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        Wrongfully accused.

        Hunted from all sides.

        No way home.

      

        

      
        Tess and her friends thought it was finally safe enough to land for supplies. But when she spots Prince Rallan and his Taiee knights, she has only an instant to decide: plead their case and hope he understands, or try to run before the prince's knights open fire.
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      Do you like free books? I know I do. I remember when I used to agonize over whether to start a new series, trying to decide between books and money for the next meal.

      These days I still fret over even the smallest of purchases, mainly because I have two exuberant boys to put through school.

      But I still want to share free books. I want to see a world where artists are empowered to work their craft for the betterment of humanity—and a world where readers can freely enjoy those epic creations.

      I can't afford to give away all my books yet (see aforementioned boys and tuition costs). But I do give away each new release to everyone on my email list because I want to share stories of perseverance and hope. And if you want to support me and my stories, you are welcome to join the crew. Then, when you're able, you can pay it forward: leave a review or tell a friend, helping these and other hopeful tales to spread.
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      While the events of The 7th Gate series take place after the events of The 28th Gate series, which one you choose to read first is entirety up to you. Either way, special care has been taken to ensure that each series will have its own unique surprises waiting for you.

      

      Also, for those whom it might benefit:

      
        
        Year > month > day > hour > minute > second

      

      

      
        
        Revolution (rev) > subrev > rotation (rota) > chron > subchron > michron

      

      

      

      You can thank (or curse) me later.
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      For the innocent fighting to protect themselves...
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            EPISODE 1

          

        

      

    

    
      Escape pods are the kind of thing most people don’t think about until they really need them. But when something catastrophic happens and you have to get off your ship in a hurry, the style of escape pod that’s available might well dictate your survival.

      During the Gate Age, there were a whole slew of standards and designs, but most of those pods were scrapped after The Fall—either converted into other ships or torn into salvageable pieces. As such, BGR28 developed their own standards and about a dozen different classes of escape pod. They cover everything from models so advanced they should more rightly be called shuttles than emergency craft, all the way down to class IIs and IIIs, pods so basic I’ve heard jokes about them being better suited as space coffins.

      I had the distinct displeasure of simulating an ejection in a class II pod once during my corporate strike training. The thing was so small and tight, I’m not sure it would have been physically possible to put a second person inside it, despite its supposed rating for three people. And it definitely wasn’t rated for an atmospheric crash; it lacked both the hull design to come down through atmo as well as the padding or descent retardation mechanisms to keep you from burning up in atmosphere.

      Let’s just say that the experience of using one of the lowest-class escape pods put into perspective for me why you want to ensure that you have quality when you really need it—and that experience was in a class II.

      Don’t even get me started on a class I escape pod.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      As I strode along the open-air walkway, I ignored the beautiful view of the towers on the far side of the breezeway. Port Mayam on Byan IV was known for its breathtaking vistas, and most of its towering buildings—the few that remained of a once-sprawling Gate Age city—were layered to take in those magnificent views with floor after floor of open-air walkways between the glorious, shimmering buildings.

      My eyes were on the crowd, watching faces as people streamed around me, alert for anyone who themselves might be searching the throng. Between pirates, local authorities, Eman Empire spies, Taiee Kingdom scouts, and Maysfer’s rogue strikes, there were a lot of people still searching for us.

      I paused beside a decorative tree, allowing myself a moment to enjoy the juxtaposition of the beautiful arching silver branches set against the broad, sweeping facades of the Gate Age buildings behind it. We’d spent so much time hiding aboard the Essta that I hadn’t had many opportunities to enjoy living foliage.

      And then, beyond the branches, I spotted a familiar face.

      Prince Rallan.

      I turned sideways and froze, hoping the tree would hide me. “Rallan is here,” I said to Jack and Qya across the subnet. “Get back to the shuttle.” I took a hesitant step forward, then stole one more glance toward Rallan.

      Our eyes locked, and for a long moment we stood that way. Finally, I ran.

      I muttered a curse over the subnet as I wove my way through the crowd. “He spotted me!”

      “I’m almost back.” Qya said. “I’ll have the shuttle flight-ready when you get here.”

      “I’m coming, I’m coming!” Jack answered, before adding a faint, “Come on little BDY! We’ve got to go faster!”

      Ahead of me, I spotted a cluster of Taiee knights in full combat armor pushing their way through the mass of people. But this was Byan space, independent of both Taiee and Eman, so the crowd saw little reason they should yield to the Taiee knights. I dashed around a corner toward another open-air walkway, still moving fast, when a new pair of knights appeared in an open doorway. One lunged forward and grabbed me by the arm as the other brought a Taiee short-reach rifle to bear.

      “By order of the king, you are commanded to halt!”

      Considering King Taiers was still in a coma after the attack from Maysfer’s strike—an attack which the crown prince stubbornly thought I had orchestrated—I didn’t really think it would be in my best interest to follow that particular command.

      Using the momentum of the knight’s grab, I cranked the power of my suit and dove back at the man, landing a blow that dented his metal breastplate and sent him sprawling to the ground. Then I tucked into a diving roll, neatly ducking under the second knight’s burst of fire from the short-reach she carried. With two quick motions, I threw her to the ground and snatched the rifle from her. I broke the gun over my knee before I turned and sprinted away, just as the earlier cluster of knights came into firing range.

      “I’ve got two groups of knights behind me,” I warned Jack and Qya over the subnet.

      “Are you still carrying guns?” Jack asked.

      I bit back a growl. “I’m not firing on Taiee knights.”

      “No—I mean, I know you don’t want to use your warlock against people again. But what about your pistol?”

      I couldn’t let Jack’s comment about my warlock distract me—not after the decision to use it while reclaiming the HGS Portal; the decision to use it against Maysfer and his strikes. The choice had saved us, of course, and it had really only taken out a few dozen of Maysfer’s remaining robotics.

      But I had been ready, so very ready, to use it against Maysfer himself. And in the subrevs since, the specter of that decision had continued to haunt me.

      “I am not firing on Taiee knights,” I repeated.

      “They’re just doing their job,” Qya agreed. “It’s better that we⁠—”

      A commotion in the crowd ahead warned me just a moment before another cluster of knights appeared.

      I was trapped.

      With the ones behind me still advancing fast, and the group ahead readying their weapons, I saw little in the way of escape routes. Ahead of me, another doorway led into the building to my right. But I wouldn’t be able to reach it before the knights beyond it opened fire. And without knowing the building’s interior layout, I was just as likely to find myself trapped inside with even fewer options.

      Instead, I made a terrible decision. The kind of decision my dad would’ve made.

      Using the power of my suit, I leapt against the clear barrier at the edge of the walkway, reaching as high as I could.

      Snagging the narrow top with my right hand, I brought my left arm across my body to put my kinetic shield in place to protect me from any incoming fire. I hung there for just an instant before I heaved myself up and over with the strength of my right arm alone. As my stomach pressed against the lip, I tucked forward and swept my legs over the top before dropping on the far side.

      Unfortunately, I’d misjudged the distance—I wasn’t dropping one floor to the open-air walkway below.

      I was falling five full floors.

      Despite using the power of my suit to absorb the momentum, followed by tucking forward into a rough roll, it was still a hard landing. I gasped as I dragged myself to my feet, struggling to pull air back into my lungs. The fall had knocked the wind out of me, but I figured I had a moment to steady myself. The knights would certainly give chase, but even if they managed to get up and over the banister like I had, I knew it would take them a while.

      Instead, the deck around me began to ping with small arms fire; the knights overhead were firing on me through the small slits between adjoining sections of the clear railing.

      I bit back a curse and surged to my feet. “Jack, Qya, we need to be ready to go! Now!”

      “The shuttle is ready,” Qya answered. “But Jack still isn’t⁠—”

      “I’m coming, I’m coming! My little buddy is just a bit slow, but⁠—”

      “Then pick it up already!” Qya snapped.

      “But I’m trying to teach him to be more independent. Besides, he doesn’t like it when I just scoop him up and⁠—”

      “Jack!” Qya yelled over the subnet.

      A few moments later, I was within sight of The Lord Borty, our new little shuttle. Ayet had acquired the tiny and streamlined affair for us with the intent of being less trackable than the distinctive shape of our endurance stealth assault craft. Of course, Jack had immediately named the craft, despite my repeated refusals. And you don’t even want to know what else he’d tried to call it.

      I leapt up the side entry when I saw the Borty’s short boarding stairs had already been withdrawn in preparation for launch. At the front of the tiny space, Qya was in the copilot seat, leaving me my favorite chair, but I didn’t see Jack in the small cabin.

      “Jack,” I roared, “where are you?”

      “I’m here, I’m here!” Jack gasped from somewhere outside the side entry.

      Over the heavy panting of his breathing, I could barely hear the angry chittering of the BDY Unit he held in one arm. Jack paused at the side entry, trying to pull himself up without letting go of the BDY Unit.

      I growled something as I crouched in the doorway and grabbed first the little robot, then Jack’s arm before hauling them both up and into the passenger area. Then I slammed the door shut behind us.

      “We’re clear, Qya!”

      We were airborne by the time I reached my seat, and I’m not sure Jack even had time to strap in before we were going vertical for launch.

      “I’ve already warned Ayet that we ran into trouble,” Qya said over the subnet.

      That was good, since it would probably reach the Essta hidden in orbit before we would.

      I suppose that thought—well, that and the fact I was still distracted by the stare Rallan had given me—was the reason why I hadn’t considered the other critical detail of having encountered Taiee knights on Byan IV.

      “Warning,” came Ayet’s disembodied voice over the subnet. “There are two Taiee sprinterships in orbit.”

      “Two?” I gasped.

      Even one of the pirate-hunting sprinterships would certainly outmatch our tiny shuttle in terms of speed, to say nothing of vastly overwhelming us in terms of firepower—of which The Lord Borty had none.

      Ayet relayed the Essta’s scans to us as confirmation, and I recognized one of the two sprinterships. It was the Sentinel, the very same ship Rallan had used to rescue us before.

      And now he was using it to hunt us.

      At least the Sentinel was on the far side of the planet. It didn’t appear to be moving; perhaps it was waiting for Prince Rallan and the knights still on Byan IV to return.

      But the second ship, the Conquest, was closing in fast.

      Ahead of it swept a wing of Taiee Kingdom ARS Chargers, rushing to line up their own shots and provide interference if we tried to return fire on the larger sprintership.

      “Can we go any faster?” Jack asked, his fist pulling against the back of my chair.

      “Don’t you think we would if we could?” Qya countered.

      I tucked the Borty up onto its edge, presenting a small target for the onrushing chargers. We were headed for where we’d left the Essta, but I wasn’t sure if we would make it before the nimble chargers reached us.

      And then Ayet called across the subnet: “Please maintain your present course. I am matching your speed now.”

      “What does it mean by⁠—”

      A sharp, familiar buzz ran over the shuttle, and with my partial-dive connection to the little craft, it almost felt like a mechanical ringing. Suddenly the starscape ahead of us vanished into blackness—we’d just slipped through the Essta’s active stealth field. To anyone on the outside, it would look as though we’d simply vanished.

      But I didn’t have time to bask in our escape; the dark hull of the Essta loomed just ahead, only moments away from a collision.

      “Gah!” Jack cried in surprise, even as I bit back a sharp gasp.

      I initiated an emergency breaking maneuver, desperate to slow us before we crashed into the Essta’s hull, but an instant later I realized it wasn’t necessary—Ayet had our landing well under control. I breathed a thankful sigh as the Borty settled into the Essta’s shuttle bay a few moments later. We didn’t even have to leave the shuttle before Ayet had us bound away from Byan IV and the befuddled Conquest.

      And from what I could tell, the Sentinel had never left orbit.
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        * * *

      

      I was still feeling frustrated by the whole Byan IV fiasco when I met with Jack and Qya a few rotas later on the bridge.

      We needed a new plan.

      Between running from Taiee knights, trying to avoid pirates in Byan, and the escalating war between Eman and Taiee, we’d still had very little success in finding anything that would help to clear our names. We needed something big.

      “Actually, I might have found something in Mayam,” Jack said. “I heard a few references to Maysfer gathering mercenaries here in the Byan system. Sounds like they’re buying up whatever gate relics or Gate Age materials they can and then they’re shipping them all back to the Eman system.”

      “Think they’re already building the gate they salvaged from the HGS Portal?” Qya asked.

      “Maybe,” I said. “But those materials could also be for repairing a Gate Age manufacturing facility like the one we trashed around Eman I.”

      “That’s exactly what I was thinking,” Jack said. “And I was also thinking that this is the kind of information the Taiee Kingdom might appreciate—wherever these supplies are going, it’s got to be important; I bet that’s where Maysfer will be.”

      I nodded thoughtfully. It wasn’t a sure bet, but it seemed like one of our best leads so far. “Alright, so how do we figure out where the convoys are heading?”

      Jack shrugged. “No idea. I couldn’t get any more information about that. Just that it’s happening.”

      “Perhaps I can assist, then,” Ayet said over the bridge speakers. “If Maysfer is indeed gathering black market mercenaries and other disreputable shipping vessels, it is likely they will be meeting at the starbase Dark Haven.”

      I shot Jack and Qya each a look. They both shrugged. “Alright, so where is this Dark Haven?” I asked.

      “Dark Haven is an old mining and research platform on Byan VI.”

      I frowned. “I thought Byan VI was a gas giant.”

      “That is correct.”

      “Then how can it be on the planet?” Jack asked. “You mean it’s in orbit, right? Or on one of the moons?”

      “No, the starbase now called Dark Haven was never designed as an orbital platform. It is instead suspended within the atmosphere of Byan VI. Thus, it is more appropriate to say that Dark Haven is positioned on the planet rather than in orbit.”

      Jack frowned. “Okay, but that doesn’t sound like an easy thing to get to.”

      “You are correct. That is precisely why Dark Haven is now used as a disreputable hub for grey market activities within the Byan system.”

      Qya scoffed. “That’s saying something, considering the amount of pirate activity in Byan.”

      Jack scowled. “I hate pirates,” he muttered.

      “Yes, Jack, we know,” Qya said. “But Ayet, how do you know so much about this Dark Haven?”

      “Details of its location and operations were included in the files I liberated from Grozan’s ship after you and Tess met with him. I also took the liberty of leaving a small communications tap while aboard his vessel. After our dealings with the pirates, it seemed prudent to periodically monitor information from the arms dealer and known pirate contact. As such, I have also recently gathered information corroborating what Jack learned—someone is indeed managing a small shipping fleet in Byan. In fact, I believe vessels are gathering now at Dark Haven for another convoy.”

      I shot Jack and Qya a grin as I settled into the captain’s seat and connected with the Essta’s navigational controls. “Then I guess we have our next destination. Let’s go land on a gas giant!”

      “What are we going to do once we get there?” Qya asked, still sounding more than a touch skeptical.

      I shrugged. “We’ll figure that out once we arrive.”
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        * * *

      

      As we typically did, we left the Essta in orbit around Byan VI and came down aboard The Lord Borty. Flying that little shuttle to Dark Haven was like descending through a thick cloud—which, I guess it was, technically. The deeper we went, the greater the pressures grew. I was already beginning to wonder how far our little shuttle’s hull stress would go when we received communication from Dark Haven itself.

      Securing permission to land was tricky, as you expect from a secretive, semi-hidden, grey-market hub, but once we were cleared for landing, I brought us in closer. A sprawling station emerged from the thick haze, like ancient ruins rising from the surf. Even a cursory glance showed the station was sorely in need of repairs, and there appeared to be entire sections of it left decommissioned and abandoned. But the main lifter wings, extending out like a spider’s web from the central hub, were mostly functional, and those were what kept the station aloft in the giant’s thick atmosphere, like a vast oceanic creature floating on the planet’s huge currents.

      The station’s lighting was dim and flickering as we disembarked and made our way deeper into the sprawl of ramshackle structures and ad hoc markets.

      “If this is what the habitable portion looks like, I don’t even want to picture what the decommissioned zones are like,” Jack muttered.

      “I’m not sure there’s much of a difference,” Qya answered with a wry smile.

      I was just pleased that the subnet was still working considering the depths of the Byan VI’s atmosphere.

      We stopped by a few merchant stalls as we went, mostly just to give the appearance we were there shopping for goods—though I did have a chance to pick up a few more warlock silvers. They were more expensive than I would’ve typically bought, but considering the clientele of Dark Haven, I figured they were better off in my hands than anyone else’s. I tucked them in my armored pouch, and we continued on.

      Following Jack’s guidance, we found ourselves in a large bar at the center of the station a chron or two later. Qya and I sat in one corner, watching the scruffy and downtrodden faces of the other patrons as they came and went, while Jack worked his magic chatting up those who might have useful information.

      It had taken some persuasion, but we’d finally managed to convince him to leave the BDY Unit on the Essta, and I’m glad we had—its cute demeanor would not have fit in well aboard Dark Haven.

      A little while later, Jack returned to us with the smug grin he wore when he’d won an argument or made a good deal. He slid into the booth next to us and gestured with a nod to the far side of the room. “See that big guy with the shaved head and the scowly face?” Jack whispered.

      I nodded.

      “Name’s Alahr. He’s the one we’re looking for. Apparently, he’s the contact for any ship captains who want to join Maysfer’s convoy.”

      The man sat at the bar by himself, nursing a half-empty glass.

      “And Ayet was right, by the way. They’re gathering the next convoy now.”

      “I shall deign not to take offense at your surprise,” Ayet added over the subnet. Qya and I each bit back a snicker.

      Jack shrugged. “I just mean we’re here at the right time. So, what do we do now?”

      “We could plant a tracker on the hull of one of their ships,” Qya suggested. “That would allow us to follow from a distance to wherever they’re headed.”

      I nodded, pondering the notion.

      But Jack shook his head. “This is clearly a secretive lot. I don’t know how you’d get close enough to any of their ships to plant a tracker.”

      “Actually, I’ve got a better idea,” I said, then flashed the twins a grin as I rose to my feet and started toward my target.

      “Tess, this is a terrible idea,” Jack warned over the subnet.

      “Relax, I can handle it.”

      I sidled up to Alahr and perched on the seat next to him before I shot him a sidelong glance. “I hear you’re the one to talk to about cargo work. If so, I could be all yours.”

      The man stiffened before he turned to glare at me. “Are you trying to seduce me in exchange for a job?”

      I blinked in surprise. “What? No, I⁠—”

      “That is not how I conduct my business. You don’t even want to know what my partner would do to you if he found out you were⁠—”

      “No, no. That’s not what I meant,” I said quickly, trying to ignore the sickening feeling of my confidence deflating. “I just meant that I’ve heard about the Warhammer, and I’m all in on the cause. I have a ship, and I want to help; that’s why I’m here.” I gave him a shrug with a self-deprecating smile. “If there’s a bit of pay on the side, it just sweetens the deal, right?”

      The man stared at me for a long moment. Finally, he looked away. “I don’t need any more ships. And even if I did, that shuttle you came in on wouldn’t be good for much anyway.”

      I bit back a curse; apparently, I wasn’t the only one who’d been tracking the ships in and out of the station. For a moment, I considered saying we had a larger ship, but I definitely didn’t want to reveal the Essta.

      “Alright,” I said as I stood. “But I’ll be around on the station for a bit if you need anything. Anything at all.”

      He shot me a scowl.

      “A job. If you have a job,” I clarified with a sigh.

      He relaxed a little and looked away. So I turned and headed back toward Jack and Qya.

      “Really? That was your best idea?” Jack teased as I settled back in next to them.

      Qya gave him an elbow to the shoulder.

      “Alright,” I agreed, “that didn’t go as well as I’d hoped. Maybe you could’ve handled it better.”

      Jack shrugged. “I don’t know. That kind of a cold ask is difficult. I can say I wouldn’t have insulted his relationship like that, though.”

      Qya snickered. “He might have been more tempted by you, Jack.”

      A bit of color flowed into Jack’s cheeks, but by then I wasn’t paying the two of them much attention.

      I was watching another man with dark, curly hair who went striding up to Alahr.

      They had a hushed conversation for a moment before Alahr stiffened with an angry scowl. “What?” he barked, loud enough for everyone in the room to hear. But the curly-haired man just shrugged with casual indifference. Alahr growled in irritation and gestured him away. When Alahr turned back to his drink, he downed it with one shot. The glass came back down to the counter with an aggravated clatter.

      He started to turn away from the bar when he spotted me watching. “You!” he barked across the room before gesturing to the seat next to him.

      I stiffened as I slid out of the booth, trying to keep my gait casual as I approached. “Get ready to leave in a hurry,” I warned Jack and Qya over the subnet.

      As I perched on the seat next to Alahr, I leaned on the bar with my left elbow, leaving my right hand resting on my thigh—right next to my XMP’s holster.

      “Had a change of heart? About the job, I mean,” I corrected with a wince.

      But he was too annoyed to even notice. “The next shipment’s going out in six chrons. But one of my captains just backed out of the deal.”

      My heart skipped a beat in anticipation.

      Alahr shook his head. “No, don’t look at me like that. I don’t need your ship. I just need that cargo moved from Bay 8 over to Bay 3. Think you can handle that?”

      “Tess,” Jack warned over the subnet, “I really don’t know if we should⁠—”

      “Yeah,” I said, with an eager smile. “We can handle that.”

      Alahr held my gaze for a long moment. Then he sighed and gave me the bay access details. “Six chrons. Don’t make me regret it.”

      “You won’t,” I assured him, at the same time shooting Jack and Qya a triumphant grin over the subnet. “Here’s our chance to plant a tracker—he is so going to regret this!”
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        * * *

      

      When we arrived at Bay 8, the scope of our job became clear—and I could see why Alahr hadn’t thought our little Borty would be up for the task. Most of the crates were sized to be movable by hand, though a few of the larger ones had their own integrated lift systems. But there were a lot of them. I estimated we’d need four or five trips with the shuttle to haul them all to the far side of the station’s spindly web to Bay 3 where a small cargo hauler, the Bad Luck, was already waiting.

      At least with the three of us hauling, it didn’t take too long to fill the Borty since, aided by my suit, I was able to load multiple crates at once. As soon as we had our first load, we set out for Bay 3, docking at a secondary loading area where I left Jack and Qya while I went to confirm where the crew of the Bad Luck wanted the crates—and to scope out where I’d be able to leave our tracker.

      As I strode out into the main area of Bay 3, it was clear the Bad Luck’s crew had already finished loading the bulk of their cargo. There were only a few people about, and they were all heading back up the docking ramp to the ship’s hold, where neat rows of cargo crates stood nestled in for transport.

      Standing beside one of those rows, I spotted the man with curly hair I’d seen before. He was talking to another when I walked up the ramp, at which point the two paused and turned to me.

      “You the one Alahr sent?” the curly-haired man asked.

      I nodded. “Yeah. I hear you need some more cargo?”

      He scoffed with a laid-back grin. “Doesn’t matter to me either way.” Then he nodded to the other guy. “Jarums here will help you. Cap’n still needs me on the bridge. So try to be quick about it!”

      Jarums scowled as the curly-haired man turned and set off toward the front of the cargo hold, then he turned back to me. “Well? You moving crates or just standing around?”

      I grinned and jumped back down the ramp, returning with one of the larger crates we’d loaded while Jack and Qya continued shifting the smaller ones from the Borty to the loading bay floor so they could return to Bay 8 for another load. The crate I’d picked hadn’t felt heavy to me, of course. I’d even toned down the power of my suit so as not to lift any of the cargo boxes too quickly. But as I came around the hatch back into the main bay, Jarums’ eyes widened in disbelief.

      It seemed my suit was more powerful than I was remembering.

      “What the…” he murmured.

      “It’s fine,” I gasped. “I’ve got it.” I shifted to a faltering step, then I stumbled forward and dropped to one knee with an exaggerated cry.

      Jarums sighed, his expression going from surprise to condescension. “What’s wrong?”

      “My back,” I gasped. I shifted a little and then stiffened, slowly making my way to my feet as I pretended to nurse the injury. I took a slow breath. “It’s fine, though. I can handle this.”

      Jarums sneered and muttered something about overeager girls under his breath. “Here, use our crate-loader. Should have brought your own, but you won’t be finishing this job without it.” He gave me another derisive look. “You ever used an exosuit before?”

      I managed to hide my snicker as I gave him a solemn nod. “Yeah, once or twice.”

      “Then I’ll let you figure it out. Just don’t break the thing—Cap’n will take it out of your hide, not mine.”

      I limped along behind him as he showed me to the loader at the back of the cargo hold. It was a modified industrial exosuit, about twice my height with two pairs of bulky arms and a set of stubby reverse articulated legs for maneuvering in the short cargo hold. I pulled myself up into the open-frame cockpit and powered it on without much difficulty—its controls looked a lot simpler than the combat-grade corporate exos I’d had a few trainings on. I was still working on my certifications back in BGR28, but I’d learned more than enough to manage a simple cargo model.

      A moment later, I was back out in the main bay and then the secondary loading bay, collecting the crates Jack and Qya had left for me. Grabbing the first one was easy, but getting the second set of arms to work the way I wanted took a moment longer as I struggled to get the second create secure. Finally I figured it out and turned the suit around without any trouble. Jarums stood watching from one side, apparently content to let me do all the work as I shuffled the crates into the Bad Luck’s hold. After Qya and Jack returned half a subchron later with the next shuttle load, though, even that became too much for him.

      “You can handle the rest from here. Just keep stacking them like I showed you.” He nodded toward the exosuit’s cradle. “And be sure to put the loader back when you’re done. That’ll be our signal that the cargo hold is good to go.”

      “Where are you going?”

      The man shrugged. “Anywhere but here. If you need me, don’t call.”

      I scoffed as he turned to leave, but didn’t make an issue of it—after all, it would be a lot easier to find a place to install my tracker without having to worry about him watching over my shoulder.

      But first I needed to be sure I could finish loading all the cargo in time.

      Between Jack and Qya loading up the Borty and then my using the suit to unload it in the transfer bay, we made reasonable time. Even so, I was starting to feel a touch anxious as our time dwindled until we were down to the last set to crates to load aboard the Bad Luck.

      I had only just set the final pair of crates down when Jack’s voice came over the subnet. “Tess? Are you almost done? You have to go. The Bad Luck has requested clearance for departure.”

      “Almost,” I replied, as I moved the suit back to its charging cradle, my eyes once more scanning the cargo area. I still hadn’t finished the most important part. “I still have to find a place for the tracker.”

      “What?” Jack snapped. “Just throw it in one of those crates!”

      “I can’t,” I growled back. “You’re the one who said it needs a power tap. Besides, locked in a crate it won’t have the range to contact us.”

      “There’s no time for that now,” Qya cut in. “We’ll find another way.”

      I bit back a curse. “What other way is there?”

      “I don’ know—we’ll follow them with the Essta,” Jack suggested. “We’ll keep the active stealth field systems running and just let the sensor buoy out every so often. It will be fine. We’ll make it work.”

      But that wouldn’t work. After being tracked in Eman space, I was still worried Maysfer had a way of finding the Essta. We just hadn’t yet figured out how. That meant the Essta’s greatest asset wouldn’t be in its stealth, but it’s speed. And that wouldn’t be enough unless we knew where we had to go. Unfortunately, without enough time to properly hide the tracker and relay it through the cargo ship’s systems, I was convinced they would find it almost immediately.

      “What about Ayet?” Qya asked.

      But I shook my head. “No, it’s too dangerous. Maysfer knows we’re after him. And every time we thought we had a jump on him before, it turned out to be a trap. We can’t risk sending Ayet in alone.”

      “I must concur with that assessment,” Ayet added.

      Suddenly, the outer doors to the Bad Luck’s cargo hold began to move.

      “Tess!” Jack cried. “Get off the ship now!”

      I froze. I had only an instant to make a decision—to find a solution that didn’t involve Maysfer winning once again.

      I was sick of running. I was sick of feeling like we’d been stuck aboard the Essta with no way of striking back—no way of proving our innocence.

      We needed to know what Maysfer was building, and that cargo ship was heading straight for it.

      “No,” I finally answered as the doors slammed shut with a crash that echoed through the large cargo hold, further solidifying my resolve. “I’m staying here. I’ll be the tracker.”

      “You’re what?!” Jack exclaimed.

      “Tess, this is a really—” Qya started.

      “It’s alright,” I interrupted, already gathering strength from my latest insane plan. “I’ll hide here in transit. I’ll have far better chances of avoiding detection than a static tracker anyway.”

      “But we’ll be out of range of the subnet. We won’t be able to find you!” Jack snapped, an edge of panic building in his tone.

      “I’ll be fine. And I trust you.”

      I ducked behind some crates, shifting one of the huge containers ever so slightly to make enough space for me to squeeze in between. A subchron later I heard steps approaching across the cargo decking.

      I froze, holding my breath even as the footsteps passed. But I don’t think whoever it was even looked in my direction. Instead, the footsteps advanced to the back and paused by the crate loader exosuit.

      “Yeah, she’s gone, like I said.” It was Jarums, finally come to check in on me. Apparently satisfied, he turned and headed back toward the front of the hold, pausing a few times to inspect the cargo stacks. “We’re good here.” A moment later I caught the clatter of the cargo door sealing at the front of the hold.

      I let out a relieved sigh. “I can handle this,” I said across the subnet. “If they start searching for me, I can just move. Our tracker wouldn’t be able to do that. But I can stay hidden until we reach whatever Maysfer is doing. Once we’re close, I’ll splice into the ship’s systems and send a message out on the comms. Then you can sweep in with the Essta and pick me up. We’ll get out before Maysfer can respond.”

      Across the subnet, Jack groaned.

      But Qya understood what I was doing. And she understood why. “Just be careful, Tess. We’ll try to follow at a distance. But I don’t know how long it’ll take us to get to you. You might be on your own for a while.”

      “Understood.”

      “Huntress, this is not an advisable course of action. Please, you must⁠—”

      “No, Ayet,” I whispered. “I have to do this.”

      There was just an instant of hesitation before Ayet replied. “I understand. I am sending you a new communications protocol which you should be able to use to relay into the subnet after you splice into the cargo ship’s systems. It will not be as secure as the main subnet projected from the Essta, but it will allow you to reach us without a full communications broadcast.”

      Around me, the Bad Luck rumbled, but despite the circumstances, I smiled. Ayet was always the practical one. “Thank you, Ayet.”

      Across the subnet, Jack groaned again.

      “It’s alright, Jack. I’ve got this.”

      “I know, I know. It’s just—my little buddy’s really going to miss you.”

      “You’ll just have to assure him I’ll be back soon.”

      The rumbling around me intensified as the engines ignited, and a moment later the ship settled into an acceleration burn to push it out of Byan VI’s thick atmosphere.

      It was only a couple of chrons later, when the rush of excitement started to wear off, that I began to realize just how spectacularly stupid my plan really was.

      I had no food, no water, no reliable way of hiding my location long-term. I had to be ready to move at a moment’s notice, and worse still, I had no idea how long I’d have to wait. It would be rotas at the very least, but probably more than a subrev to get to the closest gate—followed by maybe another subrev on the far side.

      I leaned my head back against the container and took a settling breath.

      It seemed I would have a whole lot of time to meditate.
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        * * *

      

      Well, meditate I did. But after half a subrev of little else to do, I started growing restless. I knew we still hadn’t gone through a gate, since I would have felt a that distinctive lurch as we moved through the perg, and that meant either the Bad Luck was a really slow cargo hauler, or it wasn’t heading for Byan Gate Beta near Byan IV. If so, then we were instead heading for Gate Alpha around Byan III, which made some sense. Afterall, Byan Alpha would take us to the Cistel system and then straight to Eman space, rather than having to jump around the ring through Taiee space first.

      After a while, I started searching through the crates around me for clues, sneaking a look here and there into the boxes as I was able. Most of them were generic supplies—a pile of tiny blued blades, pieces of an atomic assembler, or box after box of durahull and other construction materials. But a few were unexpected, like a crate with processers for a bioforge. That would have belonged in a laboratory, not a manufacturing plant or construction site of a new gate.

      Unfortunately, there was only so much rifling through the cargo I could do while still being able to leave it looking untouched at a moment’s notice, which meant I found no further clues in the crates I could reach. Of course, by that time, I hadn’t seen anyone inspect the ship’s hold since that first time Jarums had come through, so I began feeling a bit emboldened.

      Given my growing impatience, I finally decided it was time to splice into the ship’s systems to confirm our location—perhaps even tease out our ultimate destination.

      I squeezed my way out from the little hole I’d made between two crates and the ship’s inner hull. Then I slinked toward the front of the cargo area where I had already identified the only full-function control panel in the hold. It was just a moment’s work to connect with it, easing into the system like slipping into a warm bath. And after so long sitting around in that dark miserable hold, hunched and waiting, stretching out into the computer systems was a much welcome respite.

      But I wasn’t there to relax—I was on a mission.

      I kept my presence as light as possible, avoiding most of the ship’s systems and going only for the navigational controls. I soon discovered I’d been right about our position—we were still on the way to Byan Gate Alpha, just passing the uninhabited Byan V on a route that brought us closer to the planet than the major shipping lanes.

      But that all seemed about right for a secretive little grey market convoy.

      What I wasn’t expecting was that the Bad Luck didn’t have a final destination programmed yet. It was just following the four other ships in the convoy.

      I bit back a curse, since that would mean I’d have to wait until we made it through a couple of gate jumps before I could figure out where we were going. But it also meant that even then I might not have any clues until we were right on top of wherever Maysfer was having the cargo delivered.

      That wasn’t a notion I cherished.

      I was in the middle of weighing the risks of uploading Ayet’s new subnet protocols when I realized there was a new problem: the ship’s systems were asking me for an authentication code. But that shouldn’t have been necessary. I’d already slipped past them, at least, that was what I’d thought.

      When the code request came in again, I bit back a groan as I realized what must have happened: someone on the bridge had sent the request.

      They’d noticed the activity on the cargo hold control panel.

      I immediately uploaded Ayet’s new protocols and left them in standby, still packaged neatly in one corner of the systems where I hoped no one would notice, then I cut my connection to the ship. But the damage had already been done. Either they’d ask around on the bridge, or they’d just send someone down to investigate.

      I still had one last chance though: if I could make it appear the control panel was malfunctioning, it might be enough to hide my presence.

      I just had to do it fast.

      Well, it wasn’t as smooth a job as Jack would have managed, but I put something into place—a frayed relay feed that jostled around in the panel housing, hopefully enough to suggest the panel itself had been making random ship requests.

      I’d only just finished my unrepair work when I caught the scuffle of footsteps beyond the hold doors.

      I spun and dashed back into the dark cargo area, diving behind the closest pile of crates just as the door opened and light spilled into the large hold. It only took an instant for my biocontacts to adjust after spending so long in the dark space. Then I caught the silhouette in the doorway before the rest of the hold lights came on, casting a sharp glow from overhead and revealing the scowling face of Jarums in the doorway.

      I eased back amongst the stacks of cargo crates, trying to avoid the light as much as possible while also trying to keep awareness of where Jarums was moving as he paused by the control panel. Then he straightened and eyed the room again.

      I held my breath.

      The man strode forward, moving slowly as his eyes roamed the hold. He paused a time or two, listening to the rumble of the engines softly echoing through the room. At one point he walked right past where I was hiding, still too far from my safe hole for comfort, but I’d found the best I could manage. He paused there again, listening, and I held my breath once more, fighting every urge to move.

      Finally, he started forward again, stopping at the back of the hold beside the cargo loader. There he hopped up into the frame and vanished from my limited view. A moment later, I heard the whine of the loader powering up. It rumbled into motion, legs bent low to keep the torso from scraping the ceiling of the tight hold.

      I frowned, wondering what he was up to. Then I eased myself farther into the shadows, moving in a half crouch. I paused as the loader started to pass, then I tucked to the side into a better hiding spot.

      But as I did, the bulky holster on my right thigh caught the edge of one container, and a faint ping of metal on metal echoed through the room.

      Jarums’s response was instant.

      “Gotcha!” he cried as the loader spun at the waist and two great arms grabbed the container my pistol had hit and smashed it against the wall of crates beside it, trapping me between the two.

      I bit back a cry as synth pain surged through my suit. The crate had caught half of my body, pinning my right arm and leg along with most of my torso.

      “I told you Semms!” Jarums cried again as lights from the loader flared to life, almost blinding me. “I told you we had a stowaway down here!”

      He was on the comms, calling for backup.

      I didn’t have long.

      I bit back another growl as I strained against the crates holding me, cranking up the power of my suit to compensate for the compromised position I was in.

      Jarums ginned down at me from within the loader’s open frame. “Didn’t figure you was so stupid. But I told Semms there was something off about you.”

      I pushed harder, heaving with everything I was worth to make just a little gap to move.

      And then it happened. My right arm shifted, and I drove the elbow back making more space to shift my knee up. In an instant I snatched the pistol from my hip and swept it up and over the crate holding me.

      Jarums’s eyes bulged in the harsh light as he realized what I was doing and ducked away, pulling the bulky suit with him. Three stun rounds splashed against the crates behind the loader as I dropped to the ground, suddenly free.

      I gasped once, sucking in fresh air, then dove away just before Jarums brought the crate back around and slammed in into the space where I’d been crouching. I snapped off another couple of shots as I rolled, and this time the blue arcs of my stun rounds landed against the loader’s upper frame, giving Jarums another reason to remain cautious.

      “Get down here already!” he cried, presumably still on the comms.

      From the front of the hold, I heard the door open as his reinforcements arrived. I was about to be outnumbered and probably outgunned.

      I dove forward, catching the loader at the back of its reverse-articulated knee and giving it a resounding kick. As I said before, it was only an industrial frame, no match for a combat exo-suit—and certainly no match for my nano synthweave armor. My kick bent a stabilizing brace and the loader’s knee buckled to the side. Jarums tried to compensate as the frame shifted, but he was too slow; the loader toppled to its side, one of its four arms responding just in time to catch it awkwardly before it crashed to the deck.

      But I was already lining up my next shot. From inside the open frame, Jarums gave a cry and leapt from the suit. I was just about to follow when I heard the footsteps running up behind me.

      I spun, leveling my XMP just as Semms—the curly haired officer—came around the corner.

      His eyes widened in surprise, but I didn’t give him a chance to react further. I didn’t have time. Two shots to the chest put him down unconscious, and I spun back to target Jarums. But by then he’d already scrambled away.

      I growled a curse as I spun in place, searching for a way out. I considered heading for the bridge but figured my odds of making it there were pretty slim. And even if I did manage to gun my way through the ship, knocking out everyone in my path, what would I do then?

      No, better to just get off the Bad Luck while I could and hope Qya and Jack would find me.

      I whirled at the sound of more footsteps, followed by the sharp whine of a rotary gun gearing up. Then I dove aside into a tower of crates just as someone else stepped out into the aisle and opened fire, tearing through the walkway as their bullets slammed into the downed loader some distance behind me.

      I tucked my head out and returned fire, grateful for my kinetic shield as a half-dozen rounds fell off it and pattered on the decking at my feet. Two more of my shots drove my attacker back into cover.

      “No! Give me that!” someone cried.

      The rotary gun cut off, followed by a faint chirp.

      I froze. I recognized that chip but couldn’t quite place it. I’d heard it while researching various Taiee arms, but more detail than was eluding me in that critical moment.

      I growled another curse and ducked back into cover, taking the risk of reconnecting with the cargo ship’s systems and activating the comms’ subnet protocol.

      “Jack! Qya! I messed up. They found me. I need an extraction now!”

      “What?!” Jack snapped, and judging by the befuddled confusion in his tone, I’d woken him from his sleep cycle.

      “We’re on our way,” Qya said, her tone more confident though still concerned. “But we’re not very close. How long can you hold out?”

      “I don’t know,” I admitted, sticking my head back out to ensure no one was coming after me. They weren’t, which I found worrying.

      “We’ll be there in two chrons,” Jack answered. “I can’t do any faster. I’ve just pushed the engines way past their max.”

      I fought back a surge of desperation. I could do two chrons. I’d had trainings that were worse. After that, I’d just⁠—

      Movement at the edge of my peripheral vision caught my attention, and I looked up just in time to spot a figure with something slung atop his shoulder.

      It was Jarums, and I finally remembered where I’d heard that chip before; he was holding a Taiee Sling, a shoulder-mounted grenade thrower—and that chirp earlier told me it was armed.

      Jarums grinned at me as he fired at me.

      I spat a curse, scrambling away with a frantic dive. The grenade exploded, throwing debris from three shattered crates in every direction.

      “Just hurry!” I snapped across the subnet before I cut the connection, focusing instead on what to do about the grenade thrower.

      Jarums fired again, this time the grenade bouncing off the box right beside me. I dropped to the ground, covering myself with my kinetic shield as the crate exploded, and half of it slammed into my shield and froze, pushing me back from my crouch.

      The man was crazy to use a Taiee Sling onboard a starship at all; if one of those grenades went off by the ship’s hull, it might well open the entire cargo bay to space.

      But I rather hoped he wasn’t quite that crazy.

      I dove away, this time putting my back against the inner hull as I scrambled for distance, snapping off a couple of desperate shots to force him back into cover.

      He spun on me again, preparing to fire anyway.

      And then the entire ship shook. But it wasn’t from a grenade.

      “Attack! We’re under attack!” a frantic voice cried over the ship’s speakers. “Semms, get back to the bridge!”

      Before I could respond, the ship rocked again and this time a nearby section of the ship’s inner hull exploded inward, opening the cargo hold to space. The debris was still aloft when the air began pouring out of the ship, carrying most of the small shrapnel with it.

      Somewhere behind me, Jarums and the others he was working with screamed. The Bad Luck shuddered, taking more impacts elsewhere on the vessel even as the crates beside me started to shift and strain under the outrushing air’s onslaught.

      Finally, one tipped and toppled back against the hull breach, partially blocking the outflow.

      “Abandon ship! Abandon ship!” came the voice over the speakers.

      I spun as I heard Jarums drop his sling launcher and race across the decking. I dashed after him, coming around the aisle with a view of the main hold door just a moment before I saw Jarums and two others vanish through it. Jarums paused there just long enough to flash me a grin as he slammed the override controls on the far side, and the door started to close.

      I sprinted after him, pushing for all I could manage, and reached the door just as it sealed shut.

      I was trapped on the inside.

      Biting back a scowl, I snapped my armor’s helmet up from the cowl around my neck; at least I wouldn’t asphyxiate. That would leave me ample time to die when the Bad Luck exploded in the attack.

      And then I remembered that, in BGR28 at least, cargo haulers are mandated to carry at least one escape pod accessible from inside the cargo hold for just such a circumstance.

      I dashed back out to the main aisle and spotted the faint outline of faded paint on the decking that marked the escape pod’s entrance.

      It was right under the toppled loader.

      I groaned as I sprang forward, pulled myself up into the suit, and checked the power before swiveling the other three arms around. Then I gave a great heave, pushing the frame over from its side. It teetered once with a whine of tearing metal from its bent knee and then it finally toppled to its back.

      I leapt from the downed frame and pulled at the decking, revealing the tiny entrance to the escape pod. I froze in disbelief.

      It was a class I.

      Barely rated enough for a single occupant.

      And then I spotted the prone form of Semms lying on the deck. His crew had left him there with me to die as the air in the cargo hold continued venting.

      But I couldn’t do the same.

      I grabbed him by the collar and pulled him over to the escape pod, shoving him in before I tried to squeeze in next to him. By the stars, there was a long, awful moment when I thought we wouldn’t fit. But I pushed harder, retracting my helmet and contorting myself into the tiny pod before I hit the controls and jettisoned us into space.

      That blasted little escape pod was worse than anything I’d ever imagined—worse even than the jokes about space coffins. All I could hear was the incessant scream of its tiny engines and the nauseating heave of its fierce acceleration away from the Bad Luck. It didn’t even have sensors for me to determine if we were going to make it—or if we were about to fall under attack from whatever had assaulted the cargo convoy.

      Just about the only good thing I can say about the experience is that my guest had the decency to remain unconscious until the Essta picked us up a chron and a half later.
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        * * *

      

      While Jack and Qya were relieved to see me, they were equally surprised to discover we had company.

      “You abducted one of them?” Jack gasped.

      “No,” I snapped, scrambling out of that awful tomb of an escape pod. “I rescued him. It’s not my fault his own crew left him for dead.”

      I scooped Semms up to run a quick check on him with the Essta’s medical equipment. As expected, he was just unconscious from the stun shots I’d put into him and wouldn’t have any ill-effects once they wore off, which I could facilitate with the same equipment to have him awake in just a moment.

      “Okay, so what do we do with him now?” Jack asked.

      I was reaching to activate the treatment when I paused. Qya shot me a pointed look, as though sensing my thoughts.

      “Tess?” Jack asked again.

      “I don’t know,” I answered, still staring at the unconscious man I’d rescued—abducted? We didn’t have what we’d come for, the details on where Maysfer was operating. But he might. He was one of the officers on the cargo ship. Surely he would know where their shipment was going. At least the right system to focus our search.

      We just had to get him to tell us.

      Jack finally seemed to realize what I was thinking. “No. No, Tess. This is not a good plan. Why don’t we just wake him up now and ask him?”

      “Because I was a stowaway on his ship. You really think he’s going to just tell us whatever we want to know? He’ll probably blame us for the attack.”

      “Attack?” Jack shot Qya a look before he turned back to me. “You mean it really was an attack?”

      I nodded. “Yeah. Something hit us hard. But I didn’t see what.”

      “I told you I saw a battleship,” Qya said.

      I shot her a surprised glance. “Taiee?”

      She shook her head. “I only saw it for an instant as we came within range. Then it was gone.”

      I frowned. “What do you mean gone?” Battleships aren’t generally known for vanishing, and I hadn’t heard of one yet that was faster than the Essta.

      Qya shrugged. “I don’t know. Just as I spotted it, it vanished. But it had already destroyed the cargo ship you were on.”

      “But not the others?”

      Jack shook his head. “No, they were damaged but not destroyed. Whatever it was left them heading out system as fast as they could manage.”

      “The class VII escape pod from your ship barely caught up in time.”

      I scoffed. It figured they’d have all escaped on a class VII and left me to die. But that was just the kind of people Maysfer would be gathering—and the kind of person our guest probably was as well.

      I stared at him again, then took a deep breath to settle my resolve before stepping forward and picking him up again, still unconscious.

      “Tess!” Jack snapped.

      “I’m taking him down to one of the spare bunk rooms. I’ll tie him up there while we decide what we want to do with him.”

      Jack groaned. “Seriously?”

      I turned on him with a sharp glare. “Yes.”

      I was sick of losing to Maysfer. We needed a win. And one way or another, I was going to get the information we needed to clear our names.
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        * * *

      

      “Tess, we’ve got movement down in the bunkroom. I think your friend is waking up.”

      “Thanks Qya. I’ll go deal with him now.”

      “I’ll meet you there.”

      Of course, Qya wasn’t the only one waiting for me in the corridor outside the bunk room. And Jack wasn’t looking happy about it.

      “Tess, I understand you’re feeling frustrated. I am too. But we need to stop and think about this. It’s not your fault his ship was destroyed—I mean, you’re the only reason he’s alive now! We can work with that! But this…” He gestured to the door behind him and shook his head. “This isn’t the right way to get the info we’re after.”

      But I wasn’t willing to listen. “Jack, we’ve tried it your way for subrevs. And you’ve made no progress! Even Ayet hasn’t been able to figure out where Maysfer is shipping all of this equipment. But that man in there knows!”

      Jack threw his hands up in exasperation. “Maybe! But if he’s loyal to Maysfer, he’s not going to tell you anything! So what are you doing to do then?”

      “I’m ready to do whatever I have to,” I growled.

      Jack stood in the doorway staring at me for a long moment. Then he finally shook his head and stepped aside, but the wounded look on his face was almost more than I could bear. “You’re supposed to be better than this, Tess,” he whispered as I pushed past him.

      The soft words hit me like a blow, and I almost stumbled as I strode into the room. But I couldn’t let them stop me; I was already committed. I figured it would be hard to play the situation off as a simple rescue when I’d already left the rescuee tied to a chair in an empty room.

      And that’s exactly where I found Semms, just as expected. But he was much more alert than I’d realized.

      Before I could say anything to him, he looked up and grinned at me as I strode into the room. “I couldn’t help but overhear your little conversation in the corridor, and might I just start by saying that I don’t owe allegiance to anyone by myself.” He settled back into the hard chair and flashed me that grin again. “So anything you want to know is available for the right price.”

      Jack and Qya came into the room behind me, and I shot them a confused glance.

      “What’s the right price?” Jack asked.

      Semms held out his bound hands with a casual shrug and a charismatic grin. “We can start by untying me.”
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