to the second floor, while more simple doors lined a long corridor delving deeper into the mountainside. Cables and pipes for plumbing crowded the corners on both sides of the brightly colored ceiling, its painted patterns beautifying the otherwise drab structure. It was impossible not to notice how much cooler the air became the moment we crossed the threshold into the excavation.

      I wanted to remark on how incredible I thought this was, but Alter’s silence kept me from opening my mouth. She followed the old woman, and I trailed behind her and Matt as we walked single file down the hallway, passing several doors as they approached the end of the corridor. The only sound was the steady clack of our guide’s cane on the stone.

      We turned left to follow another long hallway. Our guide was so slow, I struggled to remain patient as we made our way another four hundred feet or so before coming to a stop at one of the doors to our left. The old woman raised her cane and used it to hit the door in the same pattern Alter had used earlier. When the door opened, a large, alien,fur-covered humanoid stepped out. Armed with a heavy rifle and wearing Mad Max style armor, he remained silent, bowing his head in deference to the woman.

      She reached up and cupped his cheek for a moment before guiding us through the door, to a narrow set of stairs so worn by feet they must have been there since before the original Earthian’s arrival in the Manticore Spiral. How could that be possible?

      I practically had to bite my lips to keep from asking questions about the place. It annoyed me that Matt seemed so at ease ahead of me as we started the descent, still following the old woman. Lit torches in sconces high up on the wall illuminated our path as we spiraled downward. I counted every step, reaching two hundred and forty-seven when we finally made it to the bottom. I didn’t believe the woman with the cane repeated this journey very often.

      Another furry alien met us at the bottom of the stairwell, where I heard the tinkling glub of calmly moving water and the low murmur of hushed voices on the other side of the door the old woman pushed open with her cane. I smelled the scent of something that immediately aroused my taste buds.

      We stepped out into a massive underground cavern, a quick glance revealing dozens of separate stalls split by a river and connected by stone bridges. Both buyers and sellers mingled at the stalls, and a cursory glance revealed weapons, drugs, food, and other items available for purchase.

      The underground bazaar. After outer space, it was the most awesome thing I had ever seen.
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      Once we were all out of the stairwell, the old woman turned around. After glaring at each of us with a stern expression, she returned her attention to Alter, a huge smile spreading between cracked lips.

      “Jasana’sa,” she said, embracing her. “It’s been too long.”

      Alter returned the hug. “I’m sorry, Gramma'na. I haven’t been back to this part of the Quadrant in many years. This is the first place I came once I returned.”

      Matt glanced over at me. “Gramma'na? Sounds like grandmother.”

      “That’s impossible,” I replied.

      “Tell that to her.”

      “Gramma'na, I’d like you to meet my friends,” Alter said. “This is Matt and Ben. They’re Earthians.”

      Gramma'na’s eyes grew large. “Oh. Earthians. It has been even longer since I’ve seen your kind. So young, too.” She stepped up to Matt, reaching up and cupping his face. “Strong boy. Loyal to his friend. Maybe too loyal?” She laughed, moving to me and repeating the gesture. Her expression changed at once. “Poor boy. Is that why you’ve come? To see Gyer?”

      “Yes, gramma-na,” Alter replied, while I stared at the woman, trying to figure out how she had known I was sick.

      “Well, if anyone can fix you, it’s him,” the old woman continued. “Who are the rest of your companions?” She glanced at Quasar. “A Royal Marine?” Her eyes shifted back to Alter. “Why did you bring a Royal Guard here?”

      “How did you know I was a Marine?” Quasar asked before Alter could reply.

      “I’m old, not blind,” Gramma'na barked. “It’s your posture, woman.”

      “Well, I’m not a Royal Guard anymore. I’m out of Her Majesty’s service.”

      “Probably better off.”

      “That’s what I keep saying,” Druck said.

      She glanced at him. “And you’re a mechie, aren’t you?”

      “Yes ma’am,” he answered. “It’s the posture, right?”

      She laughed. “You’re almost as sloped-shouldered as Ben, here.”

      “I’m not hunched,” I complained, throwing my shoulders back.

      “Not as much as you were before we started working out,” Matt reassured me. “It’s helping your posture a lot.”

      “Thanks.”

      “You came to Birilli to see Gyer,” Gramma'na said, turning back to Alter. “You didn’t just come to me because you wanted to see me.”

      “No,” she admitted. “We need some supplies we could only get here. Personal comms equipment, especially. But also ammunition, and whatever other goodies the sellers might have in stock.”

      “Well, today’s your lucky day.” She pointed to a stall on the other side of the river. “We have a dealer in from Sarkosny. Miklos. He has the comms you’re looking for.”

      Alter smiled. “We’ll go take a look. Thank you, Gramma'na.”

      “Of course, my child. If you have time, come back upstairs and stop by for some tea. I’ve got a Kalrishian brew I know you’d enjoy. The plant the leaves come from only bloom once every forty years.”

      “It sounds wonderful,” Alter said.

      Gramma'na turned to Matt and me. “You take care of her. She’s very precious to me.”

      “We will,” Matt said.

      Gramma'na hobbled back to the stairs on her cane.

      “What was that about?” I asked. “You told me—”

      “Josana-sa is this,” she replied, touching her chest. “She doesn’t know who I really am.” My mouth slammed shut and I swallowed hard. Alter had killed her granddaughter, and the old woman didn’t know it. “That’s how I know about the underground bazaar, and Gyer,” she continued. “Because I’ve done business on this world.”

      “Oh, man,” Druck said, interrupting us. “Take a look at that!”

      I looked at him—he had a look of reverence on his face—and then down the length of the cavern to where his eyes were fixed. Something large was positioned near the wall, rising almost the full height of the cavern. A wide, round head connected directly to a squared body, the chest detailed by a series of rusted armored plates on top of a scuffed and dented torso, broken up by a series of eight large muzzles that jutted out above the hips. One the right side, a massive arm hung straight down, ending in a hand beneath what looked to me like a tank turret connected to the forearm. On the left side, wires and rent metal trailed out of the shoulder socket, the appendage completely gone.

      Each leg of the mech was the size of a thick redwood trunk, and at least three times my height. One of the legs had lost a fair portion of its protection, leaving the inner workings of the machine exposed. Triangular feet provided the base for the armor.

      “What about it?” Quasar said.

      “Isn’t she beautiful?”

      “If you think derelicts that were salvaged from a battlefield are beautiful, sure.”

      “She isn’t a derelict,” Druck said. “She just needs a little attention.”

      “Are you crazy? She’s missing an entire arm.”

      “Arms can be replaced.” He looked at Matt. “I want to go talk to the seller about her.”

      “Okay.  I’ll come with you,” Matt said.

      They split off from us, Matt trailing Druck toward the monster robot. The mechie, as Gramma'na had called him, couldn’t hold back his excitement, practically running to get to the junker.

      “He’s got problems,” Quasar decided, watching them go.

      “How did they even get that thing in here?” I asked.

      “The river leads to the basin beneath the spaceport tarmac,” Alter replied. “There are automated barges hidden up the river that are used to move inventory in and out of the bazaar from arriving starships. It all remains hidden from view, especially the view of the Royal Guard.”

      “I won’t say anything about it,” Quasar said.

      “Let’s head across to the stall your gramma’na pointed out,” I said, starting toward the nearest bridge. “I’m surprised she knew you’ve been gone a long time, but didn’t notice you haven’t aged.”

      “There are treatments available to the wealthy to stop the visible signs of aging. She probably assumed I’ve done well enough for myself to use them. I don’t really want to talk about this. It isn’t a good memory for me.”

      “I’m sorry,” I said. “I’ll drop it.”

      I stopped on the bridge to look back at the mech. Druck was already slobbering all over one of the feet, staring up at the huge machine with obvious desire.

      “How much do you think something like that costs?” I asked.

      “If its reactor is functional?” Alter said. “Two million.”

      “In that condition?”

      “That’s an A-10 Avenger,” Quasar said. “Probably one of the original productions, but even they went for nearly ten million brand new. If it works, two would be a steal.”

      “And more than we can afford,” Alter countered. “Gyer will take most of what we have.”

      “It’ll be worth it,” I said.

      We crossed the river, passing other stalls on our way to Miklos. Something cooking at one of the smaller setups dragged my attention to it, my eyes settling on a hunk of roasting, seasoned meat the seller turned on a spit over a smokeless heating element.

      “That’s real food,” I said. “Not reconstituted molecules.”

      “It is,” Alter agreed.

      “I want it. What about you two?”

      “I’m game,” Quasar said.

      “Can we wait until we’re finished with our shopping?” Alter replied.

      “Business before pleasure?” I said. “Okay.”

      We bypassed the stall, though I couldn’t help staring at the meat as we passed. It had been too long since I had real food. I would have killed someone for a McRory’s burger, fries, and beer.

      Miklos’ shop sat a short distance away from the food, and was one of the larger displays in the place, if you didn’t count the mech Matt and Druck were currently eying. Although, maybe it was the small size of his wares that made the booth appear bigger and better stocked.

      A series of tables rested on the stone floor of the cavern, lined with transparent cases featuring all kinds of tiny devices, none of which I recognized. Since Gramma’na had sent us over here, I assumed at least some of the items were personal comms of some sort, but looking for anything that resembled a hearing aid, even the in-ear kind, proved futile.

      A thickly padded chair that belonged in a dentist office sat behind the product, a small, empty table beside it and a shelved toolbox next to that. I didn’t know what any of that was for, though a second glance at some of the devices suggested maybe they were supposed to be implanted beneath the skin.

      Miklos was at the table opposite us, already assisting another customer—one of the Niflin from the ship we had spotted, wearing a full, opaque helmet that hid his face. He had a disc the size of a dime in his hand, and he held it up as though he were examining a diamond.

      “All the circuitry is top quality,” Miklos said. I couldn’t see him clearly from our position. His back to us, he wore a cloth robe with the hood pulled up, a rope sash around his waist like a monk. From his voice, he sounded relatively young. “My assistant uses nothing but the best.”

      The Niflin lowered the disc back to the table, head shifting slightly toward us. I lowered my head a little, trying to keep my face in shadow just in case he had any connection to Sedaya and his mercenaries. His attention only lingered for a moment.

      Did he recognize us?
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      “What do you think?” Miklos asked. “Two thousand each. I have a dozen in inventory.”

      “I’ll need to discuss it with my captain,” the Niflin replied.

      “I’ll be here all afternoon,” Miklos added. The Niflin passed us to leave, moving along the stalls to look at the other things for sale. He turned around, revealing a badly burned and scarred face, his eyelids completely melted away. I did my best not to react to the unexpected visage.

      “Miklos,” Alter said. “Gramma’na told us we should see you about some equipment.”

      “Of course, of course,” Miklos replied, crossing the space between tables. “Miklos is always at your service. I have the finest specialty electronics in the Spiral, all of it hand-built by my assistant and I. And if we don’t have what you’re looking for, odds are we can make it.”

      His lips barely moved as he spoke, but somehow the words came out perfectly. Glancing at the collar of his robe, I noticed a slight bulge at his neck. Maybe the voice actually came from there.

      “We’re looking for personal communicators,” I said. “Military grade. For medium-range inter-team contact in all environments. We need six or more.”

      He nodded, overemphasizing the movement since his face struggled with expression. “Yes, yes. Of course, of course. What’s your budget?”

      “Why don’t you show us what you believe would be most suitable?” Alter suggested.

      “As you wish,” he answered. He moved to the backmost table, using his thumbprint to unlock one of the cases, removing a set of rectangular silver sticks less than half the size of a grain of rice. “This is the best solution I can offer. Custom made from the circuit board of a CO1260 transceiver from the Dryka Federation.”

      “Dryka?” I interrupted. “As in Duchess Dryka of Caprum?”

      He smiled. “Yes. A shame about all of that. As you can see, their transceiver casing is top quality. The design is more than just functional. It’s, dare I say it, beautiful.”

      It just looked like a tiny silver rectangle to me, but I nodded and played along. “It sure is.”

      “What makes it custom?” Alter asked.

      “Primarily, we’ve exchanged the power cell with a heat absorption module my assistant designed, and sealed the casing. Normally, the twelve-sixty is worn either on the skull behind the ear or the back of the ear itself. This little darling can be implanted in the lobe. It will respond to voice commands, taps, or if you’re physically able, ear movement to select channels and change settings. The set also comes with software installable on your personal hypercom device or most flavors of the standard starship OS.”

      “But it can still be worn externally?” I asked.

      “I’m afraid not. The heat absorber requires a closed space for efficiency. I understand if you’re concerned about implantation and possible complications. Believe me, I know about not wanting to mess up a pretty face.” He waved his hand in front of his face, laughing at the joke since he was as homely as any man I had ever seen. “My assistant is extremely experienced with implants like these,” he went on. “There is zero to worry about.”

      “What if you implant it in one of our team members, and that member leaves the team?” Quasar asked, probably thinking about Druck.

      “No problem,” Miklas replied. “Use the control center to disconnect and reconnect comms to the mesh network or delete them permanently.”

      Shaq remained out of sight, but his hand scraped against my chest in what felt like a knock. “Can you implant them in non-humans?” I asked. He stopped immediately.

      “As long as their ear is large enough to house the device, we can put it in anyone or anything.”

      “How much?”

      “A set of six is eighteen thousand electro.”

      “Three thousand each?” Alter said. “Forget it.”

      “A little too rich for you. Understood. But, let me just remind you that these are custom built. No one else in the Spiral has this technology in their ear.”

      “Probably because they know three thousand is a rip-off,” Alter answered. “A regular twelve-sixty goes for eight hundred.”

      Miklos did his best to smile. “Well, you know your comm devices. Lovely. A lot of work went into the creation, including the additional software functionality, which I wrote myself. Surely that has some value to you.”

      “Eighteen hundred,” Alter said. “Take it or leave it.”

      Miklos grimaced. “Two thousand.”

      “Bye,” she replied, turning around. “Ben, we should go.”

      “Wait!” Miklos said. “I could be convinced to lower the price further depending on the total size of your purchase. Is there anything else I have that might interest you?”

      “What’s that disc thing the Niflin was looking at?” I asked.

      “I’m glad you asked,” Miklos replied, returning to the other table to retrieve the disc. He held it out to me. “This is an undetectable tracking device that connects securely through the hypernet, allowing you to find anything you attach it to anywhere there’s a hypernet link.”

      “You’re lying,” Alter said. “No such thing exists.”

      “Of course it does. The hypernet exists, doesn’t it? The problem, before now I should say, is that basic antennas are too big for a package this size.”

      “They also draw too much power. You said yours is undetectable.”

      “Correct. My assistant and I have trimmed the power consumption by ninety percent, while also shrinking a standard hypercom antenna by about the same amount.”

      “Why didn’t you sell that to one of the Duchy then? If it does what you say, it would be worth a fortune.”

      “The Hegemony has no love of Miklos ever since that fateful day when I was transformed.” He waved his hand in front of his face again. “I stay away from the light for my safety. But of course, you benefit. Each disc is only three thousand. I have twelve available.”

      “You told the Niflin two thousand,” I said.

      “Did I?” Miklos said, feigning surprise.

      “You were only standing a few feet away. I could hear you.”

      He tried to smile again. “Two thousand each then, if you’re interested.”

      “Eighteen hundred each for four of them,” Alter said. “Eighteen hundred each for the comms. Plus implantation.”

      “Is there anything else you need?”

      “What about security bypass devices?” I suggested. “Something to get around biometric scanning, or to open sealed doors. That kind of thing.”

      He put up his finger. “Hold that thought, I think I have what you need.” Moving to another case, he pulled a larger, thicker disc from a case and flipped it at me. I caught it clean. “This won’t bypass software security, but it will short the electronics of the panel plus counter the electromagnetic locking mechanism.”

      “What if the door doesn’t use electromagnetic locks?”

      “Then you have a very old door, like the ones upstairs. In which case, if you have any skills at all you should be able to get through it on your own.”

      “Is that the best you can do?”

      “It’s not generally a high-demand piece of kit. Most people who need to get through a door tend to find it simpler to blow it up. Ruffians.”

      “It could still come in handy,” Quasar said. “How about night-vision, or other visual enhancements?”

      “I like the way you think,” Miklos said. “That, I can provide. Look at this.” He danced to another of his cases and removed another display. A pair of contact lenses rested on black velvet. “These provide automated filters based on an artificial intelligence I wrote myself. They’ll adjust to low-light situations, as well as provide targeting assistance if they detect you’re holding a gun. They can also estimate size and weight and aid in visual identification of starships at greater range.”

      “That’s unbelievable,” I said.

      “They are amazing,” Miklos agreed.

      “How much?” Alter asked.

      “Fifty thousand per pair.”

      “What?”

      “They’re the most expensive thing I have. Rare, but also incredibly valuable to certain individuals.”

      “We can’t afford that,” I said, disappointed. “How much for the door things?”

      “Six hundred each. I have fifty in stock.”

      “We’ll take ten of those at five hundred, four trackers for eighteen hundred, and the comms at eighteen hundred.”

      Miklos strummed his fingers together. “Hmm, you drive a hard bargain. But I did come here to make a profit, so you have a deal.”

      “Great!” I said as he picked his PHD out of his robes. I took out the phone and accepted his bill of sale after he input it, transferring the electro. “How will we do the implants?”

      “I can have my assistant install them now, if you’d like?”

      “We’re still waiting on a couple of team members,” Alter said. “And we have some other business. Can we come back?”

      “Of course, of course. A pleasure doing business with you. Shall I hold the rest of your purchase while I wait for your return?”

      “Yes, thank you,” I said, turning to Alter. “You want to go back up and down those steps again?”

      “You should be fit enough to do it by now,” she replied. “Or I can carry you.”

      I stared at her, confused until she cracked a smile. I smiled back. I wasn’t used to her trying to be funny. “You probably could.” I picked up the scent of the meat again. “I’ve got unfinished business back that way. Zar, can you find Matt and Druck and ask them to join us here?”

      “Sure,” she replied. “After you feed me.”

      I grinned and nodded. We were all starting to relax a little bit and enjoy the time off the ship. The closer I got to visiting Gyer, the better I felt too. This was the happiest I had been since Matt and I bought Head Case.

      “Good call,” I said. We headed back to the food stall. The large man behind it glanced up at me. “In the mood for a bit of tasty meat?”

      “Definitely,” I replied.

      “Three electro per cut, my friend.”

      I glanced at Alter. “Do you want one?” I knew she wouldn’t get any sustenance from it, but that didn’t mean she didn’t want a taste, if only to appear normal.

      “No, thank you.”

      “I’ll take two,” I said, pulling out the phone as he retrieved his PHD. A quick request and confirmation passed the money, and he used a piece of paper to snatch the cuts off their spits and wrap them up. “What kind of meat is this, anyway?”

      “Wild borrell,” he answered. “Not the farmed version like you see in the streets.”

      “You mean the lizards?”

      “Borrell. That’s right.” He passed me the cuts. I handed one to Quasar, pulling the wrapper back so I could take a bite.

      “Earthian.”

      The voice behind me was immediately familiar. I turned slowly, one hand holding the meat, the other stretching toward my blaster. “Daft Punk remix,” I said. The Niflin who had confronted Keep right after we bought Head Case. “I thought the galaxy was a lot bigger than this.”

      “It seems we have the same tastes.”

      “You mean the snack?” I asked. “It’s on me, if you want one.”

      His head shifted, eying my blaster. “I wouldn’t. The bazaar is neutral ground. Conflict will be punished swiftly. And severely.” He pointed to one of the furry guards nearby, who was already watching the exchange.

      “Thanks for the advice. What do you want?”

      “From you? Nothing. I’m down here to purchase necessities, just like you. My subordinate told me you were here. I thought I would make myself known to you.”

      “If you’re trying to intimidate me, it’s not working.”

      “Are you sure?”

      That’s what I said, but in reality, he was right. It was working. He wanted me to know he was here because that also meant Sedaya was here, in spirit if not in person. It also implied that he had known we would be here sooner or later.

      I did my best to stay calm, even as panic began setting in. “Well, enjoy your shopping. Are you sure you don’t want some borrell? It’s wild, not that shit they have outside.”

      The seller chuckled roughly behind me.

      “My people don’t eat animals. It’s disgusting,” the Niflin replied.

      “Your loss.” I took a bite of the meat. It was like butter in my mouth. So good. Definitely his loss. “See you around,” I said with my mouth full, turning my back on him.

      “You should watch that,” he said.

      “Watch what?” I asked over my shoulder.

      “Your back, Earthian. I’ll be seeing you. Soon.”

      A fresh shiver ran down my spine, but I refused to let him see how it affected me.

      “We might have a problem,” I whispered to Alter as we walked away.

      “Like he admitted, he can’t touch us here,” she replied. “Not that he’d survive long if he tried.”

      “That’s not what I’m talking about.”

      “Then what are you talking about, Ben?”

      “He can’t touch us, but what about Gyer?”

      “Why would he bother Gyer? Sedaya doesn’t know your condition.”

      I grimaced, my face flushing. “What if he does?”

      “How would he?”

      “Remember when Matt and I called him to see if he wanted to buy the Star? I might have told him I had cancer.”

      “You what?” she hissed.

      “And now his mercenaries are here, and they were obviously—”

      “We need to get upstairs. Quasar, please find Matt and Druck and meet us outside. Ben, come on!”

      “What about all the stuff we just bought?”

      “Forget about it, let’s go.”
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      Alter grabbed my hand, pulling me toward the bridge. Quasar ran with us, splitting from us when we reached the other side. With a side-glance, I watched her sprint toward the mech, the bazaar’s guards watching her and shifting their rifles to a more ready position.

      We charged to the door leading out of the bazaar. The guard there moved in front of it, blocking us.

      “Why are you running?” he asked, his English thick and hard to understand. It came out more like a long growl than individual words.

      “We need to go topside,” Alter replied. “I’m worried about Gyer.”

      “He is in danger?”

      “He might be. Please, move aside.”

      The guard stepped out of the way, pulling the door open for us as he moved. We raced through and began the long climb at full speed.

      Alter pulled ahead of me immediately, gaining more distance from me as we ascended. By the time I reached the top of the steps, she was leaning against the wall, looking impatient.

      “I—” I panted, so winded from the long climb I couldn’t speak. I had forgotten I wasn’t supposed to anyway.

      Alter went to put her hand over my mouth, stopping when I quit speaking. She shook her head, warning me to keep quiet. I didn’t understand the custom of not talking inside, but it wasn’t my place to question it. I nodded and she moved her hand away.

      Together, we hurried from the excavated apartments and out into the street. I nearly stumbled. “I can’t run anymore,” I said, leaning over to brace my hands on my knees. My head had already started spinning, and I could barely stay upright.

      “I’ll go ahead without you,” she replied.

      “No,” I said. “I know you’re a badass, but Daft Punk knows you’re a badass too. You might be running right into a trap, and you don’t want to do that alone.”

      She surprised me by not arguing. “Okay.” She looked around, spotting something further down the street that caught her attention. “I’ll be right back.”

      Before I could respond, she took off, racing toward a building a few streets down.

      “What is this about Gyer being in trouble?” Gramma’na asked as she emerged from the apartment.

      I turned to her. “Duke Sedaya. He hates me. And he figured out I was coming here to seek treatment. One of his favorite mercenaries is here. He threatened me in the bazaar.”

      Gramma’na’s face hardened. “I see. The Duke should know better than to start trouble this far from his borders. What are you to him, that he’s so desperate to harm you?”

      “I’m nobody,” I answered. “Just a kid who bought a starship.”

      She smiled. “Aren’t those always the ones who get into the most mischief? If Gyer is in trouble, why are you standing here? And where’s Jasana’sa?”

      “I can’t run anymore. Dizzy. She—”

      A cacophony of high-pitched chatter cut me off. Shaq clawed me through my shirt, uncomfortable with the sound. He climbed up my jacket to see what had caused it.

      “A Jagger?” Gramma’na said. “You have a Jagger?”

      I ignored her, transfixed as a line of borell appeared from the general area where Alter had disappeared. They rounded the corner and ran toward us, hissing and gnashing at one another and pulling an open wagon behind them. Alter sat on the driver’s seat next to the apparent owner.

      Gramma’na cackled beside me. “Good old Keith. There’s our ride.”

      “Our ride?” I asked.

      “If Gyer’s in trouble, I aim to help him.” She glared back at my stare. “What? You think I’m too old? I’ll whip your ass all the way back to the spaceport.”

      “No, you definitely aren’t too old.”

      The wagon stopped in front of us at the same time Matt, Druck, and Quasar came running out of the apartments

      “Ben!” Matt said. “What the heck is going on?”

      “No time to explain,” I answered. “Get in the wagon.” They complied.

      I turned to help Gramma’na climb the wooden steps into the wagon behind them, but she shoved me aside with her cane and scrambled up them, as agile as anyone. I wouldn’t make that mistake a second time.

      As soon as I was seated on one of the three benches, Alter signaled the driver. He shouted and  snapped the reins on the borell’s rump, sending it scrambling back into motion. It took them half the length of the block to pick up speed, and then we were racing through the streets of Birilli, rocketing around the corner so hard we had to lean to one side to keep the wagon from tipping.

      “Move aside!” the driver roared at the pedestrians crossing the street in front of them. “Move aside!”

      Residents and visitors alike jumped out of the way, barely avoiding the snapping teeth of the borrell. We went a few blocks and turned left again, and then after a few more blocks, we made a right. Most of the streets were relatively quiet, though I could see a lot of activity around some of the domed buildings and storefronts. The patrons stared at us as we hurried past. I could only wonder what they thought of our misfit crew.

      The wagon reached the outskirts of the city, where the buildings were smaller and more spread out. Keeping my eyes peeled for signs of Sedaya’s Neflin, I didn’t spot anything out of the ordinary. Neither did anyone else. Our ride slowed to a stop. Alter jumped off the seat before it had fully come to a rest, head whipping around in every direction.

      “Gyer’s place,” Gramma’na said, pointing her cane at a metal door leading into a smaller domed house surrounded by similar buildings. “Everything looks okay.”

      “Maybe the Niflin really did just come to shop,” Quasar suggested.

      I climbed out of the wagon, Matt right behind me.

      “Zar, Druck, wait out here,” he said. “Shout if there’s trouble.”

      “Yes, sir,” they both said.

      “Shaq, why don’t you wait here too? Maybe take a lookout position on the roof.”

      “Yes, sir,” he buzzed, leaping from my shoulder to the building and easily scaling it to the top.

      Alter approached the door with Gramma’na. The older woman used the back of her cane to knock. “Gyer, you in there, boy?”

      No reply.

      “He may be at the saloon,” Gramma’na said. “He goes there a lot. More like, too much.” She knocked again.

      No reply.

      “Do you have a key?” Alter asked.

      “Me? Nope. Gyer doesn’t like me that much.”

      “Shaq,” I called, as quietly as I could. “Do you see a way in? A chimney or something?”

      He put up a hand, asking me to wait while he scampered around the top of the dome, vanishing on the far side. I started to worry about him after almost a minute passed, but then I heard the sound of the door unlocking. Alter pulled it open. Shaq jumped off the end of the counter beside the door and stood on the floor inside.

      “Nice work, buddy,” I said.

      “Anytime,” he buzzed back.

      Alter went in first. The dome had been split into at least three rooms. The first, a living area, clean and neat, with a cloth sofa, a chair, and a couple of tables. Nothing special. The second room, through an open doorway on the right, looked like a sterile doctor’s office, with cabinets lining the visible wall. The other room’s door remained closed.

      “Gyer, you in here?” Gramma’na repeated. “Bedroom’s through that door. But he probably isn’t here.”

      Shaq buzzed, pointing toward the office when I looked down at him. He ran along the floor on all fours, pausing in the doorway and buzzing again.

      “Someone left a holographic projector in there,” Alter said, translating for him.

      I entered the room. An operating table rested in the center of the room, with apparatus behind it for anesthesia and monitoring. A small cube sat in the middle of the table.

      “That’s a projector?” Matt asked, standing beside me.

      “How do I make it work?” I said, glancing at Alter.

      “Pinch the sides,” she replied.

      I leaned over and did as she said. The projector activated.

      A two foot tall Duke Sedaya formed around the cube, a terrifying grin across his tiny, ugly face.

      The projection was so good, Sedaya seemed almost real, standing casually on the table with his arms folded across his chest in full arrogant asshole mode. Shaq hopped up next to him, stretching out on his hind legs to nearly match the hologram’s height.

      “Earthians,” Sedaya said, an exasperated fury in his voice. “It seems we’re to continue circling one another like a pair of wayward stars, destined to collide. I would have preferred that you had died on Cestus or remained imprisoned on Persephon, at least long enough for me to claim Keep’s sad excuse for a starship. You’ve proven yourselves more resourceful than I would have guessed considering your origin planet. Resourceful enough to become a serious thorn in my side.”

      “Good,” I said, tempted to crush his projected head between my thumb and forefinger. My body started shaking, the news that my one chance of survival was gone like a bucket of ice poured over my head. I had dared to hope that my cancer might be cured, and now that hope was gone. At the moment, I didn’t know how to fully process that fact.

      “As I’m sure you know, Atticus Gyer isn’t here. I’m afraid he isn’t anywhere. His end is unfortunate. As one of the premier cyber-enhancement specialists and surgeons in the Fertile Quadrant, he was a valuable tool to the Nobility.” He unfolded his arms, smirk fading. “His death is on your hands, Earthians. You forced my hand. You are responsible.” He settled down again. “Now, you have in your possession something that belongs to me. Something that never should have fallen into your hands, though the idea that you were inadvertently working for me without knowing it is a stroke of amusing irony. The slab is mine. I want it back.”

      “I knew it,” Alter whispered.

      “I considered holding Atticus hostage and offering him to you in exchange for the device. But the knowledge of your disappointment and unavoidable demise was too pleasurable for me to deny myself. Besides, I prefer to take what I want, and this way, I get the Star of Caprum too. This time, you won’t escape. Goodbye, Earthians. Forever.”

      Gramma’na was already moving before the hologram shut down. Her cane smacked the cube, knocking it from the table and into the corner.

      Where it exploded.
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      The force of the detonation threw me backward into Matt, who slammed against the corner of the doorway. Gramma’na fell back through the door, while Alter was knocked into the nearby wall. Shaq was closest to the explosion but had also reacted to the swinging cane, leaping for my shoulder as it had swung toward him. He never made it, thrown by the force of the blast toward the open door, where he grabbed on with his sharp claws.

      It was over in seconds.

      But it was just beginning.

      “We’ve got trouble!” Quasar bellowed from outside, backed up by a sudden eruption of gunfire from Druck’s rifle and the softer thumping of her plasma.

      I forced myself back to my feet, ears ringing, head spinning, trying to make sense of what was happening and everyone’s position inside and outside the home. The explosion of the cube had left a hole in the back wall, a stroke of good luck for us, as it offered a better, unexpected escape route.

      “Fall back inside!” Matt yelled from behind me, the concussion of the explosion muffling my hearing so that I just barely heard him.

      Druck practically dove through the open front door, Quasar backing in right behind him as plasma sizzled by her, coming almost close enough to melt her face off before hitting the frame. As Druck crawled on his hands and knees toward us, she ducked to evade a second round, and then Quasar slammed the door shut and locked it. The heavier metal absorbed the attack. For now.

      “I’m going out,” Alter said, rushing out through the hole before either Matt or I could stop her.

      “Jasana’sa!” Gramma’na called as well, to no avail.

      “Zar, what’s the situation?” Matt asked, shaking off Alter’s recklessness and taking charge in a way I had never seen before.

      “They came pouring out of the houses across the street. Too many to count. We can’t stay here. They’ll box us in and rip us apart.”

      “I’m surprised Sedaya didn’t expect the cube to kill us,” I said, my voice hoarse from the dust and heat.

      “He’s not taking any chances,” Druck said. “Man, couldn’t you have pissed off Duchess Lazby? I hear she’s got a soft heart.”

      “Out the back,” Matt said. “Zar, take point. Watch out for Alter. Don’t hit her with friendly fire. Druck, you next. Gramma’na in the middle. I’ll bring up the rear.” He pulled his blaster, so I pulled mine. Shaq jumped from the door to my shoulder.

      “Are you okay, bud?” I asked.

      “Mmm-hmm,” he buzzed back.

      “We need to make our way back to the spaceport,” Matt continued. “Is the wagon still outside?”

      “The wagon is, but the driver’s dead,” Quasar answered.

      “What about the lizards?”

      “I don’t know.”

      A shout from outside drew my attention. A male’s voice, not Alter. Probably her first victim.

      “Zar, go,” Matt said. “We’re right behind you.”

      “Copy that,” she replied, moving to the hole. She slipped outside, firing on an unseen enemy as she did. Druck, right behind her, opened fire as well, sending out a burst from his rifle and then rushing into the darkness.

      Back on her feet, Gramma’na didn’t hesitate to go out the back, twisting the end off her cane as she did. I wasn’t entirely surprised when she, more than able to defend herself, fired blue laser bolts from it.

      Rounds continued punching into the front door, the metal, sagging from the heat, about to give way.

      “Ben,” Matt said, laying his hand on my shoulder. “We’ll find someone else.”

      I nodded, fighting to stay positive. Part of me wondered if he and the rest of the crew would be better off if I died here. At least then everyone could stop worrying about me. “We have to get out of here alive first.”

      “We will; come on.”

      The attack on the front door stopped. “Wait,” I said, crouching in the office doorway and facing the front. Matt realized what I planned and backed me up.

      Someone kicked the door open, his form fully visible in the frame. We both opened fire before he could charge in, followed by the others. A handful of blaster rounds cut through his armor and took him down.

      “Now!” Matt said, jumping up and rushing for the hole.

      I joined him outside, nearly colliding with Quasar.

      “Almost forgot,” she said, holding up one of the explosives she had taken from the armory on board Head Case. She threw it inside, all the way to the front of the dome.

      When it exploded, it took at least three Niflin with it, along with the entire front of the house.

      “Jeez!” Druck howled. “What the hell?”

      Even Quasar looked horrified by the power of the device. “I underestimated that one. Sorry.”

      We moved out into the dome’s small yard, between two other domes where a few dead Niflin mercenaries already lay. In the darkness, it was impossible to know who had killed them, but I was sure Alter had already managed her fair share. Where was she?

      Gramma’na waited a few yards ahead, near the side of the dome. Alter had vanished into the night, no doubt stalking our attackers.

      “Gramma’na, do you see anyone?” Matt asked.

      “Not after you just woke the whole planet. They all ran inside,” she replied. “And I think you toasted our ride.”

      “Shit,” Quasar said. “Sorry. Again.”

      “Someone here’s bound to have a car,” Gramma’na said. “At least you took out the ambush party.”

      “Sedaya might have sent more,” I said, surveying the carnage. “It still wasn’t enough.”

      Lights flashed low overhead, revealing a half dozen dark ships descending toward our position. Mercenaries leaped out of both sides of each craft, thrusters on their backs framing them as they dropped to the surface.

      “Jinxed,” Matt said, shaking his head. “Gramma’na, which way?”

      She pointed with her cane.

      Quasar took point again, as we sprinted from Gyer’s house toward the dome behind it. Gunfire rained down from above, the dropships firing at us with impunity, the entire city apparently defenseless against attack.

      “Aren’t there any cops or anything around here?” I shouted as she reached cover, just in time to avoid the plasma bolts that sizzled into the wall behind us. “Or can they just do this all night?”

      Lights in the sky further out answered my question. The dropships overhead stopped shooting, rushing ahead of us to unload their mercenary cargo before the air defense arrived.

      “It’ll take them time to get out here,” Gramma’na said. “But they’ll come. I can’t believe the gall of that Duke.”

      A fresh round of gunfire from closer to Gyer’s house hit the area around us. Matt and Druck spun back around to return fire, cutting down the first of the mercenaries before being forced to again take cover.

      “We can’t stay here,” I said.

      Shaq buzzed something in my ear, too long and complex for me to understand. Before I could ask him a yes or no question, he jumped off my shoulder to the ground, quickly digging a small hole and tucking himself into it to hide.

      I knew he wasn’t playing ostrich. Rather, he was the best kind of booby trap. “Good luck, bud,” I said as the rest of us headed away from the position at a run, doing our best to move diagonally between the houses. With all the action, the residents were smart enough to stay inside and out of trouble.

      I looked back at the next block, just in time to see the first of the mercenaries reach Shaq’s position. I barely spotted the Jagger as he climbed out of his hole and jumped onto the merc’s gloved hand, apparently able to bite through the material. The guy started to shout and then went silent as he collapsed. Shaq jumped from him to the next in line, landing on his faceplate and climbing over it. When the guy reached up to grab nothing but empty air, Shaq clawed the merc’s lines of life-giving atmosphere in half, choking him almost immediately.

      I lost track of Shaq after that, my attention taken up by the jet-suited mercs dropping in front of us. Caught between them and those behind us, there was nothing to do but attack.

      Screaming like deranged banshees, we rushed straight at them, both sides opening fire, may he with the best armor and aim win. Gramma’na’s blue bolts were like Hawkeye’s arrows, dead on with nearly every blast, smashing through helmets and dropping the Niflin like flies. My aim had improved since Matt and I had started this crazy journey, but I still managed to mostly hit armor, the blasts damaging the outer shell of several mercs without breaking through.

      Quasar was the first of us to get hit, grunting as she took a shot to her chest and another to her thigh, leaving her burned but alive. Druck got hit next, the mechie suffering only a slight burn to his arm. Then I got hit. Luckily, the shot hit my coat, which absorbed the entirety of the blow. We were also fortunate that the Niflin hadn’t managed to hit us from behind, thanks to Shaq taking them all out. I could hardly believe he had made such short work of them.

      We managed to clear our flank of mercenaries too, cutting to the right and ducking behind another house as more of them came into view on our left, shooting into our cover.

      “Shit,” Matt growled. “Where the hell is Alter?” He turned to me. “Can you remote Head Case to us?”

      I nodded, grabbing the phone from my pocket and quickly navigating into the remote access. Instead of receiving a view of the tarmac from inside Head Case, a red error message popped up instead.

      REMOTE ACCESS LINK FAILED.

      “It’s not working,” I said.

      “What?” Matt replied. “It needs to work.”

      I tried again, with the same result. “Not working.” I showed him the message. “Maybe they did something to jam the signal.”

      “Shit! How are we going to get out of this?”

      “I don’t know, but we will.”

      Looking up, I spotted the defense ships approaching overhead. The dropships spotted them too. They turned and started shooting, sending plasma streaking across the sky. The defenders tried evasive maneuvers but two of them were too slow, taking solid hits that tore through their craft. Flames and smoking debris billowed out of the wounded ships and fell to the ground. The two craft peeled away from the scene, struggling to stay aloft.

      My heart sank as a third defense force ship took a lethal hit and blew up. I had hoped they would convince the mercenaries to break off the attack.

      Wishful thinking. Without being able to summon Head Case, I had a bad feeling we were all about to die.
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      A whine joined the loud commotion, a pair of bright lights lighting up the mercenaries coming our way. Like on Caprum, the car slammed into two of them and came to a stop. And like on Caprum, Insane Clown Posse Alter jumped out, her fiery batons tearing into the nearby mercs.

      “Who is this now?” Gramma’na said.

      “Who cares,” I replied, covering for her. “We’ve got a ride.” I looked back toward where I had last seen Shaq, put my fingers in my mouth and whistled sharply. He must have heard me, because he raced along the ground toward the car.

      “When did you learn to do that?” Matt asked as we ran for the transport.

      “I could always do that,” I replied. “I just never needed to.”

      Our ride was an open-cabbed flatbed hovertruck, big enough for all of us to climb onto the back as Gramma’na claimed the driver’s seat. The vehicle didn’t have a steering wheel, controlled instead by a pair of levers like a ride-on lawnmower.

      “Hold on to your asses,” Gramma’na shouted, putting the thing in motion. She spun it in a tight circle just as Shaq jumped up, landing on Quasar’s shoulder and running across her to me.

      “Nice work,” I said to him as he settled and started cleaning himself. “You good?”

      “Mmm-hmmm,” he replied.

      The truck jerked forward, stopping beside Alter. “You coming?” Gramma’na asked. Alter turned and smiled, leaping gracefully onto the seat beside the old woman as she deactivated her batons and replaced them with a plasma pistol.

      “Let’s go!” Matt shouted, pounding the side of the truck.

      Gramma’na tore us out of there, racing away from the mercenaries closing in from every side. By the way they formed up and kept shooting behind us, I knew we had evaded being surrounded by a matter of seconds.

      Matt, Druck, and Quasar returned fire, taking a couple more of them down on our way out to one of the wider thoroughfares. Overhead, the Niflin dropships swung around and started shooting again, pelting the road behind us as they sought to zero in on us.

      Alter stood up on her seat, firing her pistol at one of the ships. The rest of us followed suit, creating a barrage of return fire that pushed the dropship off course, but not before one of us hit it somewhere important. Smoke began pouring from its rear, and when it pulled up and away, it blew up.

      One down, too many remaining.

      Scanning the sky, I found more defense ships headed for the dropships. A dozen flashes from that direction led to a dozen thruster trails, missiles rocketing toward the Niflin craft. They stopped shooting at us, taking evasive action and dropping what had to be decoys from their tails. The defense missiles, pulled off course by the decoys, detonated short of the dropships..

      The defense ships seemed to expect the diversion. They followed up the first strike with ion bolts aimed ahead of the dropships, which flew right into them. All of the Niflin ships erupted at once into airborne fireballs.

      “Woooo!” Gramma’na screamed at the sight. “Go get those bastards!”

      I smiled and slumped back in my seat, accepting the moment of respite as we shot along the stone street, returning to Birilli proper. Looking at the sky, I waved at the defenders in their small atmospheric fighters as they shot past. One of them tipped its wing in response.

      The sky lit up again, four thick bolts dropping from above and slamming into the defense fighters. They disappeared in midair, vaporized by the powerful strike.

      “Shit,” Quasar said beside me as a much larger object appeared far above. “Sedaya must really, really hate you.”

      “He wants the slab,” I replied, sitting up again. “And the Star. He has too much to gain by stopping us here.”

      “I think he might succeed,” Druck said.

      “Nice attitude, ground-pounder,” Quasar snapped back. “We made it this far.”

      Smaller dropships started spilling by the dozens from the sides of the larger ship. They didn’t all head toward us, but rather spread across Birilli, angling to land forces all over the city and leaving us with nowhere to hide.

      “They’ll capture the spaceport,” she continued. “It’s up to Planetary Defense to push them back.”

      “You would think a whole planet could stop one dropship,” Matt said.

      “That depends.”

      “On what?”

      “Whether or not Sedaya paid Duke Rolo enough to compensate for the potential damage, and then some.”

      The statement caught me by surprise. “You mean Sedaya might have bribed the Duke of Furion to let him invade without intervention? Just so he could kill us?”

      “Welcome to the Spiral, Earthian,” Druck said.

      “This is ridiculous.”

      “Ridiculous or not, it looks like it’s happening.”

      “What about the Birilli defenders? Their guards?”

      “It has to look convincing,” Quasar said. “Or the Royal Advisors get antsy.”

      “Like the Empress doesn’t know this goes on?”

      “How can she not?” Druck said. “This shit happens at least a few times a week. That’s how folks like me get rich.”

      “Are you rich, Emil?” Quasar asked.

      “Rich, dead, or thrown in prison,” he corrected.

      “None of that helps us right now,” Matt said. “We need to get back to Head Case.”

      “The question is how?” Quasar replied. “The spaceport will be cut off, and if PD isn’t going to intercede, I’m afraid they’ll be able to capture and hold it. We’re cut off too.”

      “Didn’t Alter say the bazaar has a path to the spaceport?” I asked. “The barges go directly to the tarmac.”

      “Mmm-hmmm,” Shaq buzzed excitedly.

      “That’s our move,” Matt said. “Assuming we make it back downtown alive.”

      Easier said than done. A dropship swooped in from overhead, guns blazing. Quasar fell on top of me, pushing me down and shielding me as the bolts smashed into the flatbed, splitting us down the middle. The power to the truck failed. The whole thing collapsed onto the stone, skidding along until friction brought it to a stop. The dropship shot past and slowed. Another unit of mercenaries jumped out ahead of us, weapons ready as they dropped toward the road ahead.

      Alter and Gramma’na had both been thrown from the truck when it hit the dirt. I barely got my eyes on them as they nearly matched one another, flipping over in the air and somehow landing cleanly, Gramma’na in a crazy superhero pose. Alter’s batons came to life in her hands, twirling rapidly and deflecting the incoming fire from the Niflin. Gramma’na brought her cane to bear, firing individual bolts through the enemy’s faceplates.

      Shaq sprung away from me, rushing to join them as the rest of us collected ourselves, getting back on our feet and regaining our bearings. We had made it to the edge of downtown, where the streets were rapidly clearing, the civilians retreating into their homes. Birilli’s security filled in some of the gaps, plasma bolts, ion blasts, and more conventional projectiles filling the air almost everywhere I turned.

      We rushed to catch up to Alter and Gramma’na, reaching them just as Shaq took down a mercenary trying to sneak around their flank. The Jagger hopped off his helmet as he collapsed, returning to my shoulder.

      “I haven’t had this much excitement in years,” Gramma’na said. “But I’d rather these assholes didn’t destroy my hometown.”

      “They’ll leave when we do,” Matt said. “They’re here for us.”

      “Then we ought to get you out of here,” she replied.

      “Our best path is through the bazaar,” I said.

      She made a face at that, clearly not wanting us to go that way. But what other choice did we have? “I think I smell what you’re cooking, kid. Fine. I’ll let you go that way.”

      “Thank you,” Matt said.

      “Follow me.”

      We trailed Gramma’na through the chaos, the fighting increasing in intensity as more security forces appeared on the scene and more Niflin mercenaries dropped from the sky. It quickly became hard to move through the gathering mess. The volume of blasts kept us seeking cover as the two sides forgot about us and focused on one another.

      Sedaya’s large dropship loomed overhead, stopping a few thousand feet above the city. Large, rectangular crates began to spill from the bottom, falling quickly toward the surface.

      “Mechs,” Druck explained, seeing the crates. “We’re running out of time.”

      “We have to go!” Matt shouted, ducking a little as a plasma bolt hit the stone wall we hid behind.

      Gramma’na looked back at him and waved us on. We broke cover, rushing across the street and following her down an alley. Mercenaries entered the other end of it just ahead of us, only to find themselves trapped in a killing crossfire between us and the security forces. We killed them quickly, sprinting through the narrow gap and reaching the west side of the city. A loud boom behind us drew my attention. One of the crates dropped its front panel, and a huge humanoid machine stepped out. It raised an arm and opened fire with a heavy cannon, blasting a building a few hundred feet away. The building exploded in a cloud of dust and debris that spread across the street, blocking it and cutting off the oncoming defensive forces.

      “Ben, move!” Quasar growled, snapping me out of my fascination with the destruction that could be wrought by only one mech. I joined her as we charged behind the others, making a break for the apartments embedded in the cliff face. A group of security guards were already positioned there, defending the entry. They recognized Gramma’na, and instead of shooting at us, they laid down cover fire for our approach.

      Another crate landed on the street a hundred feet away, drawing defensive fire before it even opened. The front panel fell away with a loud clang and a vibration that shook the ground beneath my feet, the mech stepping out and turning its cannon toward our escape route.

      Quasar turned and threw the explosive she had left at the mech. The grenade exploded with enough force to blow the thing’s foot entirely off and knock it off balance. Its round hit much higher on the cliff face, digging out rock that tumbled down on us. I saw a larger piece headed for Druck and shoved him from behind, knocking him out of the way just before it landed between us.

      “Close,” he said, looking back at the rock. Other chunks pelted our shoulders and heads, enough to hurt but too small to do lasting damage.

      Gramma’na led us into the apartments, motioning for us to stay silent inside. It seemed crazy to me that she wanted to keep up the ritual despite the cacophony unfolding outside, but I did my best to keep my mouth shut as I followed her and the others deeper into the excavated space.

      We were nearly to the door leading back down to the bazaar when the mercenaries made it past security and into the entrance at the opposite end. Gunfire lashed down the hallway at us, hitting me in the back, the first few shots absorbed by my coat. Shaq left my shoulder again, and as I turned to fight back I saw him spring from one wall to the next, and then onto the ceiling where he ran upside down toward our attackers. The enemy didn’t even notice him as they found cover in the doorways of the apartments, avoiding our responding fire.

      I opened my mouth to call Shaq back, only to have Alter’s hand close over it again, keeping me from saying anything. I wanted to scream at her, to explain why we had to be silent in the corridor, but couldn’t. She pulled me toward the door as Gramma’na opened it and entered the stairwell.

      Shaq reached the nearest mercenary, pushing off the ceiling and landing on the Niflin's arm. It was as if time came to a complete stop, the Niflin’s shout reverberating off the walls and echoing through the hallway. Immediately, the closed doors on either side of the passageway swung open. Monstrously large claws extended from the darkness, rough slashes cutting into the surprised mercenaries, the men screaming as they were cut mercilessly down.

      “Hurry,” Gramma’na whispered.

      I joined the retreat, afraid for Shaq as he leapt from his victim to the floor. The demonic creatures behind the doors poured into the hallway, hissing and growling as the Jagger scampered beneath their feet, trying to avoid their claws. He started toward us as Alter practically threw me into the stairwell.

      And slammed the door closed behind us.
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      “What are you doing?” I screamed at her, turning back to the door. “Shaq is out there!”

      As Clown Alter, she didn’t speak. Instead, she grabbed me roughly and pulled me away from the door with more strength than I had ever guessed her to possess. When I tried to get past her to the door again, she shoved me back.

      “Alter, damn it, Shaq is out there. You cut off his escape. How could you do that to him?”

      She shook her head, her refusal to let me past reinforced when the door shook and dented inward. The creatures that were out there responded to noise, and I was making too much of it.

      And Shaq was already gone.

      I wanted to scream at the top of my lungs in frustration and pain. I couldn’t. All I could do was descend the stairwell toward the bazaar, trailing Matt and the others with Alter taking up the rear. If the monsters on the other side did break through, maybe she could stop them. Or maybe they would rip her apart. At the moment, I would have been content with either one.

      We went down as fast as we could, the movement of my tired legs becoming robotic as we followed the steep, ancient stairs in its winding pattern. What had taken nearly ten minutes the first time, we did in five, and by the time I reached the bottom I could barely believe I was still on my feet. As if the thought had broken my concentration, a wave of dizziness overtook me as I went out the door and into the bazaar. I fell to my knees, nauseous and exhausted. By the time Alter helped me back up, she had changed back to her Enigma form.

      “How could you?” I whispered to her through tired, tearing eyes.

      “They would have killed us all,” she answered. “Do you think Shaq would have wanted that?”

      It made sense, but that didn’t make it any easier to take. I’d never lost a friend like this before. He had died in what had quickly escalated into an all-out war I still didn’t completely understand. A war Keep had dragged Matt and me into without our consent. We thought we were buying a starship. That was all. It was supposed to be exciting. Fun.

      It wasn’t fun anymore.

      Had it ever been, outside of fleeting moments?

      “Gramma’na’s having the bazaarmaster signal a barge,” Matt said, returning to us. We’re safe for the moment, but…” He trailed off as a loud crack of thunder rumbled overhead and the entire cavern shuddered. Dirt and debris loosened from the top of the cavern, spilling down onto our heads. “What the hell?”

      A second thunderous rumble shook the cave and more debris came down.

      “They’re shooting at the mountain,” Quasar said. “Hoping to collapse it in on us.”

      “You have to be kidding,” Matt said.

      “I wish I was.”

      “The barge is coming,” Gramma’na said, coming toward us. She cocked her head when she saw Alter. “Jasana’sa, where have you been?”

      “I was here the whole time, Gramma’na,” Alter replied.

      She looked confused, but didn’t argue. “Come, we’ll wait by the dock.”

      We headed for the dock. The other patrons and sellers in the bazaar were beginning to realize there was trouble as the cavern shook again. Customers started for the stairwell, only to have the guards stop them.

      “It isn’t safe up there right now,” the large, furry alien blocking the door said.

      “It doesn’t seem too safe down here, big guy,” one of the customers replied.

      “The reapers are active. We need to wait until they’ve calmed.”

      “Alter, have you seen Daft Punk?” I asked, remembering he had been down here with us.

      “Who?” she replied.

      “Sedaya’s Niflin mercenary. The asshole who threatened us before.”

      She looked around the cavern, shaking her head. “I don’t see any Niflin down here right now.”

      Joining her in observing the bazaar, I realized at least half of the individuals who had been down here when we left had vanished. “I have a bad feeling about this.”

      “The barge is coming,” Gramma’na shouted back at us. “Let’s get you out of…”

      She tailed off as the barge emerged from the darkness of the smaller cavern. Long and flat, able to carry a large volume of goods and individuals, it was already fully loaded with Sedaya’s forces. I think it was Daft Punk who stood at the bow, but the Niflin all looked similar with their opaque helmets and black body armor.

      They were bad enough. The two mechs loaded onboard, one in front of the other, were unquestionably overkill.

      The mercenaries opened fire from the edge of the cavern. Although the larger volume poured in our way, some plasma bolts sizzled indiscriminately across both sides of the river.  The initial barrage caught Gramma’na flat-footed, and she vanished under the onslaught as the dock she stood on was vaporized by rifle fire.

      “Gramma’na!” Alter shouted, pulling her blaster and shooting back at the incoming enemy as everyone in the cavern scrambled to find cover, ducking behind stalls and tables as they turned whatever weapons they had toward the mercenaries. The only good news was that the bombardment had suddenly stopped. It occurred to me they had coordinated it not to bring down the cavern on us, but to distract us from the arrival of the mercenaries.

      As soon as our return fire became too intense, the foot soldiers moved behind the mechs, using their better armored legs as cover and shooting around them. The mechs joined the fight as well, raising their arms and unleashing hell from powerful cannons affixed to them. Detonations rocked the cavern, sending up gouts of stone as they blasted our defenses.

      “Should we swim for it?” I asked, ducking behind a table with the others.

      “It’s twelve kilometers from here to the spaceport,” Matt reminded me. “Do you think you can make it?”

      “I know we can’t make it here! We’re sitting ducks!” I yelled back, glancing at the others. “Where the hell did Druck go?”

      He was gone, and I didn’t remember seeing him enter the stairwell. Had he been left behind too?

      “He was here a minute ago,” Quasar said. Her eyes narrowed. “Move!” she shouted. “Incoming!”

      We all broke cover, diving away as one of the mechs hit our position with a blast from its ion cannon, sending up dirt and debris everywhere around us. The concussion  knocked me onto my ass and my blaster out of my hand. I rolled to my hands and knees, finding my blaster and bringing it up in time to shoot the first mercenary I saw, the one aiming at me.

      The barge had reached our side of the river. The Niflin leaped off to land ashore, rushing our defenses. The mechs turned away from us as well to step off the barge.

      A shout from the other side of the river caught my attention. I saw Miklos rushing across the bridge nearest the barge, a strange looking, insectoid creature riding on the back of his hooded head. The alien threw something into the middle of the mercenaries, and a moment later the air seemed to vibrate around them. They clutched at their heads and collapsed.

      One of the mechs turned its cannon toward Miklos. He raised a gloved hand toward it, and I stared as the ion blast hit a shield that appeared in front of him. The ions sizzled and dissolved instead of reducing him to dust.

      Still running across the bridge, Miklos pulled a rifle and opened fire. Thick green bolts of energy tore into the mercenaries, reducing them to vapor with a single shot.

      The success spurred the other defenses into action, us included, and we pushed back against the mercenaries, forcing them to fall back to better cover.

      The mechs continued their assault, cannons hitting defensive positions and killing both guards and customers alike. We did our best to stay out of sight of the mechs and still take shots at them when we could, but just the two machines were enough to win the battle without help from the additional ground forces.

      We neared the river, finding cover behind a bulky piece of machinery a few feet from the edge. Standing to shoot at one of the mercenaries, when I looked past him all I saw was the dark hole of one of the mech’s ion cannons. Blue lightning formed deeper inside the tunnel, the weapon about to unleash on our position.

      “Oh shit,” I whispered. There was no time to warn the others. No time to find somewhere else to hide. The ions exploded from the weapon, lancing across the distance toward me.

      I didn’t even have a chance to blink before Miklos appeared in front of me, gloved hand in the air. The ion blast hit his shields, pushing him brutally back into the machinery between us. His glove sparked and smoked, and he shook his hand to remove it, letting it fall to the ground as he circled the machine, crouching beside me.

      “Bastards,” he cursed.

      “Bashterds,” the insectoid alien on his shoulder agreed in a high-pitched clatter.

      “Ben, come on!” Matt shouted.

      I looked up over the mech again. It hadn’t given up on us, its cannon prepared to fire a second shot that we wouldn’t be able to stop.

      A heavy, echoing roar drowned out every other noise in the cavern, a burst of orange-yellow appearing behind the mech and to the right. The muzzle flash came from three combined  gun barrels on the torso of the battered Avenger. The rounds tore into the enemy mech’s outstretched arm, ripping it off at the elbow. The cannon fell to the ground with a large thunk that reverberated across the floor.

      “Yes!” I shouted, as Druck steered the Avenger away from the wall and toward the two mercenary mechs. Its single arm unleashed its own hell from its plasma cannon. The bolts smashed the back of the mech that had shot at us as the pilot desperately tried to bring the machine around to face the Avenger.

      “Ben!” Matt shouted again.

      I found him with the others, waiting near the center of the closest bridge. Using the sides as cover, he and Quasar fired down at the mercenaries from higher ground, keeping them pinned. I didn’t see Alter.

      “I need to get out of here,” Miklos said. “And your crew looks like it knows how to handle itself in a fight. I have your order in my coat. Free of charge for a ride off Furion.”

      “You don’t need to pay me to get out of here. I’ll bring anyone I can.”

      Miklos tilted his head like a confused dog. “Really?”

      “Really?” The alien on his shoulder mimicked, tilting its head as well.

      “Some things are more important than money. Like friends.” The words tasted sour in my mouth as my mind turned to Shaq. I still couldn’t believe he was gone, just like that. “Let’s go.”

      We broke from the mechs, sprinting across the ground to the bridge. Quasar plastered the Niflin with plasma fire, keeping them from taking more than a few poorly aimed shots at us. Ducking low behind the railing, we inched our way to the others.

      “Where’s Alter?” I asked.

      “She went to get the barge,” Matt replied.

      “I thought the barge was automated?”

      “Stand up and look to the left. There’s a small control station.”

      I was about to stand up when a thunderclap sounded on the right bank, followed by a wave of heat carried by a gust of air. The entire cavern lit up twice as bright as it was before, and a hard thud shook the entire space. Raising my head just enough to see off to that side, I found the Avenger limping toward the second enemy mech. What remained of the first one was in a heap and on fire, debris from its explosion scattered for meters around it.

      “He’s a good mechie,” Quasar said. “I’ll give him that.”

      The Niflin’s other mech finally got into position, turning to face the Avenger. Both of its arms came up to fire heavy ions at Druck’s mech, only to be taken by surprise when the Avenger suddenly burst forward, the limp apparently a ruse. Turning the machine’s torso slightly to bring its armless shoulder forward, the Avenger slammed into the enemy mech with a deafening crash, rending its armor and shoving it backward toward the now empty barge.

      “He’s going to sink the boat,” I hissed, watching the enemy mech’s feet slide along the stone toward the edge. It grabbed at the Avenger, trying to get away without much success.

      The Avenger’s torso guns opened up on the other mech, even as the other mech’s chest guns fired back. The sound echoed loudly in the cavern, the two mechs using brute force against one another.

      It felt like the exchange lasted forever, when in reality it took only a few seconds for the Avenger’s guns to tear up the other mech, taking it offline. The enemy mech smoked and burned as the upper half of it went limp and fell, its legs the only thing holding the unit upright.

      The Avenger grabbed its torso and turned sideways to practically throw the other mech aside. Triumphant, Druck guided the scarred and rusted mech onto the barge, stepping lightly and kneeling on one knee when he reached the center.

      I looked to the opposite bank and found Alter inside the control booth, half a dozen dead mercenaries surrounding it. She did something inside and the barge began to move forward.

      “When it passes under us, we jump,” Quasar said.

      Fresh plasma swept toward us from the side of the bridge. One of the rounds hit my shoulder, burning through my coat and into my flesh. I groaned in pain, saved from worse when Miklos tossed a small silver ball from his pocket at the source of the incoming fire. The Niflin had taken cover behind the same machinery I had used, sneaking in for the attack. When the ball hit the machine it stuck to it, a red light on it flashing at an increasing pace.

      “Get down!” Miklos shouted in warning to the others.

      The ball exploded, taking the surviving mech and the Niflin with it, the fireball rocking the bridge we stood on. Fresh heat blasted my face and then faded, leaving the bridge mostly intact. Looking over the side, I saw Alter running for the barge as it approached our position.

      “Get ready,” Quasar said, straddling the opposite railing of the bridge. Matt, Miklos, and I joined her there, ready to jump as soon as the bow appeared on our side.

      The entire cavern shook again, the bombardment from outside resuming. It seemed Sedaya’s mercs had gotten word that their units inside hadn’t fared well. I don’t think they were expecting us to counter with a mech of our own.

      My arm burned, and  my heart ached. Head pounding, ears ringing, I couldn’t believe how I had gone from Earth to here, this moment, inside of a month. A weird thought to have, maybe, but it still felt surreal.

      When the cavern shook again, a huge chunk of rock broke off from the ceiling behind us, dropping into one of the bridges and crushing it beneath its weight. More debris tumbled toward us, larger pieces threatening to give way any moment.

      “Hang down!” Quasar shouted, shouldering her rifle and sliding over the bridge railing so she could hang down off the bridge deck itself, diminishing the distance she’d fall to the barge. I climbed over the railing, sliding down over the side to hang from the decking. I watched nervously, worried I wouldn’t be able to hold on long enough to wait for the barge.

      Fortunately, I didn’t have to wait long.

      Looking down my legs, I watched the barge pass under me until the crouching Avenger appeared.

      “Now!” Quasar said.

      Without thinking, without hesitation, I let go.
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      I didn’t fall far. Quasar timed the drop so that the Avenger would be directly beneath us, still kneeling and hunched forward to fit under the bridge. I hit its sloped back a couple of seconds after letting go, sliding down the relatively smooth surface and onto the back  of  the mech’s bent leg, landing like an albatross next to Miklos, who rolled acrobatically off the leg to land lightly on his feet. I swear I heard the little alien insect say “tada!”

      Matt and Quasar landed on the other leg, Matt on his knees and Zar in her own brand of superhero pose. Alter had made it to the barge as well, standing at the stern and facing away from us.

      The cavern shook again, the bombardment far from done.

      “We should get down,” Miklos said. “Hide under the mech for protection from the stones.” He pointed up, and then jumped aside as a larger hunk of rock crashed down.

      “Good idea,” I agreed, moving to the edge of the leg and sliding off. “Alter!” I shouted, getting her attention. She continued staring back for a second before coming to join us as we circled the Avenger, ducking down beneath its forward-bent torso. I spotted Druck through the small viewport in the machine’s head, strapped into a gyroscopic pilot seat that kept him level despite the mech’s tilt. He waved to me and I gave him a thumbs-up. He’d saved all of our lives.

      The cavern shook again, and again, as the automated barge continued along the river, its pace assisted by the current. With the next hit, a large mass of rock crushed the bridge we had jumped from. The back half of the bazaar vanished beneath the dust and debris.

      “I couldn’t save her,” Alter said.

      “Gramma’na?” I replied.

      “Yes.”

      “None of us could. There was no time.”

      “She saved us,” Quasar said.

      The cavern shuddered one last time and fell still. Enough debris had fallen to destroy the place for good, though it hadn’t fully collapsed.

      “I don’t think Sedaya paid enough to get permission to block Birilli’s water supply,” Matt said cynically.

      “We aren’t out of this yet,” Quasar replied. “ They’ll have the other half of their army waiting at the spaceport.”

      “I’m sure they will,” Alter said.

      “How are we supposed to get past them?” I asked. “They did something to the ship so that I couldn’t remote it to us. Maybe they’ve disabled it completely.”

      “Someone must have told Sedaya you used remote access on Cestus. They didn’t need to destroy Head Case. I’m sure they just jammed the signal.”

      “That’s what I’m hoping,” I said, glancing at Matt. “If that’s the case, we should be okay to leave as long as we can get onboard in one piece.”

      “As long as they didn’t put a disruptor net over the ship,” Quasar said, “then yes.”

      “Okay then. I bet they put a disruptor net over the ship,” Matt said.

      “It would be the smart thing to do,” Miklos replied. He held out his scarred hand to Matt to shake. “Miklos Nikoviac. And this is my assistant, Archie. At your service.”

      “Archie,” the insect said, bowing toward Matt.

      Matt only hesitated for an instant before taking Miklos’ gloved hand, though he seemed nervous about squeezing too hard. “Matt.” He let go and nodded to the little alien. “I’m sorry, I don’t know what species you are.”

      “He’s an Acheon,” Alter said. “Very far from home. And I’ve never heard of one traveling alone.”

      “Archie’s not alone,” Miklos said. “He has me. And we return to Demitrus quite often to pick up materials for our creations. He sees his nestmates multiple times per year.”

      “Plenty of times,” Archie agreed.

      “Now that the introductions are out of the way,” I said. “We need a plan to get from this barge to our ship.”

      “The barge is automated,” Alter said. “There’s nothing we can do to stop it. We have about twenty minutes until we reach the other end of the tunnel. When it arrives, it will lift up to the tarmac and touch down on its assigned spot.”

      “So not only can they wait for us, they know exactly where to aim,” Matt said.

      “Yes.”

      “At least we have this,” Quasar said, patting the Avenger’s leg.

      “Druck’s done a great job so far, but a beat up, one-armed mech can only do so much,” I said. “They dropped at least ten of those crates into Birilli. That’s ten mechs against one.”

      “It’s not time to give up,” Matt said.

      “I’m not giving up,” I answered. “We need a plan. A real plan.”

      Archie leaned closer to Miklos head, chittering excitedly, too low for me to hear.

      “Ben, you said you have a remote access system on your PHD?” Miklos asked.

      “Yeah, to fly my ship from a distance.”

      He put up a finger, mouth opening to represent a smile. “I think Archie and I have an idea.” He reached into a pocket of his robes and recovered a screwdriver.

      “All of this advanced tech, and you still use screws?” Matt said.

      “What else would we use? Sometimes the simplest solutions are still the best.”

      “I don’t know; you’ve managed to replace wheels.”

      “Not in all cases.” He hurried out from under the Avenger, running to the bow of the barge and dropping to his knees. Once there, he turned to look back at us. “Ben, I will need your device.”

      By the time I walked over to him he already had the cover off the deck, exposing the mainframe that ran the barge. Archie jumped into it, finding purchase on a pair of thick wires and looking up at him.

      “Tools,” he requested.

      Miklos retrieved a small bag from his robes and handed it down to the Acheon, who slung it over his shoulder and unzipped it. The bag unfolded to reveal dozens of tools I didn’t recognize, all of which were too small for human hands.

      Archie picked what he wanted without delay, while Miklos sat cross-legged on the deck next to the open cover. “PHD,” he said, holding his hand out to me. I passed him the phone. He looked at it and held it out. “Unlocked please.”

      “Right,” I said, embarrassed. I took back the device, unlocked it, and returned it to him.

      He immediately navigated to the terminal, typing in commands at blazing speed. “Archie, I have the address when you’re ready.”

      “Don’t rush me,” Archie snapped back in his chitter-whistle.

      “I said when you’re ready,” Miklos shot back. “Behave yourself, or I’ll feed you to an ogritch.”

      “Hmph,” Archie grunted, opening the side of the mainframe.

      “What exactly are you doing?” I asked.

      “I have the device ID for your PHD here. Archie is going to modify the circuit board switch so that we can remote into the mainframe, and then move some wires around so you can use your device like a controller. Essentially, you’ll be able to pilot the barge like it’s a starship.”

      “Only less maneuverable.”

      “A lot less maneuverable. And since there are no restraints I would recommend not making any moves that are too sudden. At the same time, you will be able to ascend to the tarmac anywhere there’s enough of a gap. Which might not give you much more variety, but it will take the enemy by surprise.”

      “Can he do all that in time?”

      “Archie? Of course. Acheon are good with things like this. It’s pretty much the only thing they’re good for.”

      “What?” Archie said, carrying on too quickly for me to understand the rest.

      “I’m kidding, I’m kidding,” Miklos said. He leaned in close to me, lowering his voice. “I’m not kidding.” I stared at him, confused. He responded with a wink. “I’m kidding.” A pause. “But not really.”

      Archie continued muttering as he vanished into the mainframe case. I stood over the open cover for a few minutes, thinking about how to handle the rise to the tarmac.

      “I’ll be right back,” I said, rushing to the others. “Druck!” I shouted. “Can you hear me in there?”

      He looked at me, and then reached to the console in front of him and tapped on one of the controls. “Are you saying something, Captain?” he asked.

      “Can you hear me?” I replied.

      “I opened the external mics. I can hear you now.”

      “Nice job in the bazaar.”

      “Thanks, Boss. I told you picking up a mech would be worth it.”

      “Miklos is working on hacking the barge so we can control it manually. We’re going to come up next to the tarmac. I need you to lay down some serious cover fire when we get there. I mean, give them everything you’ve got for as long as you can.”

      “Sure, I can do that. But you should know, I spent most of the ammo I had back there. I’ve got the plasma cannon and plenty of energy to fire it, but the railguns will only last a few seconds at most.”

      “Not great,” I said. “Do the best you can.”

      “Copy that.”

      I explained the situation to Matt, Alter, and Quasar. Of course, I would try to bring the barge up as close to Head Case as possible, but in all likelihood we would have to run some of the distance. “What about the disruptor net?” I asked. “Can we get it off?”

      “It has a power source,” she replied. “I’ll disable it.”

      “Does it mean the Niflin got inside?”

      “If they did, they’ll die.”

      “What about the Star of Caprum?”

      “The blast doors will take time to penetrate. More time than they’ll have.”

      I nodded and turned away, planning to head back to Miklos.

      “Ben,” Alter said, turning me around again. “I’m sorry. About Shaq. I didn’t see any other way to keep you safe.”

      “Just like you killed a security guard to keep me safe?” I replied, regretting the remark almost instantly. She flinched and lowered her head. “Alter, I…” I exhaled, speaking as gently as I could. “You can’t always keep me safe. And you can’t stop what’s already killing me. We tried.”

      She nodded, but didn’t look at me. I hurried back to Miklos, reaching him as Archie climbed back to the deck.

      “How’s progress?” I asked.

      Miklos handed me the phone. It had a series of buttons on the screen. Up, down, left, right, faster, slower. “Rudimentary, but functional,” he said.

      “That’s an understatement,” I replied. “When does it become active?”

      “It already is.”

      I looked up in a panic, making sure we weren’t about to crash into the side of the cavern. “Geez, you could have warned me.” I ignored Archie’s high-pitched laughter. “By the way, do you have anything in your bag of tricks to deal with a disruptor net?”

      “As a matter of fact, I do,” he replied. “Leave that to me.”

      “And me,” Archie said.

      “I think I see the end of the tunnel,” Miklos added, pointing forward.

      “Here goes nothing,” I replied.
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      I used the hacked-in controls to slow the barge as it approached the end of the tunnel. I could see the cliff walls of the reservoir beyond, not far from where we would emerge beneath the overhanging tarmac. My heart had been pounding for the last hour and didn’t have much more to give or I’m sure the intensity would have blown right through the proverbial roof. At this point, I hoped I could stay upright long enough to get us to Head Case.

      Coming out of the tunnel, I immediately heard echoes from the tarmac above. Heavy mech feet shifting on the platform, along with the soft whine of ships circling overhead. If there had been any doubt Sedaya’s forces waited for us above, they were quickly snuffed out.

      “Miklos, you don’t have any more shields on you, do you?” I asked.

      “No, my friend,” he replied. “I only had one glove.”

      “Any other good toys in those robes?” Matt questioned.

      “Nothing that would be useful in this situation. I didn’t have time to gather much when the attack came.”

      “I’m almost out of ammo, Captain,” Quasar said, checking her rifle.

      “We all are,” Alter agreed. “Our best chance is to get onto the ship and blast off as quickly as possible.”

      “The odds? Not good,” Archie clicked. “The tension? High. The stakes? Immeasurable. Our intrepid—”

      “Archie, not now,” Miklos snapped, looking at the alien sitting on his shoulder.

      “What are you doing?” I asked the Acheon.

      “He does that when he’s nervous,” Miklos answered for him. “I never should have taught him how to speak English.”

      “Druck, are you ready up there?” I asked, reaching up and knocking on the Avenger’s pitted armor.

      “Ready as I’ll ever be,” he responded.

      The bow of the ship hit the light spilling in from the open side of the tarmac. My jaw clenched, nerves tensing as the moment of truth approached. We continued forward, drifting with the current. My fingers rested over the buttons to both ascend and accelerate, though I knew steering the barge would be like trying to direct a snail. After all we had been through, if I ever did see Keep again, I was pretty sure I would kill him on the spot. Or at least scream at him.

      The line of light moved toward us. The moment the Avenger’s head breached it, I heard a shout from overhead, and a barrage of blaster fire started raining down on us.

      It didn’t surprise me they were waiting for us to come out. We had positioned behind the mech for a reason, and we backpedaled now, staying under cover of the tunnel for as long as possible.

      Druck didn’t. He slid the Avenger forward in a crouch until he was clear to stand at full height. Gracefully spinning the machine’s torso, he raised its single arm and fired back. The blast stopped the enemy fire, and they retreated from the edge of the landing pad.

      I tapped furiously on the buttons Miklos provided, directing the barge to accelerate, turn, and rise all at the same time, thankful for the coordination honed by playing way too many video games. The barge lifted out of the water while it turned. Druck pivoted the mech’s torso to compensate, keeping his aim locked on the tarmac.

      We emerged entirely from the cavern before we got more than a few feet off the river. The reservoir leveled off nearly sixty feet below the bottom of the landing pad, a thirty foot gap between the walls of the basin and three sides of the pad’s hexagonal shape. The counterstrike of the Avenger’s ion cannon had already left a part of the tarmac scuffed and scarred.

      More immediately, the opposite wall of the reservoir approached a little too fast. I tapped on the controls, trying to turn us more rapidly. But the barge couldn’t maneuver that well, and we drifted sideways toward the cliff while we continued to ascend.

      “Shit,” I cursed, furiously hitting the buttons. Slowing down. Trying to rotate faster.

      Druck opened up with the ion cannon again as a pair of mechs tried moving to the edge of the pad. Risking a quick glance up, I realized how small they were compared to the Avenger. Druck’s first shot hit one in the shoulder. His next nearly pierced the head of the second mech. They backed up almost as quickly as they had arrived.

      “Hold on!” Alter shouted, dragging my attention back to my plight. I couldn’t stop the barge’s momentum in time, and it slammed into the rocky wall of the reservoir with an echoing clang, knocking me off balance. Rather than tumble, I fell to my knees, holding the phone tight. If I dropped it, we would be totally screwed.

      The Avenger shifted on the barge, dancing on the deck to regain balance. A large foot came down only a foot away from Matt as he kneeled on the deck, looking back at me accusingly.

      “Sorry!” I shouted, wincing as our forward momentum caused the barge to scrape against the stone. “My fault. Totally my fault.”

      I hit the up button over and over, increasing power to the countermass generators underneath the vessel, trying to get to the tarmac as quickly as possible. Of course, the faster we went up, the harder it would be for me to make the barge go down again to land, but I could worry about that when we got there.

      Still scraping the cliff, the barge didn’t rise as fast as it might have otherwise. Meanwhile, the forces above had vanished, perhaps to let us get to their level before continuing the assault. Looking up, I spotted a pair of smaller dropships circling close overhead, as well as the larger ship moving to the area higher above. All of Sedaya’s assault forces had moved to the spaceport. How were we supposed to get out of this alive?

      Grit and determination. It was all we had, and we needed to make the most of it.

      I fought to steer the barge away from the wall, cursing out loud when gunfire again began pouring down from the landing pad. Alter grabbed me and pushed me to the deck, staying over me as Druck turned the Avenger, continuing to fire. I could tell from the direction of the attack that the forces had split up, making it impossible for Druck to hit them both at the same time.

      Quasar and Matt returned fire, using the mech as cover. I kept trying to get the barge off the wall, its ascent too slow to deal with the assault. Alter rested on top of me, heavier than I expected considering her female form and size. I heard plasma bolts sizzling around us, and she grunted a few times as she took the hits for me.

      “Druck!” I shouted as loud as I could, hoping he would hear me. “We need to get off the wall!”

      The mech stopped shooting, turning in a fluid motion and reaching out for the cliff. With one explosive move, it punched the rock. The force shook the barge, but also pushed it away from the barrier, setting us free.

      We rose quickly, launching upward like a helium filled balloon. Druck turned the mech the other way as we closed on the edge of the landing pad, our rapid ascent surprising the mercenaries.

      We rose over the landing pad, the barge moving toward the side closest to Head Case. I kept tapping the button to slow its forward progress, hoping to stop it in time.

      “See you on the tarmac, Captain!” Druck exclaimed through the Avenger’s external speakers. Before I could react, the mech took three steps to the edge of the barge and jumped.

      “He’s crazy,” I said, glancing up at Alter. Her eyes were closed. I didn’t hear or feel her breathing, and I realized I didn’t know if she breathed in the first place. I had always taken that for granted. “Alter?”

      She didn’t respond.

      Dread and worry prompted me to panic. There was no time for that. The gunfire on the landing pad intensified, both from the Avenger and the mercenaries on the ground. Druck wouldn’t last long out there alone.

      I continued smashing the buttons, finally stopping the ascent and getting the barge drifting back down as one of the dropships swooped in. I couldn’t move with Alter on top of me, and that might have saved my life. The dropship’s guns ripped along the deck toward Quasar and Matt, forcing them to dive and roll away. Miklos pulled a pistol from his robes and started shooting, green zaps of energy lancing up at the passing ship. I didn’t expect much to come from the small arms fire, surprised when the zaps punched through the front of the ship and into the cockpit. Miklos must have hit the pilot, because the ship didn’t pull out of its strafing run before striking the reservoir wall, exploding on contact.

      “Alter?” I said again, jostling her to jog her awake. Still no response. “Alter, come on!” I urged. “Wake up!”

      The barge dropped toward the tarmac. Head Case waited on our left, about three hundred feet away. I wouldn’t be able to get the big vessel any closer. Unable to see beneath the barge, I didn’t know where Sedaya’s mercenaries were or how many had assembled on the pad. I could still hear gunfire exchanging between the Avenger and the forces there. How much punishment could the already damaged mech take?

      “Alter?” I shouted again. “Come on!”

      Her eyes snapped open. “Ben.”

      “Are you okay?”

      “I lost two percent of my mass, but I’m healed.”

      I sort of understood. The plasma hits had burned away some of her gelatin structure, but there was still enough to compensate. Another incredible property of her alien form.

      “We’re about to hit the tarmac.”

      She jumped off me, her form changing to Clown Alter. She giggled and drew her batons, leaning into the momentum of the barge as it lowered enough for me to see the action. Druck had already knocked down one of the smaller mechs, and had the other in bad shape. Meanwhile, dozens of mercenaries fired on him, while dozens more were lining up to hit us when we landed.

      “Last one,” Quasar announced as she and Matt ran over to me. She had the small explosive device in her hand.

      “Fire in the hole,” Matt said.

      She tossed the device off the side of the barge, into the middle of the waiting mercenaries. I looked away as it detonated, not wanting to see the gore that followed as at least ten Niflin were killed in the explosion, the others scattering.

      The barge hit the tarmac, sliding along it with a deafening, grinding squeal. The bow plowed into one of the ships parked on the landing pad, bringing us to a sudden stop.

      “Let’s go!” Matt shouted.

      Together, we all ran to the side of the barge and jumped off.
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      Together, we landed on the tarmac, some of us more gracefully than others. I came down without injury, falling into a three-point landing that probably would have looked cool, except I stumbled to my knees, breathing hard as I pulled my blaster and tucked my phone back into my pocket.

      Alter landed like an acrobat, somersaulting out of the jump and rushing the nearest mercenaries. She caught them before they could recover from the shock of the explosive Quasar had tossed into their midst. The others stayed on their feet, swinging rifles toward the Niflin and putting up enough of a fight to force them to seek cover.

      “Come on!” Matt shouted, angling toward Head Case as he shot at the enemy.

      “I don’t think so,” Quasar said, searching for her next target.

      I regained my footing and sprinted in the ship’s direction. I didn’t see any kind of net draped over it, though there was an armored hovercraft stopped just above Head Case. A mercenary popped out from the top of the vehicle, taking position behind a pair of turrets, which swung in our direction. Before he could shoot, a trio of plasma bolts hit him squarely in the chest. He flopped down over the turret’s lip and hung there. lifeless.

      A loud bang behind us drew my backward glance. A second dropship veered away from the mech after having left a gaping hole in the Avenger’s side. Smoke poured from it, where what remained of its ammunition had exploded.

      Druck backpedaled the huge machine, keeping it between us and the bulk of Sedaya’s forces. We would have been dead already if not for the mech and its pilot, who now put himself between us and the entirety of Sedaya’s firepower.

      “Come on!” Matt shouted again. “We’re going to make it!” I glanced over my shoulder to where Alter was dispatching the last few Niflin closest to the barge. “Alter, let’s go!”

      She looked over at me, smiled, and sprinted in our direction before breaking into a gymnastics routine that would have put Simone Biles to shame, flipping and bouncing across the tarmac like the mad clown she appeared to be. I wanted more than ever to find out the backstory behind  that specific persona, but with what we were facing, I didn’t know  if I’d get the chance.

      Seeing us running for Head Case, some of the mercenaries tried to break around the Avenger. Further off, I caught a glimpse of more mechs rushing in from around the side of the spaceport terminal, likely called in from the city.

      We were running out of time, and fast.

      Closing within fifty feet of the armored vehicle parked in front of Head Case, my excitement began building for real, the idea that we might make it back to the ship alive suddenly less preposterous than it had originally seemed. The thought gave me a second wind, and I picked up a little more speed, chugging hard to get there.

      We slowed as we reached the vehicle. Miklos stopped beside it, handing something to Archie. The Acheon jumped to the top of the vehicle next to the turret and dropped something inside the hovercraft. I hadn’t noticed the hum of its countermass generator until it was gone, the vehicle losing power and collapsing six inches to the deck.

      Clearing the now derelict vehicle, I came to a sudden stop, eyes fixed on a single Niflin standing on Head Case’s extended ramp, blocking our entrance.

      He wasn’t like the others. Instead of a helmet, he had a small breathing apparatus clinging to his nose, thin lines running out behind his long, silver hair. Instead of black armor, he wore a long, black coat that looked like it was made from dragon scales, black pants and boots. A silver glove covered one of his pale blue hands.

      “Okay, who invited Sephiroth?” I said, staring at the Niflin. The others had stopped their advance too, confused by the loan mercenary’s nonchalant appearance on the ramp.

      Everyone except Alter. She raced past me, batons activated as she charged the mercenary.

      He raised his gloved hand. A red glow activated within a symbol etched into it, and with a flick of his wrist he sent Alter flying back into the hovercraft behind us. She hit hard and crashed to her knees, surprised by the action.

      Quasar leveled her rifle at the Niflin, about to squeeze off a round when another flick of his wrist ripped the weapon from her hands, sending it clattering to the tarmac.

      “Impossible,” she grunted.

      “Does anyone else want to take a turn?” he asked, glaring at us before pointing at me. “Open your ship and get me the slab and the Star, and I might be persuaded to let you live.”

      Alter was back on her feet. She rushed the mercenary a second time, uncowed by the first hit. The Niflin raised the glove again. A different symbol lit up and she slammed into an invisible wall, stopped dead in her tracks.

      “He’s got an infinity gauntlet,” Matt remarked beside me, surprising me with the reference.

      “I thought I was the geek,” I replied. “How do we get past it?”

      “How should I know?”

      “One more chance,” Sephiroth said. “You know what I want. You’re going to give it to me or you’re all going to die.”

      Before I could respond, the mercenary’s eyes widened, and he spread the fingers on his gloved hand, a series of symbols lighting around it. The air surrounding him seemed to shimmer, buckling as a blast from the Avenger’s ion cannon smashed into it, unable to break through.  The mercenary closed his fist and opened it again, the energy lashing back out at the mech, hitting it in the leg and leaving a huge, smoking gash.

      “Time’s up,” he decided, lowering the strange shield and activating another symbol on the glove. “You chose wrong. Die!” he hissed, pointing the fingers of the glove toward us, obvious energy building at the tips.

      There was nowhere for us to go. No cover to get behind. Sedaya had thrown an entire army at us, when all he had really needed was this one exceptional Niflin.

      Then something unexpected happened. Sephiroth stiffened and collapsed forward, the energy immediately draining from his glove.

      Shaq stood on his hinds on the back of the mercs neck, buzzing and waving us to the ship.

      “Yes!” I shouted. My grim frown turned to an ecstatic grin in an instant. I pumped my fist as I sprinted forward. Shaq buzzed excitedly, launching to my shoulder as I reached the ramp. He scampered up to nuzzle my cheek. I couldn’t quit smiling as I reached out and cupped my hand to his back, my fingers rubbing his fur. “I thought you were dead, bud.”

      He buzzed something too complex for me to understand. It didn’t matter what he said. He was still alive, and that was all that mattered.

      “Levi, let us in!” Matt shouted as he reached us. The system recognized his voice and deactivated the shields. The smaller hangar door slid open.

      “Levi, the big door,” I corrected before looking over my shoulder. The mechs from the city were almost to the landing pad, already shooting at the Avenger. I couldn’t believe the thing was still upright, considering the amount of its visible damage and the smoke pouring out of its multiple wounds. Quasar had said the thing could take a beating, and she wasn’t kidding. “Alter, get to the flight deck and get us ready to get out of here.”

      She smiled and nodded emphatically, bouncing past me and diving through the moving smaller hangar door, disappearing inside. The others moved to the center of the opening larger door while I crouched beside the Niflin. On one hand, it felt wrong to take something off a dead body. On the other, the glove was too powerful to leave behind. I grabbed it and tugged it off without really looking at it, noticing only that the material looked similar to the images on the slab. So did the symbols.

      Grimoire. Not spells, then. Technology, but nothing like I had ever seen. Then again, I hadn’t seen nearly as much as I thought I had a few weeks ago.

      “Druck, let’s go!” Matt bellowed.

      The mech moved toward Head Case at the same time the torso pivoted ninety degrees. Druck returned fire against the approaching mechs, trying to keep them cautious.

      With the mercenary wizard down, Sedaya’s army took a noticeable shift in strategy. While they had been trying to capture or kill us before, some of their forces had remained on the fringe, especially their air support. I looked up when I heard the increasing pitch of multiple overhead thrusters, a third round of chills running through me at the sight of the smaller dropships converging on us while the larger ship launched small starfighters.

      Every time I thought we were making progress, it seemed to vanish as quickly as it came.

      “Ben!” Quasar called, standing at the threshold of the hangar.

      I sprinted up the ramp and into the ship. “Here, hold on to this for me, will you?” I said, tossing her the glove.

      “What are you doing?” she asked as I hurried over to the purple starfire.

      “If I die, it’s not a big loss. I’m going to die anyway. But if I can save you, then it’ll make my death worth it.” I climbed onto the wing and then up to the canopy, opening the panel behind it and flipping the switch to open it. “Shaq, go with Zar.”

      “I just got back to you,” he buzzed in complaint. Or at least, that’s what it sounded like to me.

      “Come on, bud. I’ll make it back. Just like you did.”

      He leaned into my neck, rubbing himself against it like a cat before jumping off my shoulder to the wing of the starfighter, and then to Quasar’s shoulder. I moved the helmet from the seat to climb into the fighter’s cockpit, dropping it on my head before locking in the restraints. The interface was identical to that of Head Case, making it instantly familiar.

      I was pretty sure the small fighter would be a hell of a lot more responsive than Head Case. I’d wanted to fly it since I first laid eyes on it. If I was going to die anyway, I might as well go out with a bang instead of a whimper, flying the little purple starfighter.

      “Ben?” I heard Matt say from the overhang. I looked back and up at him as I hit the control to close the canopy. I flipped the switch to start the engines and offered a long look, a smile, and a simple wave, returning my attention to the chaos outside.

      The hangar doors had opened enough for me to fly through, and for the Avenger to get in as long as Druck could guide it through the opening in some kind of crouch. With the punishment the mech had already taken and the insane combat power about to hit us, he wouldn’t get in at all without my help.

      “Ben, what are you doing?” Pilot Alter’s voice leaked in through the helmet’s comms. “You’ve never flown Flippy before.”

      “Flippy?” I said, unaware the ship had a name.

      “Flying Purple People Eater,” she replied.

      “What?”

      “It’s an Earth song. Are you telling me you’ve never heard it?”

      “Of course I’ve heard it. How have you heard it? You didn’t even know Johnny B. Goode.”

      “Avelus played it for me. He thought I would like it. I painted Flippy purple after I heard the song. Her identifier is FPPE14871. I wanted to add eyes and a mouth once I found an artist. Ben, Flippy isn’t like Head Case. You need to be careful with the G-Forces. The countermeasures aren’t strong enough to prevent you from blacking out if you push too hard.”

      “I figured as much. If you’re on the flight deck, why haven’t you started shooting at the bad guys?”

      “Is that an order, Captain?”

      “Oh yeah, that’s definitely an order. As soon as Druck’s on board, we’re getting the hell out of here.” I looked outside again, finding a small gap to the Avenger’s left to get Flippy past the mech. “I’ll see you out there.”

      I hit the thrusters, shoved back in the seat as the starfighter rocketed forward, clearing the hangar doors in less than a second. A quick, gentle flick of the stick sent me around the Avenger’s leg, another sent me streaking into the sky.
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      Ion blasts from the cannons on Head Case shot past me as I climbed into the sky, whooping in exhilaration in response to Flippy’s agility. The excitement didn’t last long as the threat display on the HUD blew up with enemy targets. Besides the large dropship overhead, eight more smaller dropships still circled the skies, along with an entire squadron of newly launched fighters. On the ground, six mechs and a few dozen remaining mercenary soldiers continued firing on Head Case and the Avenger. The ground targets wouldn’t matter once we were both airborne, but Druck wasn’t going to make it into the ship at this rate.

      Having gained enough altitude, I pushed Flippy over hard, gasping as the G-forces hit me harder than I expected, threatening to steal my ability to breathe. The maneuver only took an instant, releasing the pressure, but it was a solid reminder of Alter’s warning to be careful.

      My thumb rested on the trigger, targets painted in the augmented reality of the helmet as I dove toward the enemy mechs. Pressing down and holding, I strafed across their flanks, pounding them as I streaked past. One of the mechs, one Druck had already damaged, suffered an ammunition explosion that blew it almost in half, the force knocking the mech next to it off balance. The other machines continued their assault on the Avenger, but only for a moment. As I lifted skyward again, one of Head Case’s turrets shifted its aim to them, the rapid pulses of the more powerful cannons hitting them hard.

      Additional firepower from the cannons targeted the dropships. Concentrated fire blasted one of them out of the sky, the Star of Caprum proving its worth as it allowed a steady stream of ions without fear of running out of energy.

      The starfighters changed formation, breaking into three groups. One to come right at me, two more to try to sneak in from the flanks. The fact that they had overwhelming numbers and still split that way showed that our success so far had given them reason to be more cautious.

      I didn’t shy away from the oncoming fighters, deciding to let the game of chicken play out. The one benefit to my diagnosis was that I had a lot less to lose than they did. My life would only be cut short by a few weeks. Theirs by years. It made me bolder than I would have been otherwise, and for a moment I wondered if maybe Sedaya had inadvertently done me a favor by killing Gyer. Short-term, anyway.

      We plowed toward one another. The enemy fighters opened up, and I sent Flippy into a series of evasive maneuvers that kept me on a track toward them. Quick bounces—up and down, left and right—sent dozens of energy bolts lacing past me. I couldn’t avoid them all. The shields absorbed a few of the blows, holding fast as I returned their assault, focusing on one ship at a time.

      We met in the middle, Niflin starfighters zipping past on every side as I broke through the group, ascending toward the larger dropship. Keeping an eye on the HUD, I noticed the other two units of starfighters hadn’t split up to flank me, but to continue on toward Head Case. That made sense. The larger ship was a larger threat.

      The problem was that the third group didn’t change course either, still vectoring toward the surface and our stationary starship. They had to take evasive action as Alter targeted them, sending round after round of ion blasts into their midst. Breaking my ascent, I sucked in my gut before taking another hard turn, handling the G-force better the second time as I redirected to follow the mercenary starfighters. Looking past them, I could see Druck had managed to limp the Avenger up the ramp, slowly pulling it into the hangar bay in a painfully slow crouch.

      At this point, I didn’t know why he bothered. The mech was in such bad shape, I couldn’t imagine how we could repair it, or how much that might cost. It would probably be cheaper to find another one to buy. And it was slowing down our escape. If I had any way to communicate with him, I would have told him to leave the machine behind.

      As it was, the starfighters in front of me launched projectiles as they neared the bottom of their run, the rounds heading right for the Avenger’s back. I was sure once they connected it would be the end of the mech, Druck, and maybe even Head Case. The Avenger’s back was clearly less armored than anywhere else, making it an easier path to whatever reactor powered the thing. I had already seen one mech blow sky-high due to a similar hit.

      There was nothing I could do about it now. I pulled up ahead of the enemy starfighters and opened fire in front of them, taking easy hits as they flew right into the ion blasts. I managed to blast two of them in their cockpits, killing the pilots as they tried to climb. Out of control, they crashed into the rocks on either side of the spaceport.

      Meanwhile, Alter kept Head Case’s cannons going, firing at both the fighters and the mechs. She had already taken out two of the armored mechs, leaving two more heavily damaged.

      The missiles reached the Avenger just as Druck guided it fully into the hangar. Expecting the worst, the opposite happened, and I nearly cracked my hand on the canopy punching the air in excitement. The shields deployed, Head Case absorbed the missiles, their detonations diffused. The hangar doors immediately began to close.

      And Head Case immediately started to rise.

      “We’re all aboard,” Alter said over the comms. “Lead us out of here, Ben.”

      I made another tight turn, quickly becoming more accustomed to the feel of the G-Forces inside the smaller craft as I resumed the ascent, careful to stay out of Alter’s line of fire.

      “You’ve got company,” I said. After recognizing that the turrets couldn’t fire directly to the side, the two smaller groups of Niflin starfighters closed in on Head Case from both flanks.

      “I see them. Break left, I’ll take care of the bogeys on the right.”

      “Copy.”

      I banked to the left, vectoring up at the bottoms of the enemy fighters as they homed in on the mothership. They saw me coming, and two of them peeled off to deal with me while the others launched missiles at Head Case. I already had the first of the fighters in my sights, and I slammed it with ion blasts, cutting through its shields and hammering it hard enough to bring it down. .

      Return fire zipped past as I rolled away, cutting the thrust and letting gravity slow me. A quick twist of the wrist turned Flippy’s nose toward the incoming fighter, and a quick burst of ions took it out of the sky.

      None of that stopped the missiles from hitting Head Case. A small explosion near the armor plating protecting the cannons at the head’s ear told me the shield node there had failed.

      “Shit,” I said over the comm. “I couldn’t stop them all.”

      “You got two, that’s pretty damn good,” Alter said. “Stay with them.”

      I did, pushing the thrusters and regaining speed as I gave chase. Alter caught me by surprise when she guided Head Case into a spin on its axis even as she continued its ascent, turning in a circle with all of the guns blazing. Three starfighters went down in rapid succession as the head continued swinging in my direction.

      Caught between a rock and a hard place, the enemy fighters tried to climb away. Whatever the guns on Head Case missed, mine didn’t. I chewed through two more fighters, leaving only three still in the air. Along with the large dropship still looming overhead.

      “Nice shooting,” I said.

      “You too,” Alter replied. “But we aren’t out of this yet.”

      With the fighters destroyed, the dropship captain decided it was safe to start shooting with its fixed batteries. Thick bolts of energy began raining down on us, so huge and heavy I knew one hit would go right through Flippy’s shields. And me. One hit would also put the shields on Head Case in serious jeopardy after the pounding they had already taken. As it was, both Alter and I did our best to evade the thick bolts.

      “Ben, Flippy’s smaller and faster,” Alter said. “You need to hit those batteries.”

      “On it,” I said.

      I punched the throttle, holding my stomach tight against the inertia shoving me back into my seat. Flippy gained ground against Head Case in a hurry, speeding toward the dropship overhead. Getting closer made the energy bolts easier to avoid, their aim set to converge on the area around Head Case. I spotted the first battery, a large squarish lump on the dark metal of the blocky dropship. Swooping toward it, a series of shots from the starfighter’s blasters cut the power to it, leaving it dark and dead on the ship’s surface.

      “One down,” I announced, changing direction to skirt along the edge of the ship. A second battery appeared ahead, and I blasted that one too before banking away and targeting a third. Finally catching on, the mercenaries’ remaining starfighters came in after me, swooping down and opening fire. I peeled away from the ship before I could  take a shot at it.

      “Ben, the shields are getting overloaded,” Alter informed me.

      “Damn it, I’m trying,” I snapped.

      “Try harder. One hit from those batteries and we’re done.”

      I checked the HUD, spotting the three enemy fighters chasing me away from the dropship. Looking to my left, I saw the bolts sizzling past Head Case, a little too close for comfort. Only Alter’s adept piloting had kept the ship intact so far.

      She was right. I was playing things a little too safe. I needed to step up my game before it was too late.

      I cut the throttle off completely, pushing it past flat to fire the forward maneuvering jets.  It threw me hard into my restraints. stealing my breath and making my head spin. With blurred vision, I did my best to unleash a constant barrage of fire at the mercenaries, hoping to take some of them out before they could come around to make another run at me. Two of the fighters went down. The other peeled away in a steep ascent, running from the fight.

      I opened the throttle again and twisted the stick, using the vectoring jets to turn me around. The G-forces sent pain throughout my body, nausea churning bile up my throat. I swallowed it back and held on tight, growling out loud to ease the tension and fight my dizziness. I got a bead on the next gun battery and opened fire, taking it out.

      “Alter, cut to the starboard side,” I said, taking aim at the remaining batteries there.

      “Copy.” Head Case turned toward me, heavy blasts still zapping past it.

      I fired on the next battery, knocking it offline. Alter hit the last one, clearing a path for our escape.

      We both shot past the dropship, continuing the climb as it tried to come about and bring its port side batteries to bear. By the time it finished the maneuver, we were long gone, high into the thermosphere and ready to break through into orbit.

      “Now did we make it?” I asked, still struggling against dizziness, nausea, and sudden fatigue. The world was getting blurry around me, my body turning on me now that the adrenaline had started to fade.

      “I don’t know,” she replied. Not the words I wanted to hear. “Check your HUD.”

      I glanced at it. Even with my double-vision, I didn’t see any ships on the sensors. “It’s clear.”

      “Exactly. How many ships were in orbit when we got here a few hours ago?”

      “At least twenty,” I said. “Where did they all go?”

      “Away from this part of the planet. Away from the fighting. Away from any additional potential…” She trailed off. I knew why.

      A ship appeared on sensors, larger than anything I had seen before, save for a Royal Sentry. Looking out into space, I found it a moment later, difficult to see against the black. Long and sleek and menacing, it reminded me of a Star Destroyer, only more narrow and rounded as if it were the sports car version of the original design. A break between the top and bottom offered plenty of opportunity for hidden hangar bays, gun batteries, and whatever other nasty surprises a ship like that could have in store for us.

      “What is that?” I said, finding enough energy to be frightened all over again.

      “Sedaya,” Alter trembled. “He’s here.”

      “In person? On that ship?”

      “Yes.”

      “Shit.”

      “Yes.”

      “What do we do?”

      “There’s nothing we can do. If he wants to kill us, he can kill us.”

      “Can’t we go to hyperspace?”

      “Head Case can. You can’t.”

      I didn’t hesitate. “Then you need to go. Get Matt and the others out of here.”

      “I’m not leaving you behind.”

      “Gyer is dead, which means I’m dead. Whether it’s today, tomorrow, or a month from now. I lost my chance. But you still have a chance. Matt still has a chance. I don’t know what we got mixed up in, but we don’t belong out here. He doesn’t belong out here. Maybe you can take the slab and the glove we picked up off the goth to the Empress and convince her that Sedaya’s a threat. And then maybe you can take Matt back to Earth.”

      “I can’t get him back to Earth. You know that. Only Avelus can.”

      “Then maybe you can find Keep,” I snapped. “He owes us that much at least.”

      “I don’t think he’ll just let me take him back without you.”

      “Then don’t give him a choice,” I yelled. “He shouldn’t die out here like this. Like me.”

      “Don’t say that.”

      “He should be back on Earth. Promise me you’ll do what you can to get him home.”

      “He’s an adult, Ben. He—”

      “Promise me!”

      I realized I wasn’t being rational. I couldn’t stand the idea of Sedaya catching up to him too. He was only out here because of me.

      “What about Head Case?”

      “You have a crew. You’d be able to do whatever you want with the rest of your life, however long you’ll live. Just make sure Matt is safe first. That’s all I want.”

      The threat display began lighting up as smaller ships launched from Sedaya’s Star Porsche by the dozens. Way too many for us to deal with, especially in our depleted state.

      “Ben, I— ” Alter said, wanting to argue but I cut her off.

      “They’re coming, Alter. You need to go.”

      “I…I can’t,” she said. “You’re my friend. The only one I’ve ever had.”

      “You’re my friend too,” I said, fighting not to choke up. Everything was coming together all at once. The exhaustion, the sickness, the anger and frustration. The affection and love. Yeah, love. I couldn’t stand the thought of any of the individuals on Head Case dying over me. “The best thing you can do for me is to leave me behind. I’m already dying. I don’t want all of my friends to die with me.”

      “Ben,” she said again. I could hear the same mix of emotion in her as I felt. “I…”

      “Go!” I shouted as the ships raced toward us. They would be in firing range any second. “You need to go! Damn it, Alter! Get the hell out of here!”

      “All right, Ben, we’ll go. I’m sorry.”

      “Don’t be sorry,” I said, tears coming unbeckoned, streaming down my face. “Don’t ever be sorry. This really was the adventure of a lifetime. Say goodbye to Matt for me. Tell him he was the best friend I could have ever imagined, and a better friend than I deserved. And if you get him home, ask him to tell my mom that I loved her and to thank her for everything for me.”

      “Okay. I will.” It sounded like there were tears in her voice now too, but I didn’t even know for sure if she could cry. “Goodbye, Ben.”

      “Goodbye, Alter. Good luck.”

      I looked to my right, watching Head Case as it changed course, putting distance between us. The bulk of the starfighters changed direction too, giving chase. But they were already in orbit, and with no one else around, entering hyperspace was trivial.

      The starfighters opened fire, their energy bolts shooting across space toward Head Case. With the hits the ship had already taken, I didn’t know if the shields would be able to stop the huge volume of the attack.

      It didn’t need to. Space bent around the ship, bending the bolts too and sending them off course.

      Head Case disappeared.

      I cried out loud as I slammed the back of my head into my seat in frustration. It wasn’t supposed to end like this. But then, was there ever a good way to end? A good way to say goodbye? Sedaya’s starfighters changed direction again, coming my way. I didn’t have the energy to try to fight. Instead, I cut the thrusters and powered down, letting the ship float dead in space.

      I sobbed until the fatigue overtook me and everything went dark.
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      I didn’t expect to wake up. Before blacking out, I expected Sedaya’s starfighters to open fire on me as soon as they were in range, pulverizing Flippy and me into space dust. I had shut the ship down for a moment of peace and solitude before the inevitable. A few seconds to enjoy the sanctity of my small, overall meaningless existence in the universe. A moment to be thankful that I would die quickly and painlessly at the hands of an enemy. Not slowly as I lost all of my motor skills before losing my mind.

      That was the real death to fear.

      But I wasn’t dead at all.

      I came out of unconsciousness as if I had been sleeping. My eyes opened normally, leaving me looking up at a perforated metal ceiling. My ears kicked in next, registering two different sounds. One, a deep thrumming that matched a light vibration I sensed more than felt. The other, a much closer steady tone.

      Lifting and turning my head, I realized I was in a sickbay, but not the one on Head Case. A medibot, both sleeker and more advanced than ours, rested to the side of my bed, its scanner currently retracted, its screens displaying more vitals than I even knew I had. A door at the foot of my bed no doubt led out into the central intake area.

      I dropped my head back on my pillow, my heart beginning to race. Since I wasn’t on Head Case, there was only one other place I could be.

      The door opened. Instead of Nurse Alter, I got nurse Link. A Niflin, only as I’d never seen one before. Without a breathing tube. My hand absently went to my nose and mouth, searching for a tube on me instead. We couldn’t breathe the same mixture of air. It wasn’t compatible.

      And yet here we were.

      “Confused?” the Niflin asked, amused by my reaction. “You may not have known this. It’s easier to install a modification to the human trachea to allow them to breathe a higher level of nitrogen without complication than it is to do the reverse to a Niflin.”

      My hand shifted to my throat, fingers running along the skin. “I don’t feel anything.”

      “No, you wouldn’t. The procedure is fully automated and done without incision. The throat heals quickly, though if you tried to shout you would probably feel the strain.”

      “So much for consent,” I said, lowering my hand.

      “You should be grateful that’s all that was done to you.” He glanced at the medibot’s displays. “You’ve held up remarkably well, all things considered.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “I don’t know your baseline, so it’s hard to make a full determination. Your tumor is pressing on your cerebellum, and yet you were able to fly rings around our pilots in your little purple starfighter.”

      “Flippy,” I said.

      “What?”

      “The starfighter. Its name is Flippy.”

      “Why does a starfighter need a name?”

      “Why do you need a name?”

      “It makes me identifiable and unique.”

      “You’re the only one who has your name?”

      He paused. “No.”

      “I bet my starfighter is the only one named Flippy.”

      He opened his mouth to respond, thinking better of it and closing it again. Only for a moment before changing the subject. “Lord Sedaya tasked me to ensure you were well enough to meet. I believe you are.”

      “Your pilots also aren’t very good,” I added. “Clearly, since I’m not even a professional pilot.”

      He glared at me before pointing to the other side of the bed. “A change of clothes is there. When you’re done, come outside. An escort is waiting for you.” He turned on his heel and left the room.

      I pulled back the sheet covering me. Naked again. Grimacing, I slid to the opposite side of the bed, finding a stack of clothing on a too-low side table. Black fatigues like the Daft Punks wore. I didn’t have anything else, so I put them on. At least they fit. The door to the room opened ahead of me as I walked toward it. A pair of armed, armored, and helmeted Niflin waited for me there. A pair of humans occupied the station in the center of the room, and they looked at me with disdain.

      “Earthian,” the one on the left growled. “Follow us.”

      I didn’t really want to go anywhere near Duke Sedaya, and I couldn’t help trembling a little as I trailed the two guards out of sickbay and into a long corridor that seemed to stretch the entire length of the space Porsche. A mix of Niflin and humans crewed the starship.  Moving through the corridor, I felt their eyes boring into me as I passed. A curiosity, or public enemy number one? Me and my crew had done a lot of damage to the forces who attacked Birilli, not to mention the mercenaries who tried to prevent our escape.

      We left that corridor for another that extended across the ship, and then a third headed for the bow, finally stopping at a very ordinary looking hatch. The two guards stepped behind me and came to attention, leaving me staring at the door.

      It opened a moment later, and I found myself face to face with Duke Sedaya.

      Well, almost. He was at least half a head shorter than me, smaller and less physically threatening in person than he had appeared on the hypercom.

      That didn’t make him less intimidating. He had all the power here.

      And he hated me.

      I could see that hatred burning in his eyes as he looked up at me, a sick grin sliding across his face. “Benjamin Murdock,” he hissed. “A worthier adversary than I ever anticipated. Come in.”

      I didn’t really have an option not to enter, especially since the guards advanced on my rear, practically pushing me through the door as Sedaya retreated inside. I was in the same office I had seen in the hypercom, though now I got the visual of the entire room. On the wall that wasn’t visible from the camera hung about a hundred different weapons, from a plasma rifle to an Old West six-shooter, an exotic looking blade in the shape of an oriental fan to a very ordinary looking metal spike.

      “You like weapons,” I said.

      Sedaya moved beside me. “Not for the reason you might think. I don’t enjoy conflict, Ben. I’m trying to bring peace to the Spiral.”

      “By overthrowing the Empress?”

      Sedaya scoffed at that. “Avelus Keep told you that, didn’t he?”

      “Yeah,” I admitted. I was tempted to add something about the Grimoire, but I decided I didn’t want him to know I had seen the contents of the slab. “Was he wrong?”

      “You’re a problem, Ben,” Sedaya said, ignoring the question. “A bigger problem than I ever imagined you would be. And here I thought Keep sold his ship to you solely to keep the Star away from me. But it’s more than that. Much more. He seems to believe you’re something special. As if there’s such a thing as destiny.”

      “I’m not special.”

      “I know. You have talent as a pilot, admittedly. And you seem to have a knack for enlisting well-qualified crew members. But that’s where it begins and ends.” He stepped forward to the wall. “Which of these appeals to you most?”

      “Wait. This isn’t like, I pick one and then you kill me with it, is it?”

      “Unfortunately, no. Which one?”

      I examined the weapons again. I didn’t like any of them or find any of them appealing. With that in mind, I picked out the one that looked the most harmless. It looked like a red silk scarf.

      Sedaya laughed. “The Ecosian Guillotine. An interesting choice.”

      “The what?” I said, swallowing nervously  as he gently lifted it from the wall. “I thought it was a scarf.”

      Almost faster than I could follow, he turned and snapped the scarf out. It unraveled across the room, hitting the corner of his desk and smoothly slicing off the edge before he flicked his wrist, neatly returning it. It lost its rigidity and floated across his shoulders. “One of the sharpest materials in the galaxy. But its sharpness and tensile strength is relative to its velocity. It has a second use.”

      “Do I want to know what that is?”

      Before I could move, Sedaya slipped behind me, draping the scarf over my neck and pulling me to him with it. He tugged it tight against my neck, choking off my air supply.

      “It doesn’t need to be sharp to be dangerous,” he hissed into my ear. “Though all I need to do is yank it taut as I pull it back, and I could show you why they call it the Guillotine.”

      “I wouldn’t be able to see it,” I wheezed out. “I’d be dead.”

      “It can take up to a minute for the head to die without the body,” Sedaya said. “I’d make sure you see it before you left this universe.” He relaxed the grip some, letting me breathe. “But as I said, I still have a use for you.”

      “I know what it is,” I said. “You want me to call Alter back. To hand over the slab and the Star. That’s all you’ve ever wanted from me.”

      “That was all in the beginning. But you’ve destroyed too many of my resources since then. You owe me more.”

      “What’s so special about the slab, anyway?” I asked. “It doesn’t even turn on.”

      “I want it,” he answered. “That’s enough to make it special.” He pulled the scarf tight around my neck again, leaning close. “Understand this, Benjamin. If you refuse to help me, I’ll still track down your ship like I did before. I’ll kill your friend and everyone else on board, and I’ll bring you their heads so you know it’s done. Or, you can contact them and tell them that if they bring me the slab, I’ll let you go.”

      “You’ve done a bang up job catching them so far,” I said. “The only one of us you managed to capture is like the wounded wildebeest the rest of the herd leaves behind for the jackals.” It wasn’t the smartest thing to say, but I was done being afraid of the Duke. He couldn’t threaten me with death. I was already dying. “You have no leverage.”

      He let go of one side of the scarf and kicked me forward. My neck pushed the material as I stumbled to my knees, giving it enough velocity to nick my skin and draw blood.

      “I need that slab!” he screamed at me from behind. “You’re going to get it back for me.”

      “No, I don’t think I will,” I countered, wiping away the line of blood and holding it up to him. “I’m not afraid to die.”

      He paused, his visible fury retreating a little, a grin returning to his face. “No, you aren’t, are you? Most individuals I’ve needed to persuade value their life above all else. But how can you value your life when you already know you’re going to lose it, no matter what you do?”

      “Maybe you shouldn’t have killed the one person who could have helped me,” I said. “He would have made a good bargaining chip.”

      “A short-sighted error in judgment,” Sedaya said. “You may be right.” He wrapped the scarf around my neck again, pulling it tight and choking me a second time. “Maybe you aren’t afraid to die. But how do you feel about wanting to die while you continue to live?” He held the scarf against my throat, leaving me unable to breathe. My chest started burning soon enough, and I grabbed at the scarf, trying to pull it away. Sedaya didn’t budge, holding the scarf against me while I struggled.  “I can make the rest of your life a living hell, Benjamin,” he growled. “I’m not above torture to get what I want.”

      He let me go, shoving me forward again so I wound up on my stomach on the deck. I coughed and dry-hacked as I fought to get some air back into my lungs. “I’m not going to help you,” I wheezed.

      “You will, one way or another. If you don’t, I’ll still enjoy watching you suffer.” He whistled loudly and the door opened. The two guards rushed in, flanking me while I remained prone on my stomach. “Take him to a holding cell.”

      “Yes, Master Sedaya,” they said. Each one took an arm and lifted me to my feet, turning me around to face him.

      “You have two hours to think it over,” Sedaya said. “And then the punishment begins.”

      I stared at him defiantly, refusing to reply. The guards practically lifted me off the ground as they shoved me out the door. My neck burned as badly as my lungs, already leaving me in discomfort. I hadn’t signed up for torture.

      “I shouldn’t have picked the scarf,” I said, hoping for a response from the guards. They ignored me, leading me to an elevator that carried us down ten decks to a much darker, dingier portion of the ship. Like Persephon spaceport, different pipes and wires snaked along the narrower corridors on this level. We followed them to a guard station in front of a long row of barred doors.

      “Master Sedaya wants him locked up but otherwise unharmed,” one of the guards said to the jailer.

      The jailer glanced at me but didn’t say anything. He stepped forward, wrapping an impossibly strong hand around my arm. Looking down at it, I realized the appendage wasn’t organic. A mechanical replacement for the limb. A cyborg arm. It held me fast as the jailer pulled me past the station and down the row of cells. He stopped a quarter of the way down, opened one of the doors, and threw me inside. I landed on the dirty floor in a heap, my head spinning anew.

      The jailor said something in Niflin, slammed the door shut, and walked away, leaving me alone.

      I remained on the floor of the cell for a minute, contemplating my fate. It was one thing to die of cancer. Another to live with torture. But I wouldn’t do what he wanted. I couldn’t. Besides, not one part of me believed Sedaya would let me walk away once he had the slab. Even if the Grimoire was that important to him, he hated me too much to let me go.

      I slowly rose to my feet, glancing around the cell. A small box in the corner that looked sort of like a toilet was the only other thing in it. There was nowhere soft for me to sit. Sedaya hadn’t provided so much as a cot.

      “I hope this was worth it,” I said under my breath.

      It would be worth it if it gave time for Alter to get Matt somewhere safe. Hopefully back to Earth, despite what she had said about the challenges involved.

      Rattling bars drew my attention. In the darkness, I couldn’t see the prisoner in the cell next to mine very well.

      “What do you want?” I snapped.

      “Is that any way to treat an old friend?” I heard the click of a lighter, and then Keep’s face appeared on the other side of the bars. An about-to-be-lit cigarette dangled from his lips. “What’s a nice kid like you doing in a place like this?”
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      Thank you so much for reading Head Case! For more information on Book Three, please visit mrforbes.com/starshipforsale3.
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