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      Jal Nerio stared at the large view screen that curved in front of the single, sturdy, and well-padded pilot seat he stood behind. A part of him was aware of the rest of the cabin behind him, with its tannish-brown carpet-like flooring, and the colored walls that went from green to pale yellow to blue at the ceiling. The main cabin of a highly sophisticated space vessel, whose air lacked the stale, metallic scent of the Primacy ships he had been on.

      The small ship that had rescued him from the mess on Barikada. And had brought him home.

      The blue-green curve of Jal’s home world, Chasquido, took up the bottom half of the screen.

      The upper half was filled with the sinister warships of the True Believers Primacy.

      Warships that belonged to the Holy Bishop of the Seventh District, Zawe Prin.

      Still holding the entire planet hostage.

      Even though Jal had escaped Prin’s clutches.

      Jal suspected Prin did not yet know he had escaped from Barikada. With the Bishop’s daughter, Desya. Who was being strangely cooperative, even though technically she was a prisoner on Berit’s small ship.

      Berit…

      She was another matter entirely.

      Jal wasn’t quite sure if he was her prisoner, or if they were conspiring together against the Primacy.

      He wanted to say they were in league together, for now. The only thing he was certain of with her was that she was not on the Primacy’s side.

      No one with an ounce of compassion and honesty would be on the Primacy’s side.

      He sipped from the warm mug of kaz he held in his left hand. The drink was only faintly bitter, having a smooth, well-rounded nuttiness to it. Unlike the stuff he was used on Chasquido.

      Stuff he used to think was quite good.

      A pang of nostalgia rolled through him, though, thinking of the little cafe down the street from his precinct house. The kaz there had been decent. He’d shared many a steak and egg breakfast with fellow detectives and officers there.

      The cafe would still be there. As would the precinct house.

      From Cherry’s scans, the warships had not yet begun pummeling Chasquido’s surface.

      How long would Prin hold off?

      Was there anything Jal could do to keep it from happening?

      Berit had brought him back to Chasquido to retrieve the Yevhae A.I. crystal Yeager Tappaja had handed to him, and Jal’s equipment. He had helped the ship’s A.I. repair its damaged stealth shielding systems. At least well enough to get them to the surface and back off with a much reduced risk of detection.

      But could he leave Chasquido again without trying to remove the threat hanging over it?

      That he was even asking the question astonished some small part of him. A few weeks ago, he would have thought an attack by Primacy warships was as invertible as the sun rising in the morning.

      Now…

      His vision of the Primacy as all-powerful had developed more than a few cracks.

      Berit glanced back at him, raising an eyebrow.

      "Well, Jal?" She said, "Do we go down or not?"

      She was quite beautiful, really. An oval face framed by wavy, shoulder-length black hair. Interesting green-brown eyes that often twinkled with mirth. Though lately, those eyes had scowled at him in irritation. She had a citrus and lavender scent that he found soothing, even if her expression was not. This day she had dressed in her normal dark gray pants and black shirt. The black leather jacket he had first seen her wearing lay draped over the back of the pilot chair. She also had a slim pulse laser pistol in a holster strapped to her left thigh.

      She was not going to Chasquido unarmed.

      The ship, Cherry, did not go unarmed, either, as he had learned helping the A.I. inhabiting this vessel. Helping repair the stealth systems that had been damaged in their desperate escape from the mess on Barikada. Cherry had given him an overview of the ship's schematics. The ship was shaped much like an arrowhead. The wide end of the triangular shape curved, making it look like stubby horns. There were no visible windows. Because windows on spacecraft were not the best of ideas, he'd been told.

      What he had seen on the schematics were the hidden pulse laser and plasma cannons that could be deployed in an instant. There were also arrays of launchers for small missiles. Though he did not know what sort of payload the missiles carried. Nor would Cherry tell him.

      There were other things that could be weapons, but he could not determine their function without further study.

      He had marveled at the ship's compact, yet highly efficient gravity drive. Even more, he was fascinated by the L-Drive that powered the ship.

      He was no spacecraft engineer, but he had wide-ranging interest in all things mechanical and electronic. He was familiar with the basics of L-Drive design and function.

      What was inside Berit’s ship was nothing like the L-Drives that enabled the Primacy warships to travel faster than light.

      Primacy L-Drives were large, bulky things that were somewhat finicky and on rare occasion failed to deliver a ship to its destination.

      Occasionally, a Primacy ship went into L-Space and never returned.

      Not to mention, they caused a very small percentage of human hearts to stop beating.

      Something that was most inconvenient for him, he had found.

      The L-Drive on Berit’s ship was compact, utterly reliable, and, as a bonus, provided power for all of the ship’s other systems.

      It raised a great many questions.

      The schematics Cherry showed him indicated the drive’s size and shape, but did not give any further details. It was simply a blank area on the schematics. Cherry explained that it was the L-Drive and the ship’s power plant.

      He also found out this L-Drive could leap across the cold depths of space far faster than Primacy L-Drives. A journey that would take a Primacy warship days would take this ship only a few hours.

      As to how all of that was possible, there was nothing further Cherry would explain about it.

      All of it added up to an amazing vessel that was very fast, very stealthy, and more than capable of defending itself.

      Even more amazing was that all of that technology fit into a ship not much larger than one of the Primacy’s combat shuttles.

      As he had learned, there was not a great deal of habitable space on the ship. There was the main cabin, a triangular space with the control area at the pointed front end. Though the controls were never used by Berit since Cherry took care of the flying.

      The main cabin held the couch and the food-caster area. Other furniture and seating could be extruded from the soft, tannish-brown material covering the deck. More technology he wished he could study at length. At the back of the cabin were three doors. The middle door led to a storage and mechanical access area. The doors on either side were cabins. Berit used one cabin–which he had not been in. The other cabin…

      He was sort of sharing with Desya.

      There was a large, comfortable looking bed inside. One wall could extrude a table and chair, if needed. Another door led to a generously sized and fully equipped bathroom. Which had a real shower stall. One that provided actual hot water from multiple spray nozzles and was sized so that an adult human could wash themselves without knocking their elbows and knees against the walls.

      He had been happy to take advantage of the shower after getting sweaty rooting around in the access tubes in the ship’s belly.

      Desya had been in the bed, snoring away.

      Fortunately, he had been able to dress in the bathroom and sneak out of the room without waking her.

      The Bishop Prin’s daughter was an issue he was still unsure how to deal with.

      A part of him wanted to dump her on Chasquido.

      Another part of him realized that would only cause more trouble. Berit had firmly shot down the idea. We can’t have her talking, Berit had said.

      No, Desya talking would be bad. She had already seen too much.

      And, at this point, Jal wasn’t sure if Bishop Prin knew if Desya (and Jal) were still alive.

      The more he considered things, the more complications there were.

      Just getting down to Chasquido’s surface to retrieve the Yevhae A.I. crystal and his equipment was complicated.

      It seemed unlikely he could simply message the courier depot and have everything delivered to his apartment. Or could he? Would the apartment still be monitored? Using his access codes would likely trip all sorts of security alerts. The A.I. built into his SILAU pistol, Gatito, could probably suppress those alerts. But something nagged at the back of his mind, telling him there might be more lurking in the networks than what Gatito expected.

      Still, he needed to retrieve the items.

      The risk would have to be taken.

      There was no amount of planning that could cover all contingencies.

      “Jal?” Berit said, “Come on. Are we doing this or not?”

      He sighed and nodded.

      “Of course,” he said, giving her a wan smile, “Ready any time you are.”

      Berit gave him a baleful stare, then shook her head and turned back to the screen.

      “You heard the man, Cherry,” she said, “Take us down to the place where all the guns are pointed.”
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      Cherry hovered over the courier storage depot, invisible.

      So Jal fervently hoped.

      Between Cherry and himself, they had repaired enough of the ship’s stealth capabilities to evade most detection. There was a range of radio spectrum evasion that they hadn’t been able to fix. But it was not in a swath that Primacy scanners searched. As long as the visible spectrum was covered, they wouldn’t be detected.

      In the ship's main cabin, Jal crouched by the hole at the center of the deck, looking down at the plas-sheet roof of the depot building. Cool night air, carrying the earthy, slightly sweet scent of hojante trees wafted up. He inhaled deeply, letting the air saturate his nostrils and his lungs. It was the scent of home. Behind his apartment was a thick screen of hojante trees. He used to sit out on the tiny balcony in the evening, sipping a cold beer, enjoying the earthy scents, listening to the calls of the birds and the soft murmur of the city.

      His eyes stung and his chest tightened. He had thought he would never breathe the air of Chasquido and his city, Valle Dorado, again.

      He thought he would have been dead by now.

      Or the city, perhaps the entire planet, would have been slagged down to bedrock by the evil looming above the planet.

      “Jal,” Berit said behind him, “Let’s get on with this. The longer we’re here, the higher the risk goes.”

      He made a quick glance back. She had put on her sleek, black leather coat, zipping it up to the collar. More, she had covered her hands in thin, black gloves and covered her head with a broad-brimmed black hat.

      The hat had seemed a bit strange for a nighttime outing. He wasn’t going to question her fashion choices. Not when she had been kind enough to produce new clothes for him with the food-caster’s cousin, the maker-box.

      It was another astonishing bit of technology. Though, when he considered it, the device was a logical extension of the magical food maker tech. The maker-box was another box in the space in the main cabin where the food-caster was. It was capable of making objects out of thin air–well, then air and a base material that Cherry told him was nothing special. Just rocks, basically, she had said.

      The maker-box had produced clothes for him. Clothes that fit him perfectly and matched his fashion sense. He was grateful to have his slacks and striped shirt back. For this outing, Cherry had produced pants and shirt in shades of black and dark gray.

      Fitting for burglary.

      "Gatito is interfacing with the local network," he told Berit, "When she has redirected the security systems, we will enter the building. Right, Gatito?"

      “You bet, Jal,” Gatito said, her voice coming from the pistol’s tiny speakers. Slightly muffled by the shirt covering her. And the holster tucked into his waistband.

      Berit raised an eyebrow, looking down at Jal’s posterior region.

      “Have you ever asked Gatito how she feels about having her face jammed down at your butt most of the time?”

      He opened his mouth, but found himself unable to bring any words to answer a question he in no way had ever considered.

      How would Gatito feel about…

      “I…” he said.

      “You haven’t thought about it, have you?” Berit said.

      His face went hot.

      “I…are you making implications about my personal hygiene?” He said, grasping.

      The corner of her mouth twitched up. “Not at all,” she said, “I’m just wondering if you’ve ever asked Gatito about her accommodations.”

      She was having fun with him, of course. He had seen flashes of the mischievous behavior she had first displayed in his apartment. But for the most part, this had been a far more serious Berit.

      He had a sense that might be waning.

      “Gatito has made no complaints,” he said, “The holster and place of concealment are standard practice for police detectives who do not choose shoulder harnesses and jackets.”

      “Sure. Have you asked her, though?”

      He sighed and closed his eyes. “Gatito,” he said, “Are you comfortable with your…current placement?”

      “Sure, Jal,” Gatito said, “Why wouldn’t I be fine cuddled up to your ass? It’s not like have scent receptors. Plus I enjoy adding to my extensive library of fart sounds. Would you like to hear some of the greatest hits? Like this one I recorded seven months ago after you made a poor breakfast choice. It was amazing. Twenty-three seconds.”

      “No!” Jal shouted, his face so hot flames should have been shooting from every pore, “Please, no. I beg you.”

      Berit stood arms crossed, hips cocked, barely containing her laughter. Her eyes were filled with pure mischief.

      “A little perspective, maybe,” she said.

      His world had changed and changed and changed again.

      He glared at her. “How is this helping with the task at hand?” He said.

      She shrugged. “Just making conversation while we wait,” she said, “You know hanging out in hostile territory, hoping our stealth tech doesn’t fritz out and bring the fire of a hundred thousand plasma cannons raining down on us from space.”

      “You did agree to this,” he said.

      “Yeah, I’ve said yes to other things I regretted, too,” Berit said, “Like Tony James, back when I was eighteen. What was I thinking?”

      “Was he the one your Dad dropped into the volcano?” Cherry asked, her voice coming from the speakers overhead.

      “No, that was Henry Jenkins. And that was an accident. Mostly,” Berit said. She noticed Jal’s wide-eyed look. “Oh, my Dad isn’t a violent person by nature. He’s a real sweetheart most of the time. But everyone has their limits, you know?”

      Jal could find no response to that. The conversation had taken so many turns in such a short time that he felt mentally whiplashed.

      Fortunately, Gatito saved him from further thinking about Berit and her father and why Jal's SILAU weapon was keeping a library of flatulence sounds.

      “I have the building’s security system bypassed,” she said, “The roof sensors won’t register anything. There’s an access hatch at the northeast corner.”

      He breathed out a small sigh of relief.

      “Have you located where my packages are?” He said.

      “You bet. That’s what took so long,” Gatito said, “Their security is a joke. Their logistics system is even worse. It’s amazing they can find anything in there. I checked municipal records. Do you know this company has been sued nine hundred and thirty-two times for losing packages?”

      “Nine hundred and thirty-two? Really?”

      “Yeah. These guys spend more on lawyers than droid maintenance.”

      Berit tapped Jal’s butt with the toe of her boot. “This is fascinating. But we should really get going. Death from the skies and all that joy.”

      Jal shook his head, focusing back on the present moment.

      “Right,” he said. He paused, a sense of missing something still nagging at the back of his mind. “Gatito. Any unusual network activity?”

      “Like what, Jal?”

      “I don’t know. Just…anything unusual in the background, maybe?”

      “I’m not seeing anything. If there are any snoops, they’d have to be hidden damn well to escape my notice.”

      Her words should have reassured him. They did not.

      But there were no good choices here. He needed to retrieve the Yevhae A.I. crystal at a minimum. He could recreate his tools, if need be. Gatito had the imaging and data from the Priest’s neural link implant.

      He didn’t know why the Yevhae crystal was so important, but something told him he would need it.

      Berit tapped his butt with her boot. A little more forcefully this time.

      “Let’s go already, Jal,” she said.

      “Going now,” he said. He glanced back at the cabin door where Desya was, “You are sure it’s safe to leave her alone?”

      Cherry answered. “She won’t be alone,” she said, “And if she tries anything, I can stun her. Or deprive her of oxygen.”

      “Jal. GO,” Berit said.

      “Right. Going,” he replied.

      He maneuvered his body around and dropped his feet through the circular opening on the deck. The ship was only three feet from the roof. So it wasn't like he dropping any great height.

      Still, when his boots rested on the gray plas-sheet roof surface a small sigh escaped him. He was back on Chasquido. Even if it was only for a short time.

      Though half of him was still in the ship.

      Which rose, taking care of the rest of his exit.

      A moment later, Berit dropped from the opening, landing beside him, catlike, without a sound.

      Impressive, considering the sturdy looking boots she wore.

      Cherry lifted away, the opening winking closed. With that gone, the ship disappeared completely. As it was supposed to. Jal turned, looking out over the night draped city that had been home almost the entirety of his life. Right up until recently.

      The courier depot was at the edge of the city, butting up against a forest of mostly hojante trees. This late in the night, the air was moist and cool. Looking to the west, the streetlight of the city proper produced a warm glow over the shiny, broad leaves of the trees. The tops of the business district towers were visible, a few windows lit even at this late hour.

      The jutting finger of the Bishop’s Palace was a noticeable absence. The crystal white face with its many stained glass windows and domed top had been an instantly recognizable landmark.

      Gone.

      Burned to the ground.

      A not subtle reminder that even the True Believer’s Primacy was not forever.

      Berit nudged his shoulder. “Not the time for nostalgia,” she whispered, “Let’s go.”

      He nodded and turned, orientating himself.

      There.

      Trying to move lightly on his feet–somewhat successfully–he hurried over to the hatch on the southeast corner of the building. He crouched beside it. It was secured from inside. From a pocket, he pulled out a small plasma cutter borrowed from Berit. A few seconds later he had cut through the flimsy material. Reaching in, he released the lock and lifted the hatch open.

      Inside there was darkness.

      The interior of the warehouse was crewed by droids. They had no need for lights.

      The top of a ladder was visible, though. Taking a deep breath and steeling himself, he got his shoes on the rungs and began a slow descent.

      Berit followed, closing the hatch after her.

      That done, she activated a small lamp clipped to her shoulder. It cast a low, blue-white glow. Jal found the floor and stepped off, moving aside for Berit. A moment later, she was off the ladder.

      Off in the distance, electric motors hummed and whined. Servos hissed and clicked.

      Droids doing their work. Even in the dead of night.

      Jal and Berit stood on a metal catwalk near the plas-sheet covered wall. The inside of the warehouse was warm, the air stale and metallic. Berit's lamp illuminated a small area around them. Just enough to get a sense of the immense construct of endless metal shelving that filled the huge space the warehouse's shell encompassed.

      Berit let out a sigh. "You're sure you can find your stuff here?" She whispered.

      “Gatito?” He said, keeping his voice hushed. Even though Gatito had suppressed the warehouse’s security sensors–including the noise and light sensors.

      “I’ve got it, Jal,” she said, her slightly muffled voice coming from his backside, “Bring me out, it’ll make this go faster.”

      Right. He should have thought of that.

      Reaching behind, he pulled Gatito from the holster tucked into his waistband. He held her out in front of him and slowly panned her back and forth.

      “Okay, I have orientation,” Gatito said, “Go forward on this catwalk. There will be a ladder tube about halfway across. We’ll go down three levels from there.”

      Following Gaito's directions, Jal and Berit made their way through the enormous, densely packed warehouse. At several points, they had to move aside for cargo droids scooting along the narrow, metal catwalks. The paths really weren't designed for humans, though city regulations made the courier depot keep the endless rows of shelving accessible to humans for inspection and maintenance purposes.

      But the warehouse’s owners didn’t give a single millimeter more than legally required. Jal was sure the owners dreamed of a day when they could get rid of the space wasting catwalks and cram even more shelving in. And make even more profit.

      The dark interior of the warehouse was never silent. A constant hum and whir of electric motors and hissing servos echoed throughout the space. Clunking and thumps and bangs as containers were shelved into their slots. Or pulled and trundled off for delivery.

      The place was a hive of purposeful, soulless activity.

      It took a great deal of computational power to keep everything moving and accounted for. Which Jal knew was done through thousands of parallel processing units, working in concert, directed by siloed software instances. All carefully regulated to stay below the consciousness threshold dictated by the Primacy.

      Though he was aware that even before the Primacy’s anti-A.I. edicts, human worlds didn’t use A.I.s to any extent. At some point in humanity’s history, A.I.s had become unwelcome as helpers.

      Jal had tried to research the history of A.I.s, but every path he looked down came to a dead end. It was almost as if the histories had been altered. Or erased. He suspected some of that was the Primacy’s doing. Every year the Primacy’s educational materials erased more and more of the known history of the human expansion through space, substituting a propagandized version that glorified the Primacy and the Supreme Patriarch.

      One of the Primacy’s instruments of control seemed to be to make the general working class population as ignorant as possible. Without damaging the workers’ productivity, of course.

      The Primacy’s leaders seemed to want humanity to be a single, enormous body, without any true individuals–all serving the mind at the top.

      It was an idea that made Jal shudder as he and Berit wound their way through the bowels of the enormous machine that the depot was.

      “This is it,” Gatito said, “Level 2A, Bay 782, Rack 53, Slot 11.”

      The air had gotten cooler the lower they went in the building, though the air quality had also gotten worse. It had a heavy, metallic taste and a stale, almost acrid scent. The building's air circulators were either anemic–or dysfunctional. Between the stale air and the darkness pressing in from all sides, Jal was fighting off a creeping sense of claustrophobia. There was a twitch between his shoulder blades that raised the hair on the back of his neck.

      Like they were not alone in this lifeless place.

      Like someone was watching.

      The light clipped to Berit’s shoulder illuminated a gray painted metal span of horizontal and vertical bars. A grid of smaller metal bars latticed the bottom of the shelf space. Each main shelf held rows of shorter shelves. The Slots. There were no numbers on any of the slots. Each slot had a transponder chip that allowed the cargo droids to shelve or retrieve the packages.

      Jal exchanged a glance with Berit. She wore a frown, the set of her body radiating tension.

      “Hurry it up,” she said, “The place is creeping me out.”

      He noted her hand hovered near the butt of the pulse laser pistol holstered on her thigh. A part of him wanted to ask her if she felt the presence of unseen watchers, too. Instead, he lifted Gatito to the shelves.

      “Which one?” He said, moving her over the slots.

      “There,” she said.

      He holstered Gatito and knelt before the shelf. Reaching in, he found two familiar hard cases. He pulled them both out and stacked them on the narrow catwalk. Berit’s small light was enough for him to see they were his.

      Again he reached into the slot. His fingers found a smaller package. He pulled it out. Setting the small plastic storage container on the equipment cases, he let out a small sigh. It was the right package. Still sealed.

      “That all of it?” Berit said.

      “Yes.”

      “Then let’s get out of–”

      Harsh light flooded the space.

      He jerked his head up, sucking in a sharp breath.

      Four men in dark suits stood on either side of him and Berit on the catwalk. How had they gotten there so silently?

      Though that was not as important as the heavy-duty pulse laser pistols the men pointed at Berit and himself.

      The men were hard-eyed, their expressions grim.

      “Don’t even think about it, woman,” one of them said.

      Berit slowly moved her hand away from her pistol.

      The man who had spoken cast a cold gaze over Jal and Berit.

      “You’re going to follow my instructions exactly,” he said, “The boss wants you alive. He didn’t say anything about bringing you back in one piece.”

      Jal swallowed, his heart pounding.

      He had a good idea who the boss the man spoke of was.

      The last person Jal wanted to talk to on Chasquido.
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      Renauld Knive.

      The armed, sharply dressed soldiers took Jal and Berit from the courier depot–along with Jal’s packages. Herding them into a large, black hover sedan, the men sat silently watching, keeping their menacing pulse laser pistols pointed at them, as the sedan zoomed out of the city. The grim, hard-eyed men reeked of testosterone and gun oil in the confined space of the sedan’s cabin.

      The sedan’s windows were blacked out, so Jal couldn’t see where they were going. Though he could guess they were headed for one of Renauld Knive’s many mansions. The crime lord had extravagant homes across Chasquido. All located outside of major cities on huge, isolated estates. Well away from other people.

      Jal was well familiar with who and what Renauld Knive was. And wanted no dealings with the man. Jal had easily avoided any personal encounters with him. Knive was something of a recluse.

      When the sedan finally came to rest, Jal and Berit found themselves in an underground garage. Not one of the typical, poorly lit, gray plascrete types. No, this one was immaculately clean and well-lit, its walls covered fine, white stone, the floor a deep brown, slightly spongy material that did an admirable job of muffling everyone's footsteps. There were a number of very nice hover sedans and auto-cars. Along with what very much looked like armored ground assault vehicles.

      Jal noted that his cases and the box with the Yevhae crystal did not come with them. It was just Jal and Berit and the four men in black suits. The men took them to an elevator, where they holstered their pistols inside their black jackets.

      The men had, of course, relieved Berit of her slim pulse laser pistol. They had patted her down, but found no other weapons or devices besides the light and the small plasma cutter Jal had borrowed.

      Berit had taken the indignity with calm indifference.

      Jal had no sense of her being afraid or anxious.

      If she was putting up a front, it was an excellent one.

      As for himself, he was feeling quite anxious. Renauld Knive had a reputation for ruthlessness and creative violence.

      The four men had relieved Jal of his SILAU, Gatito.

      Not having her with him only made his anxiety worse. He had kept his neural link implant turned off, not wanting its presence on the network giving him away. He resisted activating it and trying to signal Gatito.

      He had some idea of how Knive had found him. Perhaps he should have anticipated it. Perhaps listened more closely to that small, nagging warning in the back of his mind.

      That he and Berit were not already dead told him Knive thought there was worthwhile information to extract from them. Or that there might be other uses.

      Perhaps a bounty from the Primacy?

      The Holy Bishops certainly had no issue working with the local criminal elements.

      Jal did not enjoy the thought of being returned to Bishop Prin. The Bishop would want to know what became of his daughter.

      That would be an uncomfortable conversation. Especially considering, even under torture, Jal would be unable to tell him where Desya was. Other than a general location of being inside an invisible starship that could travel through L-Space far faster than any Primacy vessel.

      An even more uncomfortable thought was that he could compromise Berit’s people. Giving away their precious secrets.

      What few he was aware of.

      Though even those would be of extreme interest to the Primacy.

      No, Renauld Knive wasn’t going to kill Berit and Jal. The vicious crime lord knew when he possessed something of value.

      And was going to extract the most from it.

      The elevator went a short distance upward, opening to a large, luxurious, but tasteful grand hall. It was two stories tall with an arched white stone ceiling, supported by fluted columns of the same fine, white stone. The floor was white stone at the edges, but a wide lane down the middle was black stone marbled with silvery gray streaks. Indirect lighting hidden in alcoves near the ceiling cast a soft, warm glow over the hall. The far end appeared to be open to the elements. A sound of distant waves crashing along a beach came to Jal, along with a faint scent of the ocean.

      So this was Knive’s estate by the sea. A logical choice, given its relative proximity to Valle Dorado.

      The grim men in black suits ushered Jal and Berit down the hall toward the far end, where the blush of dawn was painting a sky revealed between more fluted stone columns.

      There were other arched doorways along the hall. Most without doors that gave view to other grand rooms. A dining room with an enormous table. A room with a massive pool filled with glistening blue water.

      As much as what Jal expected for a crime lord’s palatial estate.

      Crime was quite the profitable business for some.

      At the end of the grand hall, Jal and Berit were led across a large, elegant patio, then down a set of stone steps that curved around beautifully manicured landscaping filled with colorful flowers and ferns.

      Finally, they came to a smaller, but no less grand and elegant patio that sat overlooking the ocean. The sun was just below the horizon, painting the sky in shades of mauve and orange. Puffy clouds reflected on the gently undulating waves below.

      A serene and beautiful vista.

      Arranged all for the man who sat at a stone table near a short wall made of elegantly carved stone pillars beneath a stone railing that followed the curve of the patio.

      The four men brought Jal and Berit to the table, stopping them opposite of where the man sat.

      The round table was made of polished black stone. Its surface reflected the lightening, warming sky. Though the table wasn’t huge, it was not small, either. It was large enough for people to talk across comfortably. While maintaining a respectful distance.

      The man's breakfast sat in front of him. A plate with sliced fruits and a bowl of cooked beans with a small, flat, terracotta container for warm tortillas. A tall glass filled with clear liquid.

      A simple breakfast. Something people out in the country might have to start their day.

      Jal might have expected a crime lord to have something more extravagant. There was little solid information on Renauld Knive available. The man was, of course, reclusive and secretive.

      Renauld Knive himself was an elegant figure.

      He was slim, though by no means puny. His face was as handsome as a vid star's, with sculpted cheekbones and a high forehead. Expressive lips and a narrow, but strong nose. Brows that were as sculpted as his cheekbones and as expressive as his lips. His chin was strong and bare of any hair. Above his lip was a well-trimmed mustache. His hair was thick and dark and immaculate, even in the light, slightly chilly breeze coming off the ocean.

      His eyes, though…

      When Renauld Knive brought his dark eyes to bear on Jal and Berit, they were cold and calculating and utterly bereft of mercy or compassion.

      Knive’s cold gaze measured Jal for several seconds. Jal had the feeling the man’s eyes were boring into his soul. Taking all the secrets in his mind. Weighing what they were worth.

      When Knive’s gaze moved away to Berit, Jal let out a silent sigh of relief. His heart pounded. His palms were clammy with cold sweat. He would not be afraid to die. He’d already done that a few times.

      It was what came before dying that he did not look forward to.

      From the corner of his eye, Jal noted Berit meeting Knive’s cold gaze with her own look of faint amusement. If she felt any fear at all, she hid it well.

      Knive’s cold gaze came back to Jal.

      “Detective Jal Nerio,” Knive said, his voice smooth and deep, “You are an unlikely player in this drama.”

      Jal didn’t speak. Until Knive started asking actual questions, he was going to keep his lips sealed.

      Knive turned his attention to Berit. Who stood, seemingly relaxed and calm, hands held loosely at her sides.

      “You, I don’t know,” Knive said, “Though it is clear you are one of the Shepherd Clans. Which of their starships do you call home, little Shepherd woman?”

      Berit just smiled at him.

      Knive returned the smile–though it was a faint one that came nowhere near those cold eyes.

      He flicked his fingers toward the chairs on the opposite side of the table.

      “Sit,” he said, “We will talk.”

      Two of the stone-faced men in black suits pulled the heavy wooden chairs out. Berit sat without hesitation, leaning back, crossing one knee over the other, folding her hands in her lap. Looking relaxed. And faintly amused.

      If her amusement irritated Knive, he didn’t show it.

      After a moment, Jal sat on the hard wooden chair, the breeze coming off the ocean chilling him. It was a surreal feeling, sitting at the polished stone table, listening to the waves crash on the beach below, the predawn sun painting the sky in shades of red and orange, the parrots in the nearby palms calling out to greet the day.

      While across the polished table sat perhaps the most powerful and feared crime lord on all of Chasquido, Renauld Knive. Who lifted his fork and speared a piece of mango. He lifted it to his mouth and chewed slowly, his cold eyes still measuring Jal and Berit.

      Someone appeared at Jal’s side, startling him.

      It was a woman in a turquoise blue uniform dress. She put a plate in front of him and Berit. Another woman in an identical dress set out a terracotta warmer with tortillas and glasses of clear liquid. Water, Jal assumed.

      “You must be hungry from your nocturnal exertions,” Knive said, “We will have a little breakfast and talk of things that interest us.”

      Berit didn’t move to touch the food. Jal, however, figured this might be the last nice meal he was going to get for a long while. Or perhaps, ever. He looked over the selections of sliced fruits, admiring their quality. Only the best for Knive. He speared a slice of casiduranzo and took a bite, savoring the rounded sweetness of it. Perfectly ripe. Of course.

      The bowl of mixed beans were cooked with onion and garlic and savory herbs in what Jal recognized as an elevated peasant style. A layer of shredded yellow and white cheeses lay on top of them, slowly melting. Scooping some with a bit of flour tortilla into his mouth, he found them heavenly.

      After watching Jal for a bit, Berit sighed and began to eat, too.

      “Good stuff,” she said, “My compliments to your chef, Mister…who are you? I didn’t catch the name there Mister Fancy Pants.”

      Jal froze, a load of tortilla scooped beans halfway to his face.

      But Knive simply smiled, looking honestly amused.

      “How rude of me,” he said. He made a slight bow from his seat, “I am Renauld Knive, a successful businessman here on Chasquido.”

      Berit’s eyes twinkled with mischief. “Ah, okay, I’ve heard of you. So is successful businessman the usual pseudonym for crime boss here on Chasquido?”

      Jal flinched. But Knive only seemed more amused.

      “Is it not everywhere?” Knive said, “Even among the Shepherds?”

      Berit shrugged. “I suppose the next step up is honest government official, right?”

      Knive chuckled and shook his head.

      “We are all part of an ecosystem,” he said, “The body survives as all parts work in concert.”

      Berit took a bite of rose-colored melon and studied Knive with hooded eyes.

      “Some bodies grow new parts when they get cut off,” she said.

      Knive’s eyes glittered with dark amusement, his elegant lips quirked up on one side.

      “Of course. Simple organisms have that ability.”

      She lifted an eyebrow. “Civilizations are simple organisms?”

      “Yes. Quite simple, really,” Knive said. He sipped from the tall glass of water and set it down. It made a musical clink when glass met stone. “Humans have an innate structure encoded into them. They quickly select a leader to shuffle their responsibilities off to. The leader, of course, must examine these responsibilities. Then return them to people who will take care of them properly. All of which is done with speed, but not haste. People want a strong leader who will herd them. Who will guide their lives. Who will punish the others who people feel should be punished. It is not difficult. Though few men have the will to do this.”

      Berit tilted her head to one side, an enigmatic smile curving her lips.

      “That’s one way to look at it,” she said, “Another way is that power hungry assholes keep grabbing everything they can take, counting on people’s reluctance to get involved in fights to stop these jerks from stealing everything.”

      Jal suppressed a shudder. He discreetly watched Knive’s face. And saw faint amusement, though there was a hardening around the man’s cold eyes. It was likely that because these insults came from a woman, Knive did not take them as seriously. After all, men such as Knive saw women as little more than children, just as the Primacy did.

      If Jal dared to say such things…

      He imagined the results would be quite different.

      “A Shepherd, of course, would have such a point of view,” Knive said, “So we shall agree to disagree, little Shepherd woman.”

      A tightening of Berit’s jaw and a slight narrowing of her eyes was all Jal noted of her anger showing through. He had a feeling she would very much like to shoot Renauld Knive in the face.

      Knive turned his attention to Jal, unfortunately. Dismissing Berit from the discussion for now.

      “How did I find you were in that courier depot?” Knive said.

      Jal put his fork down, his appetite evaporating now that Knive’s focus was on him.

      “Your A.I.s,” Jal said, “You had them monitoring the network for…certain signatures.”

      Knive glanced up at the stone-faced men in black suits. He flicked his fingers, pointing to the table.

      One of the men stepped forward and set a familiar weapon on the table near Knive. Jal sucked in a breath. His SILAU. Gatito.

      Knive peered down at Gatito. The barrel of the weapon was pointed off toward the ocean. Though Jal doubted Gatito would shoot Knive even if she were pointed right at him.

      “This is your little companion then?” Knive said, “Impressive for such a small package. Though not quite as stealthy as it thought it was.”

      “I’m sorry, Jal,” Gatito said, surprising him, “I didn’t think Knive’s A.I.s would rat me out.”

      “It is all right,” Jal said, “I should have anticipated it.”

      A glance at Berit showed her expression flat, her eyes hooded. Had she already figured it out, as he had? Though would she have known about the A.I.s Knive had created? Or, more likely, purchased.

      Knive’s smile was as icy as his eyes.

      “Loyalty is what a true leader values most,” he said, “Without loyalty, the structure is always in danger of crumbling.”

      “Loyalty born of fear and lust for power,” Berit said, “Will always be weak.”

      Knive’s anger flashed briefly in his eyes. But he quickly pasted an amused smile over it.

      “Ah, yes, moral superiority is such a profitable enterprise, is it not?” He said.

      “Profit is a poor measure for the health of a society,” she replied, showing teeth with her return smile, “Profit is something that benefits only a few. Or just one.”

      “Only a man who profits in his enterprises has the wisdom to know where to spend those profits,” Knive said.

      Berit snorted a short laugh. “Yeah. Daddy knows best, right? You’re full of crap there, Mr. Crime Lord. But, do keep shoveling it, since that’s the taste you like best.”

      Knive’s expression flattened. Jal tensed, wondering if Berit was trying to get him to kill both of them.

      After a few moments, a thin smile returned to Knive.

      “Again, we shall agree to disagree,” he said. He turned his attention back to Jal, “In the meantime, we will discuss other things.”

      He made another gesture.

      One of the stone-faced men in black brought another object to the table.

      Jal’s heart stuttered, then began to hammer in his chest.

      It was the small, silver case that had been in the container taken from the courier depot.

      The Yevhae A.I. crystal.
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      Lok-Sebt, King of the True Don, bent forward on the command chair, studying the view screen at the front of the narrow command deck.

      Though the design of the warship was Don, the vessel carried a lingering scent that annoyed him. It was a faint stench of alienness. A not quite definable odor that was part metal, part organic matter. As if some foul being had smeared excrement on the walls, then covered it with paint.

      There was little he could do about it. For now.

      The glory that was the Don empire was a far, far distant memory for his race.

      A glory that the weak-blooded line–the peaceful Don had turned their backs on.

      One day, Lok-Sebt would return to that world where his people had settled–and given up their weapons and their warrior ways.

      One day, he would be back.

      He would kill them all.

      Slaughter every one of them in their soft beds.

      The ones who begged for mercy with their trembling, weak voices, he would kill slowly. So that they would know exquisite pain in their final hours.

      The True Don would once again reclaim their place as the top predator in the galaxy.

      And as for humans…

      Lok-Sebt would keep one world for them.

      It would make a nice hunting preserve.

      The stupid and arrogant Supreme Patriarch of the human species would find himself ruler of a world of cattle. Serving at the Don’s hunting pleasure.

      But, for now…

      Their temporary alliance would give Lok-Sebt what he needed to claw the True Don back into relevancy.

      “Your Majesty. We have the targets,” the Captain said.

      The Captain stood to the side, near the weapons control stations. The command deck held a total of six stations. Two for navigation. Two for weapons. One for comms. One for shields and stealth.

      From where Lok-Sebt sat–the command chair where the Captain would normally sit–the stations all looked the same. Flat touch panels with arrays of monochrome controls and individual screens displaying whatever they were supposed to display.

      He cared not for the details. All that mattered was the males responded to his commands without delay.

      He knew they would. Every male on the ship was a believer in the True Don. They shunned the peace-seeking Don on that sad substitute for the Don's true home world, the now lost HeJovna. True Don lusted for battle. Lusted for the blood of the Don’s enemies.

      Don were born to be warriors. They were the predators that all other creatures feared.

      The weak Don had forgotten that. Turned their backs on the Don’s real nature.

      This day, the Don–the galaxy–would begin to remember what the Don truly were.

      Lok-Sebt studied the images on the view screen.

      At the center was a peaceful, blue-green-brown planet. Lazy clouds covered large portions of the world.

      Other windows on the screen showed a cylindrical station that orbited the planet. The station had a number of human freighter ships suckling along its length. Loading the raw ore to be transported to the refinery on a dead, rocky moon orbiting further out from the planet.

      The refinery occupied another window on the view screen.

      Other targets showed in other windows. The central launch facility on the planet’s surface, and the human city radiating around it like a parasitic growth.

      Smaller windows held images of vital infrastructure for the humans occupying this thinly settled mining outpost.

      The Don ships had slipped into this human controlled system. Undetected by human sensors, thanks to radiation deflecting coatings on the hulls and special shield generators that confused optical sensors.

      The flagship, Lok-Sebt’s warship, was the largest, most viciously armed of the seven Don vessels in the attack wing. He had named the ship Blood Oath. For he had sworn in blood to reclaim all that the Don had lost. Then take all that they deserved. Which was everything.

      He had an image in his mind of the seven vessels setting out from their staging base out in the deep darkness. Each ship long and deadly. Black shapes that reminded him of the sinister birds of prey on the ancient Don home world of HeJovna.

      They were harbingers of death. Come to feast on the weak.

      “All ships are locked into targets,” the Captain said, “We await your command.”

      Lok-Sebt smiled, baring gleaming, pointed teeth.

      “Destroy them,” he said, “Destroy them all.”
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      Sweat gleamed on Varjo Kuolema’s bare chest. The Supreme Patriarch of the True Believer’s Primacy jumped aside as the plasma blade sizzled through the air he’d just occupied.

      A stink of ozone and singed hair stung his nostrils.

      The attacker gave him no time to recover. The figure, clad in shiny bronze metal, pressed the attack, swinging the plasma blade in a horizontal arc that threatened to slice Varjo in half.

      With his plasma blade, Varjo blocked the other's blade. Electric sparks showered from where the energy blades met. The attacker's face was a curved, polished bronze panel, reflecting the flashing arcs of electricity and Varjo’s furious visage.

      He was still the warrior. Then and now and always.

      He lifted a leg and delivered a savage kick to the bronze figure’s knee.

      The figure staggered back, sparks shooting from the damaged leg.

      But it was not so simple to defeat.

      The bronze fighter spun on its good leg, dropping down, then launching itself at Varjo. The blazing blue-white plasma blade drove like a missile for Varjo’s heart.

      Varjo was ready for the ploy.

      He flung himself down, swinging his plasma blade in a quick arc.

      The bronze warrior hurtled over him. Landing in a heap on the padded floor.

      Its bronze head rolled away. Separate from its body. Sparks sputtered from the thing’s neck. The plasma blade the warrior held sputtered out.

      Varjo rolled to his feet on the padded sparring mat. A holographic display appeared over the headless android. Giving Varjo the vital stats on the match. He frowned. His responses had been slightly slower than normal. The sparring android had come quite close to inflicting serious injury this time.

      The singed hairs on his arm were a stinking reminder of just how close it had been.

      Was it time to have the doctors perform a fresh rejuvenation treatment? Already?

      The door to the sparring chamber slid open. Parshad walked into the white room, a thick white towel in his hands. He padded across the thick, deep red padding, bowed, and handed the towel to Varjo.

      The Domestic took the deactivated plasma blade from Varjo and stowed it in a canvas pouch hanging from his narrow shoulders. Everything about Varjo's personal servant was narrow. Face and shoulders and body. The man looked underfed and faintly ill, with his sallow skin and dark circles under his brown eyes. His head was hairless, his fingers thin and delicate.

      “Holy One,” Parshad said, his face expressionless, as always, “I have received an urgent communication.”

      Varjo ran the towel over his sweaty torso, wiping the sweat from his forehead and temples. He calculated the hours in his mind and found them adding up to what he expected Parshad’s urgent communication to be.

      “What is it?” He said.

      Parshad held his hands at his side, his body still as he delivered the news.

      “The world of Reja in the Ninth District has been attacked,” he said, “By what appears to be Don ships.”

      Varjo suppressed a smile. Lok-Sebt. Right on schedule.

      “Dons?” He said, “Is that confirmed?”

      “At this time, no, Holy One,” Parshad said, “Bishop Bellton is sending a squadron of warships to Reja to assess the situation.”

      “Were there no warships guarding the planet?” Varjo asked, already knowing the answer.

      “No, Holy One, Bishop Bellton pulled the warships from the planet to, in his words, protect Primacy interests on Barikada.”

      Varjo raised an eyebrow. “And how is that working out?”

      “Not well it appears,” Parshad said. Who, of course, did not smile.

      Throwing the damp towel aside, Varjo strode across the sparring mat toward the door. Parshad followed at a respectful distance.

      “Comm the Bishops,” Varjo said, “Convene the council. Let me know when the StarComm has them online.”

      “Yes, Holy One,” Parshad said, “Immediately.”

      “And write up a formal protest to send to the Don Queen,” Varjo said, “Word it to the effect that another attack on the Primacy’s sovereign territory will be considered an act of war.”

      “Yes, Holy One,” Parshad said, “I will have a draft ready within the hour.”

      The narrow shouldered little man scurried away to make the Bishops unhappy. Varjo allowed himself a smile as he stripped off his sweat soaked shorts and walked into the hot, stinging spray of the shower.

      The Bishops would soon have something to take their minds off their petty power squabbles.

      An incursion of a resurgent Don would make things interesting. Give everyone something to focus on.

      He frowned, rinsing soap from his body.

      There was still the matter of whatever was attacking the Bishops.

      …tall broad shouldered man, silhouetted against raging flames…

      Varjo shook his head, shoving the image from his mind.

      He would keep Prin focused on tracking this problem down. And dealing with it.

      Between the filthy alien Don, Lok-Sebt, and this other issue, Varjo would clear out the dead wood in the Primacy. It would prepare them for the next phase of the Primacy’s revolution.

      And if this Tappaja creature tried to invade the Holy Valle system…

      He would find destroying Varjo Kuolema a far more difficult task than killing a mere Bishop.

      Varjo saved the greatest defenses for himself.
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      Hadley clutched his stomach, his armored hands banging against his armored torso, the strange sensations of…whatever they had just gone through fading.

      “Where did it go?” Ophelia asked.

      He glanced at her. She stood, seemingly in star speckled space, her hands on her hips. Her strange eyes with their glowing irises staring toward the center of the domed room.

      The room at the top of the flying skyscraper that was nominally the spaceship’s control deck. Though, since the ancient A.I., Cheyenne, that occupied the building/spaceship’s systems and did all the flying, it was more of an observation room.

      As for it, Hadley assumed she meant the enormous white ring shaped vessel that had appeared out of nowhere over Pluto. Then engulfed the skyscraper in a field of swirling blue energy.

      Taking them…somewhere.

      “I’m more concerned with where we are,” Cheyenne said, “I’m trying to figure out these star patterns. We are definitely not in Earth’s solar system anymore.”

      Hadley’s stomach clenched at that.

      …not in Earth’s solar system anymore…

      He started to reach up to rub his hands over his face, then realized he was still wearing the Don armor. The black, alien armor had saved his butt on far too many occasions. And it seemed premature to make it retract back into the stunted triangle medallion permanently adhered to the base of his throat.

      The threats weren’t over yet.

      They had only just begun.

      It made his mind spin to think that just a few short years before, he had been an ignorant nothing, living in a domed city on Earth. Living an empty, meaningless life.

      He hadn’t known the city was the last one on Earth. He hadn’t known the A.I. controlling the city, Lawerence, was more than a little insane, running experiments over and over on a captive population of humans.

      Everything had come crumbling down.

      He had destroyed Lawrence. Freed the remnants of the human race still on Earth.

      Then Cheyenne and Ophelia found the faint signal coming from the far reaches of the solar system. From the tiny ball of rock and ice out in the darkness, Pluto.

      So they had repaired the skyscraper spaceship that had once been Lawrence's escape pod–and seeder ship for his ultimate plans.

      Hadley had decided to go along with them. Hoping to find that there were still humans out in the galaxy somewhere. That they had left this signal so that someone from Earth, like him, might someday reach out.

      Well, he did that all right.

      They reached Pluto, on a ship that was falling apart around them. He woke up from suspension to find out it was going to be a one way trip unless they could find parts to repair their ship. Landing on the surface, he and Ophelia had found the frozen and desiccated corpses of several alien Blinkys…and the source of the signal.

      Ophelia had set it off somehow. But when it scanned Hadley…

      That’s when the giant ring ship had appeared.

      He and Ophelia had run back to the skyscraper ship. Cheyenne had launched and tried to evade the ring ship. But it disabled the skyscraper’s engines.

      Then, a strange, swirling blue energy had appeared within the ring.

      And the weird vessel had sent them…

      Somewhere.

      But where?

      And why?

      He slowly panned his gaze over the 360-degree display in the domed room. The floor and the dome were all display area, though Cheyenne usually left a bit of normal floor to lessen his disorientation. Not now, though.

      All he saw were stars and darkness.

      No mottled gray-brown, ice-bound Pluto.

      He had a feeling Pluto was further away than his imagination could encompass. His stomach rumbled, reminding him the meal of bland noodles he’d had before leaving the ship to explore the half demolished structure on the surface was long gone.

      Not that he was actually hungry. His stomach may have wanted sustenance, but his appetite had fled.

      “Are you getting any signals?” Ophelia asked Cheyenne, turning her mohawked head back and forth. The glowing circuitry panels on the sides of her head provided almost the only light in the domed room. That and the glowing rings in her eyes.

      It made for an eerie sight.

      Ophelia was yet another strangeness in his life. He’d first encountered her as Nona, back in the domed city on Earth. Except she wasn’t Nona. She was an incredibly, impossibly sophisticated android, inhabited by an A.I. who was far more than she appeared.

      Over time, she became more of her own entity. And he found out she had been created with bits of alien technology.

      Now she was perhaps his only true friend in the universe.

      The only person he truly trusted.

      “I’m scanning the spectrum,” Cheyenne said, “So far there’s nothing I’d consider a coherent signal.”

      “That thing must have dropped us off here for some reason,” Ophelia said.

      “It could have been an automated mechanism,” Cheyenne said, “Maybe what was supposed to be here left. Or got destroyed. Or stolen.”

      “I’m not seeing any debris,” Ophelia said.

      “Neither am I,” Cheyenne said–with a bit of tartness, Hadley noted, “Now we both know the same nothing.”

      Ophelia didn’t reply, but her frown deepened. Hadley often wondered how genuine her emotional responses were. Was she simply mimicking human behavior, or was she genuinely feeling things? Like frustration.

      “Wait,” Cheyenne said, “Something’s happening.”

      “Where?” Ophelia said.

      “140 degrees by 71 degrees,” Cheyenne said.

      A red circle appeared on the floor.

      Hadley’s heart sped up. Again.

      Something shimmered in the circle.

      A moment later, a white vessel shaped like a stunted arrowhead appeared. Cheyenne expanded the circle, giving a zoomed-in view of the ship.

      It had no visible windows. Or weapons. Or propulsion.

      All it had at the back was a thin, rounded, silver-colored block.

      The ship, for now, had no visible weapons, either.

      Though who knew what the ship held under its smooth, seamless appearing skin.

      “Should we try to hail it?” Cheyenne said, “It’s pretty small. Maybe a shuttle of some sort?”

      “Well, it’s not like we can blast it with the cannons we don’t have,” Hadley said.
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