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  Prologue

  
  




“What did you expect? They’re assassins. You can’t be too surprised when they stab you in the back. It’s kind of in their job description.”

Braccus Kai flexed his hands on the tablet in frustration. He was thankful that the newest models were more durable than their predecessors. They’d had to switch suppliers to slow the rate at which he churned through the devices. The medications that were supposed to help with his anger were obviously not working as advertised.

“You say that like it’s a trait exclusive to the Ghenza,” he growled. “In my experience, trust has no safe harbor in all Terran space.”

Rico’s laugh was more resigned than sardonic. “True enough. You seem to have had a rough run of it as of late, Kai.”

“Indeed—something I might largely credit to your own prestigious family.”

“Oh, come now, you’ve made out all right in the end. Don’t let past business cloud your eyes to future possibilities!”

At this moment, Braccus was seriously considering the possibility of putting the tablet through Rico’s skull. “How do I even know this is real?”

“You don’t,” the young man replied. “But it’s yours to keep. Have your men verify it.”

That he would do. Information this damning was not to be taken lightly, and the requisite response should be measured carefully.

For the sake of this conversation, Braccus decided to entertain the idea that the intel was at least partially correct. “Why would the Ghenza turn around and sell the Conduit to House Valadar?”

Rico shrugged. “Why would Valadar want to buy it in the first place? That’s the question you should be asking. Honestly, you should have been suspicious when the Ghenza first approached you. Their inter-system monitoring stations work fine without investing in cutting-edge power disbursement tech. I’m surprised you didn’t ask that question sooner.”

True, though Braccus knew exactly why he hadn’t. The Ghenza Collective had a way of making sure that your mind was occupied by other things instead of contemplating their end game. He’d enjoyed the partnership the Inheritors had struck with the assassins. He’d also enjoyed some of the fringe benefits proffered by the Collective’s representative.

A calculated move in retrospect. This meant his mind had been more focused on Aria’s body instead of her ambitions. He’d taken her for a simple creature with simple needs. It now seemed that he’d been quite mistaken.

“What do you want for this information?”

“Pardon?”

“Nothing in this universe is free, Rico. What is it that you seek in return?”

Rico smirked. “I think that should be obvious. I want to buy the Conduit instead.”

“And why do you want it?”

“Aside from keeping it away from my father’s most powerful rival? Oh, I don’t know. Perhaps I’ll use it to power my yacht.”

Braccus eyed the smug little noble. Despite the fact that the man might have actually brought him something of value, he still wanted to crush that perfect face of his. The political ramifications would be significant, but the greater part of his temperance came from the figure looming to Rico’s right. That silent brute eyed him up like a predator stalking its next meal.

The man was tall for a Terran, more on the level of one of the Maur or Orchallen. It was typical for those other races to tower over their Terran counterparts. Such was the reason the Great Houses and other Terran factions favored them as enforcers or bodyguards. Rico’s guard was bald, with eyes that seemed too small for the rest of his face. Thick lips and a grayish cast to his skin made Braccus think he might have some Orchallen in him after all.

A half-breed, maybe? Or perhaps one of his parents was the halfie. Most half-breeds were sterile, but Braccus wouldn’t place a bet on the accuracy of that information. Plus, with recombinant technology so commonplace, who knew what was possible? Perhaps the brute in his office had been cooked up in a lab somewhere.

Braccus looked back to Rico. It didn’t matter what the smug asshole wanted the Conduit for. It wasn’t worth anything to Braccus other than a payday. 

“What’s your offer?”

“I’ll match whatever the Ghenza are paying.”

“You’ll have to do better than that. Even if they are aligning themselves with House Valadar, betraying the Ghenza is not something I do lightly. If I sell the Conduit to you, my arrangement with the assassins comes to an end. That means you must bear part of the cost of breaking the deal.”

“Fair enough. Name your price.”

“Forty million.”

“Done.”

“And a formal alliance with House Chronos.”

Rico hesitated. “I don’t necessarily have the authority to…”

“That’s my price, Mr. Chronos. Do what you have to do to make it work.”

An angry look crossed the young man’s face. Finally, an actual display of backbone. “You overstep, Kai. I’d advise you to remember your place.”

“My place? At last calculation, my place was that of the seller, and yours that of the buyer. It is my right to demand the price I wish. If the proposition is not to your liking, take your corporate stock and governmental influence elsewhere.”

Rico balled his fists. His jaw tensed like he might grind his teeth. “I could just take the Conduit, you know.”

“You would have to find it first. Don’t think for a second it’s here with me now.” Braccus paused, staring Rico down and letting that bit of truth sink in. He leaned back in his chair, taking a sip from the tumbler on his desk. “By the way, threats will get you nowhere with me. Even if you were to have your lapdog over there strangle me, you’d never make it out alive. So, let’s avoid any mention of unpleasantness, shall we?”

Rico was fuming now. “Why you…”

Braccus slammed a fist on the nearby desk. “You sir, are in my house!” Lowering his voice, he growled, “I don’t care how much money and influence your father has placed in your pocket. A full bank account and a handful of parliamentarians do not a great leader make. It is best you learn that now, while your ailing father is still alive to make amends for your indiscretions.”

Rico hesitated again, a pause that lengthened into an awkwardly tense silence. As Braccus had imagined, invoking the man’s father had provided the necessary sobering influence.

Gods help them all when Don Chronos finally succumbed to his illness, for they all knew the man had not paid proper attention to his succession plan.

Rico drew a deep breath. “Forgive me. Your point is well taken. It does not change the fact that I will have to confer with my family before extending our protection.”

Braccus smiled, though he doubted it reached his eyes. “Most certainly. You have one week, Dorian standard, to close the deal. I am appointed to pass off the object in question to the Ghenza at that time. Absent a better offer, I will be forced to go through with that transaction.”

Expression teetering between skepticism and consternation, Rico asked, “You would truly transfer such a powerful asset to an enemy faction?”

“My enemies abound Mr. Chronos.” Braccus waved his hand dismissively. “As you pointed out, my faction has had a run of ill-luck lately. Though House Valadar represents a dangerous adversary, my list of allies runs thin. If I am to begin betraying those few that I have, I will need to line up replacements.”

Just entertaining Rico’s proposition was enough to put Braccus on the receiving end of an assassin’s blade. He was putting a lot of faith in the room’s scramblers to prevent Rico from recording this conversation. He could always claim a recording was a forgery, but it would still do much to weaken his ties with the Ghenza. 

Rico’s brow knit with concentration. “Are you sure there isn’t something that I can arrange more immediately? A transfer of company stock, perhaps. Shares in Vega Major are surging quite nicely at present.”

“I’m not worried about finances alone, Rico. My offer stands. Rich men are overthrown every day. I need something that grants me position—something to cement my place in this system. If you are unable to secure a formal protection agreement, then my position remains one of vulnerability.”

The sag in Rico’s shoulders put the truth to Kai’s words. Truthfully, the compensation Braccus demanded was so valuable as to turn this little betrayal on its head. A protection arrangement from House Chronos would provide the Inheritors a leg up on all other minor players in the system. The House was arguably the only major player left in the Ravian System with House Barkay gone.

The Ghenza were formidable in their partnership, but they worked in the shadows. House Chronos was currently the dominant player in the system and would soon be a contender for the title of the most powerful House in the sector. No one would cross Braccus with the threat of Chronos’s wrath hanging overhead. To secure such a contract, Braccus would have written an indenture contract for his own mother—gods rest her soul.

“Very well,” Rico sighed. “Give me a few days to secure consensus. I will either reach out to you at the time to confirm payment or arrange a counteroffer.”

Braccus made a mental note to double his guard until he heard back from the young noble. If the Don was not amenable to Kai’s terms, then the counteroffer would likely take the form of a bullet sent from a nearby rooftop.

“Agreed,” Braccus extended his hand. “A pleasure doing business with you, Rico. May this only be the first accord of a long and fruitful partnership.”








  
  
  Chapter 1

  
  




[Accessing COGNIS.Datafiles…]

Sif — Planet (Terran Space) — The third and principal planet of the Freyvian System. Known for its manufacturing, cybernetic technology, and genetic research industries. Headquarters for Valadar Holdings Inc. and its numerous subsidiary corporations. The neoconservative political leanings of the current parliament have created an ideal environment for thriving economic policies. This has come at the expense of some basic civil liberties and democratic freedoms.

[Closing Datafile…]




Markus watched the hulking figures unloading crates from the shuttle transport through the scope of his rifle. The six men wore a form of polymer battle armor, the kind of gear that just screamed “merc.”

This wasn’t much of a surprise. After all, privateers made up one of the largest employment pools on Ascension. Even if there had been some sort of public defense entity on the planet, corporations usually liked to bring in external forces from time to time.

This was especially true when the activity in question was either too illegal or too deadly for the tastes of tenured employees. Bringing in a little external cannon fodder was not only good for plausible deniability; it also did wonders for employee morale.

Focus. Having watched these mercs for the better part of ninety minutes, it was a little understandable that his mind might wander. That didn’t change the fact that inattention was a nice way to get yourself killed.

There was a shit-ton of contraband coming out of this particular rig. Plus, the crew here was taking their sweet time getting it onto their little skiff. Must be getting paid by the hour.

Markus took his right hand off the trigger of his rifle and slid it down into a pouch at his waist. With his eye never leaving the scope, he fumbled around until he found a small cassette. He pressed on the cassette’s clasp and pulled one strip of film from the dispenser.

With the film pressed between his thumb and forefinger, he brought it to his mouth and pressed it to the skin on the inside of his lower lip. The strip adhered readily to the scarred tissue opposite his gums. As it made contact with his saliva, the film dissolved into a sticky substance that left a peppery taste on his tongue.

The results were quick. As the stym hit his system, he was able to make out the fine detail of the mercs’ armor. The black polymer took on a blue tint in the artificial illumination of the safety lights gleaming from the shuttle’s ramp.

He drew in a deep breath, the euphoric effects of the drug washing over him. Boredom gave way to keen alertness. His heartbeat quickened. He flexed and released his shoulders, discharging the tension building in his back and arms.

Just in time. A pair of the armored goons brought out the last of the crates and placed it onto the hovering skiff. Another man scanned the barcode with a device built into his armored gauntlet while their leader signaled for the others to wrap things up.

Markus spoke quietly, but loud enough for the comm in his ear to pick up his words. “Winter reporting in. Cargo is secure. Confirm readiness to approach.”

“Confirmed, Winter,” came Sahar’s growled response. “Beast is ready for approach.”

“Ruby here,” Aaliyah chimed. “Inbound in thirty seconds.”

Good, everyone was in position. “Confirmed,” Markus acknowledged. “Advance on target.”

He began to countdown.

Twenty-nine. Twenty-eight. Twenty-seven…

When he hit twenty-six, he squeezed the trigger. The rifle hissed as the suppressed bullet surged from its barrel. Markus immediately pulled back on the bolt, chambering the next round.

The first bullet hit its mark. An emerald fizzle shimmered in a vain effort to stop the shot. The unfortunate merc’s head exploded in a shower of red. 

Twenty-four. Twenty-three. Twenty-two…

Markus squeezed the trigger again. There was another green pop as the bullet exploded through his second target. Markus reloaded.

Seventeen. Sixteen. Fifteen…

The remaining four mercs were now taking cover. A few dialed in the zoom on their visors, trying to pinpoint their assailant’s location.

Markus popped off a couple more rounds to keep them undercover, landing a glancing blow off one of the armored figures. The target’s shields saved his ass, but the force of the impact sent him sprawling onto the ground.

Nine. Eight. Seven…

The merc with the barcode reader scurried to the side of the skiff, diving into the cockpit. The lights near the craft’s thrusters switched from red to green.

Four. Three. Two…

A loud crash echoed back up to Markus’s position as a figure in an armored mech suit slammed into the front of the hoverbed.

Sahar was right on time.

Her tall, muscular form was made all the more imposing by the mech exoskeleton she wore. The mech’s arms clenched onto the front of the skiff, holding it fast. Weighted clamps sprung out from the armored legs and anchored both the mech and the hovering craft into a locked position.

Now the remaining mercs took aim at Sahar. Markus went back to work, sending off round after round into the armored warriors. A few of the mercs still got a couple of shots off, but they bounced harmlessly off the armored mech.

The brave soul in the cockpit leaned out. A rod, shimmering pale blue with an electric charge, extended from his hand.

Markus’s next shot caught the merc in the shoulder. The green flare of his shields caught enough of the bullet to keep him alive, but the rod he was holding spun off into the distance. The merc looked from side to side for the discarded weapon.

Markus’s second shot put him down for good. Only three to go.

Where in the nine hells was the rest of their team?

“Ruby? ETA?” No response.

Shit.

Markus flipped channels. “Wraith, you got eyes on the shuttle?”

Eli’s voice was calm on the other end of the comm. “A little bit of drone trouble, but they’re clear. Inbound in three, two…”

The roar of jet engines cut off Eli’s countdown. Markus switched back to the open channel.

It looked like the shuttle would slam into the concrete platform below. At the last possible moment, the ship’s reverse thrusters fired. The sudden shift of inertia sent ripples of air and dust across the ground, knocking the few remaining mercs off their feet.

As if being jettisoned by the force of the maneuver, a woman in a tight blue bodysuit dove from the craft’s open cargo hold. The black cord fastened to her belt slowed her descent and stopped her just above the hovering skiff. The mechanism holding the cord on her belt whirred, flipping her in a backward somersault to land expertly on her feet.

Skye raced toward the skiff, disconnecting the cable and sliding under the craft. A second later, her voice rang out over the channel. “Charges placed! I’m clear!”

“Got it,” Aliyah responded. “Detonatin’ charges”

A muffled explosion. Lights on the skiff flared and died as it came offline. Sahar released the craft. “Let’s bag her up!”

Netting flared from underneath the vehicle. Skye emerged from the far side and quickly bound the ends together. The shuttle hovered closer, and she grabbed the cord, attaching it to a ring at the top of the netting.

“Package secured,” she reported, attaching her own safety line to the central ring. “Reel me in.”

“Roger, Sapphire,” Aaliyah answered. “Hold on tight.”

The cord on the shuttle began to retract. The skiff groaned as the bed of the vehicle detached from the rest of the frame.

Then things started to get messy.

Aerial drones, menacing, hawk-like things, began to drift in from between the surrounding buildings. This must have been the trouble that the shuttle had run into earlier.

Markus barked a warning. “Ruby, you have drones incoming.”

“Can’t see them, Winter. Direction?”

Fragging everywhere? That probably wasn’t a helpful response. “Clusters at your one o’clock, your nine, and your six.”

Aaliyah let loose a stream of curses.

Sahar chimed in. “I’ll hold them off. A little help, Winter?”

It was going to blow his cover, but Markus didn’t see any better options. “You’ve got it. Let’s go.”

The mech launched toward a group of drones coming from the west. Sahar’s arm turrets hummed, unloading a hail of bullets into the bots.

Markus covered her flank, taking out the drones emerging from the south. His first round took a bot in the engine, detonating it on contact. A second went down as he put a round just under its left wing.

They were turning now, having sussed out the second threat. The defense bots didn’t have the most sophisticated AI, but at least they were smart enough to know when someone was shooting at them.

A third round reported from his rifle. It struck its mark right as his target’s shields flared protectively. The drone stayed airborne. Another round in damn near the same spot took it out of the sky.

Just one more. Markus pulled the trigger.

Click.

He spat a curse. The magazine was empty.

He scrambled to eject the mag and pop in his spare. Eli’s voice cut into his focus. “Winter, they have your position. Three drones en route. Get out of there.”

Markus double-checked his scope. “Three? I only see one more.”

“Check your nine o’clock.”

Markus swung his scope around. Sure enough, three more birds were heading his way.

Nine hells. It was time to go.

He fought a moment of vertigo as he pushed himself up to his feet. He slung the rifle over his shoulder—no time to disassemble it. Turning on his heels, he rushed toward the door that would get him off this roof.

Blinding spotlights lit up his position. The roar of thrusters filled his ears.

The drones opened fire.




The bed of the skiff surged into the air, taking Skye with it. For not the first time, she was thankful for her cybernetic legs. Without those, the sudden shift in momentum would have sent her careening off the package—or smashed her right into the cargo.

She steadied herself as the shuttle rose rapidly, simultaneously reeling in the stolen goods. Things were going according to plan.

And then the drone struck the crate.

“What the—”

Another impact. Rather than trying to shoot the shuttle down, the bot was trying to knock the cargo loose. Skye sprawled backward with the force of the second blow. Inexplicably, the line to her safety clip snapped.

Her body lurched off the floating platform. With a desperate swipe of her left arm, she sunk a gauntleted hand into the side of the nearest crate.

Pain coursed through her back and neck as her muscles strained to keep her shoulder from dislocating. Her arm itself was fine—another win for cybernetics—but now she dangled helplessly on the swaying parcel.

She flung her other arm back onto the crate, fingers scrabbling for purchase. Another blow sent the cargo careening sideways. The boxes and crates slid. The netting holding everything together strained against the shifting bulk.

Don’t break, don’t break, don’t break!

Aaliyah’s piloting skills saved Skye from being smeared across the side of a nearby building—barely. The crate and its passenger swung perilously between the steel and glass skyscrapers. City lights whipped past Skye in a frenzy. A wave of nausea welled up in her abdomen.

Skye finally gripped the edge of the netting with her other hand and pulled herself back on top of the cargo. She made it back onto her feet just in time to see another set of lights racing toward her.

Reflexively, she snagged a slender disk from her belt and pressed firmly on the center. Blades flared from the device. A red light indicated the weapon was armed. She sent it whirling at the drone.

The target swerved to miss the blade. Its shields flared defensively—just enough to detonate the projectile.

Not enough to take it down, but it slowed long enough for Skye to draw her pistol.

She fired right into the drone’s adjusted path. The charged blasts flared with brilliant light as they collided with the bot’s shields. Sparks flared from the drone’s damaged hull, but it kept coming.

Then, seemingly out of nowhere, a gigantic form crashed into the drone. Another flash of light. The sound of tearing metal.

The bot detonated.

Sahar’s mech hovered falteringly in the air. Sparks sprang from its joints, and the rear thrusters sputtered ominously. At least she was airborne, though the mech had definitely seen better days.

“I thought for sure I was going to be scraping you off the concrete after that last hit,” Sahar teased.

“You could have just shot it down!”

“Out of ammo. I had to get creative.”

“That’s one word for it.”

Her teammate chuckled. Then, more seriously, she asked, “You all right?”

Skye let out a relieved sigh. “Oh yeah, I totally had it under control.”

“Sure you did.”

The mech’s engines flared precariously. “Might want to get inside?” Skye suggested.

The shuttle was right above them now, with no drones in sight. They were safe.

Sahar didn’t respond, which showed she knew how bad a shape the robotic armor was in. She laid hard on the thrusters, pushing the bulky rig up and into the open shuttle bay.

Skye blinked at her helmet’s interface to reactivate the comms. “This is Sapphire. We’re clear. Ground team report in.”

She waited a few long seconds. No response.

“I repeat, this is Sapphire. We are clear. Winter, Wraith, please acknowledge.”

The hollow sound of static was the only reply.
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[Accessing COGNIS.Datafiles…]

Sahaia — Racial Profile (Sapiens) — Sahaia in ancient Kintari, translates roughly to “ascendant” in the intergalactic standard lexicon. This race of beings begins life as Terran. Their psionic profiles are enhanced in a manner that drastically modifies their genetic makeup. Those who survive the procedure become some of the most formidable psionic entities in known space. The mechanism for this transformation is largely unknown, being kept intentionally secret by the Covens that comprise their social hierarchy. Their secretive behavior and preternatural appearance, have prompted members of other species to casually refer to the Sahaia as “shadows.”

[Closing Datafile…]




Gunfire tore through his leg. Markus collapsed to the ground. The stym running through his system amplified the burning sensation to the point of agony.

Drawing his sidearm, he rolled and attempted to blind-fire the pistol at the drones in pursuit. Emptying the clip, he took down the nearest bot. Unfortunately, that still left three on his tail. 

Well… shit. 

Not much of a final thought, but he’d never been much for poetry. The drones opened fire. Markus braced for the inevitable.

In that same instant, the door he’d been rushing toward blew right off its hinges. Now a soaring projectile, it flew straight into the farthest drone.

The air in front of Markus coalesced into a foggy barrier, refracting the searchlights of the pursuing drones. Bullets flashing from their machine guns bounced harmlessly off the translucent shield. 

Eli’s deep voice shouted at him over the clatter of the bullet storm. “You really shouldn’t shut off your comms when under fire.”

Markus looked up at the speaker. The man’s dark armor was lighter and sleeker than mercenary standard issue. It wouldn’t even stop small arms fire, but Eli had always favored mobility. Plus, he probably didn’t need as much physical protection with all those psionic tricks up his sleeve.

“Didn’t know I had!” Markus shouted.

“An oversight in a moment of panic, perhaps?” The mocking tone was obvious, even under the roar of gunfire.

“Tease me all you want, Eli. Just keep saving my ass while you do it.” 

He was damn lucky Eli had found his way onto the balcony when he did. Unfortunately, that also meant their street team was completely without cover. 

Eli helped him to his feet, but he kept one hand extended toward the forcefield. “Are you able to stand?”

Markus put weight on the bad leg. The surge of pain told him that was a definite “no.” “I’ll live. Might be a little slow on the extraction. Everyone else make it out all right?”

“Of course, but you would know that if you hadn’t shut down your commlink.”

“Thanks for the lecture, teach. Got any more words of wisdom? If not, would you mind dealing with our metal-plated friends before more of Valadar’s toys show up?”

Markus could practically see the eye roll through his friend’s reflective faceplate. With a forceful gesture from his extended arm, Eli sent the shield flying outward. 

A wave of concussive force shot straight through the hovering drones as they continued to fire. When the shockwave struck, they exploded into two bright flashes. The remains of the drones fell from the air in a shower of sparks and debris.

Eli considered the tableau of destruction for another moment. “Done,” he sighed. “Come on, let’s get you inside.”

He slung one of Markus’s arms over his shoulder. As they started to limp off, Markus gestured back the way they’d come. “Hey, can you grab my rifle?”

With another sigh, Eli flicked his fingers at where the rifle had fallen. The weapon sprang up and floated into Markus’s outstretched hand.

“Anything else, boss?”

“Well now that you mention it…”

“Should I remind you that we are still on this roof? Everyone would believe me if I said the drone got you.”

“Point taken. Let’s go.”

Markus’s leg was messed up enough that Eli had to carry him to the door. Once they were inside, his friend forced him to take a seat in the stairwell.

“Let me see it,” he said as he removed his helmet.

“You really think now’s the best time?”

Eli fixed him with those black-in-black eyes of his. Those eyes were creepy enough on their own, but they really popped against his alabaster skin.

Most of the time the features didn’t bother Markus. That was how all Sahaia looked. In the dark of the stairwell though, with that serious look on his face, the composition was a bit unnerving.

“I think you’re losing so much blood that you’ll pass out before we can make it to safety. Now please, let me see it.”

Markus leaned back on the stairs and allowed Eli to inspect his leg. He fought not to wince as the Sahaia pulled back on the shattered armored plating.

“Shit, Markus. You’ll be lucky not to lose the whole limb.”

“Don’t be so dramatic. I’ve been shot before. It’s not like the bullets hit any vital… ah!”

Eli’s hand was hovering over the wound. Something—several somethings—were shifting inside the open sore. There was a small spray of blood as the bullet fragments were sucked out of his leg and into Eli’s waiting hand.

“If your femoral artery was hit, then you’ll be bleeding out in short order. I don’t know whether you would characterize that as ’vital’ or not, but it doesn’t change the fact your injuries need to be treated.”

Damn Eli and his rationality. “So… what’s the plan? Are you going to hit me with some more of your mojo? Patch me up a bit?”

Eli’s eyes flicked up at Markus in annoyance. “I’m a telekin, not a biokin. None of my abilities are going to be of much use in ’patching you up.’ Not unless you’re interested in being bonded.”

“Aaliyah seems to like the benefits.”

“Are you entertaining the offer?”

And give Eli open access to his thoughts and feelings? Frag that. He liked the guy, but that was a bit too intimate. “I think I’ll pass thanks.”

“Then sit still.”

He reached into his pouch and drew out a fist-sized spray can. Pressing the nozzle against the wound, he pressed down on the container.

Searing pain filled Markus’s leg as the pink foam entered the wound. Within seconds that pain gave way to a tingling sensation as the analgesic compounds started numbing the area. Even under the effects of the stym, Markus could hardly feel that entire part of his leg.

“There,” Eli sighed. “That will keep you patched up until Z can take a look at you.”

“I think you meant that to be reassuring, which just shows you’ve never had the pleasure of experiencing the medical drone’s bedside manner.”

The Sahaia’s half-grin was more than a little sardonic. “What can I say? I’m more durable, and I get shot less.”

Markus rolled his eyes. If he could stop bullets with his mind, he’d get shot less too. “So you say. Now, if you’re done fretting over me, let’s get back to business. Have you contacted the team?”

“No, I’ve been too busy saving you from defense drones.”

Then that was the first order of business. Markus blinked at his helmet interface to pull up their coordinates. There was a brief moment of panic when he couldn’t connect to the shuttle. “Eli, I’m not seeing them on the network.”

“They’re probably out of range by now. With this much drone pressure, they’d do best to try and break atmosphere as soon as possible.”

Okay, that was a much better line of thought than the one Markus had just been pondering. Gods, when had he gotten so jumpy? “All right, I’m good with that idea. So, we just need to make for the safe house as planned, right?”

“Agreed. Let me just check in with Aaliyah to let her know you’re still breathing.”

Maybe it was the blood loss, but now Markus was confused. “I thought you said the comms were out of range.”

Eli tapped his forehead. Oh, right… more shadow tricks. Eli didn’t need comms to communicate with someone he’d been bonded to.

The Sahaia closed his eyes. He was silent for several seconds, almost like he was praying. Markus waited quietly, not wanting to disrupt his focus.

Another few seconds and Eli opened his eyes. “Message delivered. They’re all fine, by the way. The package is secured. Now, let’s get your gimpy ass off to the safe house.”








  
  
  Chapter 3

  
  




[Accessing COGNIS.Datafiles…]

Maur — Racial Profile (Sapiens) — The Maur are characterized by their large, muscular builds and facial features considered somewhat bestial by other sapient species. Their skull and facial structures are frequently described as either feline or ursine in characteristic. These features, along with patterns in fur color and texture, demarcate clan origin and hereditary lineage. The Maur Federation attempts to promote harmony and cooperation among clans, though only seventy percent of Maur factions have adopted government structures recognizing the authority of this central government.

[Closing Datafile…]




Skye tossed her head as she removed her helmet. Sweat covered her face and matted her blonde hair. She took a cloth off a nearby bench and wiped the mist off the helmet’s faceplate. 

They still hadn’t heard from Markus or Eli, and it was bugging the shit out of her.

“You said he fired on the drones. Then what happened?”

Sahar, who was struggling to free her bulky frame from the confines of the damaged mech, looked back her way. Even through her helmet, Skye could tell she was annoyed.

“I was a little busy blowing up drones to keep tabs on him. Look, he’s probably fine. He always makes it happen. That guy has the devil’s luck.”

Putting aside the fact that it was weird to hear Sahar using Terran slang, Skye still wasn’t so sure. “We’re all pretty lucky in this game—right up to the point when we’re not. My helmet link lost his signal way before we broke range.”

“You know Markus. He’s never gotten used to the retinal interface on these new fragging helmets. Keeps blinking out of the group channel. Him and Eli are probably grabbing a drink with Vallus before linking up for the resupply.”

As she spoke, Sahar finally managed to wiggle free of the mech exoskeleton. She’d had to shut it down and force the thing open manually since it wouldn’t stop sparking while the power was on. That hadn’t been ideal with her and Skye crammed in the confined space of the shuttle bay along with their new cargo.

The thick cords of her muscles rippled under her gray skin suit. After taking a second to stretch, she reached up and pulled off her helmet. A coy look played at the corners of her feline maw.

“I thought you two were done, anyway. What’s up with the sudden well of concern?”

Skye wanted to wipe that smirk right off her lioness face. She knew better than to try, though. Cybernetic limbs or not, Maur strength trumped that of any Terran. “We are done,” she insisted. “But he’s still our captain and a friend.”

“Uh-huh… do you fret over me like this when my comm is off?”

Skye’s response was cut off as Aaliyah shouted back from the cockpit. “Just got word from Eli. Him and Markus are headin’ to the safe house. Guess Markus got shot, but he’ll live. He ain’t gonna be runnin’ any foot race, though. Eli said they might be a little late.”

“Thank the gods,” Sahar growled. “Now blondie back here can relax.”

Skye didn’t bother replying. The Maur might put on a tough front, but she was likely as worried as any of them. Everyone had to rely on their own defense mechanisms if they wanted to stay sane in this job.

There had been more drone pressure than they had anticipated. House Valadar must have been pumping some serious cash into their efforts with their defense contractors.

Skye set aside all the what-ifs and close-calls that played through her head. Instead, she focused on wiping down the flight gear she had been wearing. When she finished, she stowed it in one of the lockers in the shuttle’s cargo hold. 

Taking a cue from Skye, Sahar had pulled her clothes out of a nearby locker and was attempting to peel off the skinsuit. “Damn, is Valhalla always that hot this time of year? I figured with it being so far north that even the summers would be cool.”

“That’s what they say,” said Skye. “I hear the winters are still brutal.”

“You’d think the corporations would pump a bit more money into climate control,” Sahar grumbled. “I mean, I get that your governments don’t do shit anymore, but who wants to live in a place like that?”

“I didn’t think it was so bad.”

“Guess it’s a little different when you don’t have to deal with fur. That shit wouldn’t fly on a Federation world.”

As the Maur managed to free herself from the skinsuit and began toweling off, Skye tapped into the shuttle’s front viewscreen from her tablet. 

Their destination was just coming into view.

Despite the clutter of ships and satellites in Sif’s low orbit, the Vandal was easy to spot. The K-class freighter was one of the largest vessels allowed this close to the planet. If it were any bigger, they would have had to park it in one of the shipyards farther out.

The ship wasn’t sleek, and it definitely wouldn’t go far in a firefight. A trio of defense turrets was mounted on the underside of its long, armored bulk. Those worked more for clearing away space debris than actual combat. They’d installed torpedo bays and railguns along with a few other aftermarket mods, but those had yet to be tested.

Though it wasn’t much of a fighter, it was one of the best transport ships to grace the market. According to the documentation required by the Dorian Gate Commission, the Vandal acted as a supply transport based out of Sigma-4. As legitimate as their registration was, the crew had to take precautions to keep the DGC from looking too closely at the ship’s manifests.

Hard to believe Markus and Skye had dug her out of a junkyard so many years ago.

Aaliyah’s voice rang out from the cockpit. “Hey Dan, ya read? We’re on approach. Mind openin’ the door for us?”

A young man’s voice responded from her console. “Confirmed, Aaliyah. Opening hanger doors. Welcome back.”

Clicking sounds echoed from the cockpit as Aaliyah flipped the switches to engage the auto-pilot. Once that was done, she unstrapped herself from the pilot’s chair and wandered back into the shuttle bay.

The shuttle’s pilot—who also served as the ship’s resident mechanic and engineer—ran a hand back through her frizzy mess of red hair. She’d already stripped off the top half of her flight suit and tied it around her waist, leaving her runic tattoo visible on her left forearm. The black symbol popped violently against her pale skin.

Despite looking the part of the frumpy mechanic, her angular facial structure was striking. A smattering of freckles spread across high cheekbones provided an attractive accent to her chocolate-colored irises. Somehow that girl still managed to look good even with the evident lack of effort put toward her appearance.

A look of disgust distorted her features. “Lith’s tits, Sahar! What the frag did ya do to my mech?”

The Maur tried to play it cool. “It’s just a little combat damage. You know that’s always a risk on these missions.”

“Combat damage? What did ya do? Just stand there and let them shoot ya? Ain’t ya never heard of ‘evasive maneuvers?’”

Skye lifted a hand to hide her spreading grin as she murmured, “Using it as a battering ram to take out drones probably didn’t help.”

Sahar glowered at Skye as Aaliyah launched into another stream of curses. “How am I supposed to fix this? There ain’t a fraggin’ part on this whole gods-damned thing that doesn’t need replacin’!”

“I’m sure you’ll manage,” Sahar replied dismissively. 

The shuttle buckled slightly as the autopilot landed them in the Vandal’s cargo bay. Aaliyah was still fuming as the craft’s ramp lowered. 

Skye slung her backpack over her shoulder. “Do you guys need help with the mech or the cargo?”

More cursing from Aaliyah.

“We’re good,” Sahar replied. “I know how to get a hold of you if we need you.”

That was what Skye had hoped to hear. Normally she would stay and chat, but she was exhausted. Plus, aside from providing another set of hands to lift the heavier stuff, Skye didn’t bring much to the table in terms of technical skill.

Her two crewmates were already in the thick of it as Skye stepped out of the shuttle and slunk out of the hangar. She contemplated placing a bet with the other crew members as to whether Aaliyah would try to save the mech or scrap it for spare parts.

The rest of the ship seemed unnaturally quiet. Only the sound of her boots striking the grated floor and the soft buzz of the life-support systems kept her company. She occasionally passed one of the ship’s maintenance bots. The simple programming on the spider-like drones seemed to not even notice her.

Soon she came to her cabin. When she palmed the access pad, the door hissed open to reveal a chamber that was comfortable if not incredibly spacious.

All crew members had their own rooms with the basic utilities: closet, bed, desk, and bathroom with a shower and toilet. It was about the same size for most of the crew, save for Markus, who’d claimed the captain’s cabin. Even the smaller accommodations were a lot better than what most crews dealt with. 

When she and Markus had first picked up the vessel, the cabins had been designed for double or triple bunking crew members. Under that configuration, the Vandal was capable of housing just shy of two score crew members. With only the six of them currently manning the vessel, the accommodations were practically luxurious. 

A new wash of fatigue hit Skye like a tidal wave. One of those slow, aching headaches she’d been dealing with was starting to build. Without even removing her flight suit, Skye stretched out over the sheets of her mattress.

She laid there for a moment, staring up at nothing. Despite being so tired, her thoughts would not leave her alone. 

Markus not checking in after she had reached the shuttle had affected her more than she was comfortable with. It brought up feelings that were complicated, and certainly not welcomed. 

It doesn’t mean what you think it means. You’d be worried about any member of the crew. Nothing else. You’re done with him. Really, it’s done.

And gods knew it would be done permanently if Markus knew how she’d been spending the last few weeks getting over him.

As powerful as these emotions were, her exhaustion proved more intense. At some point in her internal deliberations, she finally fell asleep.




Eli’s little surgery hadn’t done anything to help Markus’s mobility. The Sahaia had to support him all the way back to the safe house. It hadn’t been a short walk, either. They’d been limping along for the better part of an hour, keeping to the shadows of largely unoccupied streets.

Although the sun had set hours earlier, the summer’s heat was scorching. Even without the armor, which Eli had helped Markus stash inside the backpacks they now carried, Markus was pouring sweat.

They had been trying to look casual: just two space jockeys stumbling back from a night on the town. Please ignore all the gear strapped to our backs. We take it everywhere.

“Did Ora have to hide this place in the ass-end of nowhere?” Markus grumbled.

“I would imagine that a secret hideout in the middle of the main thoroughfare would hardly suit its clandestine purpose,” Eli replied.

“That’s my point though! No one’s looking for a syndicate to set up shop in the mercantile district. It’s the perfect cover.”

“Perhaps.” The Sahaia’s expression did nothing to convey how he actually felt about the subject, though Markus was suspicious he was just blowing him off. “I, for one, am currently grateful for our benefactor’s level of discretion. It seems unlikely that we’d be passed off as two travelers who’ve had a bit too much at the tavern given how much equipment we’re carrying. Then again, if you continue to neglect to shave, you might pass as a homeless vagabond.”

Markus rubbed one hand up his two-day growth of stubble. “I was thinking of growing it out, actually. It’s kind of nice not having to run a razor over your face every day.”

“If you say so.”

Markus’s foot slipped on a piece of rubbish lying on the sidewalk. He grunted in pain as a fresh flare of agony went through his leg. “We almost there?”

“Just a bit farther.”

The banter ran dry after that. It was hard for Markus to keep talking while putting all his energy into staying on his feet. Plus, his sense of humor waned as the stym left his system.

That was the thing about the drug: when it cleared, the pain in his leg would lessen, but the withdrawal symptoms would come on quickly. He’d rather deal with a gunshot wound than have to work through those.

They stopped in front of a nondescript steel door. Eli pounded on the door twice and paused. After a moment there came an answering knock. In response, Eli struck the door once again.

A piece of the neighboring wall slid away to reveal an access panel. While still holding Markus up with one arm, Eli pressed his palm against the blue screen. 

The device chimed approvingly, and the door clicked open. Eli pushed gently on the door, swinging it inward.

A burly sand-colored Maur stood just inside, rifle trained on both of them. He might have passed for the same clan as Sahar if not for the darker stripes along his forehead and neck.

“Just you two?” he growled.

“Yup,” Markus grunted. “As planned.”

The Maur’s eyes scanned the area behind them before going to Markus’s leg. “You look like shit.”

“Good to see you too, Vallus. Can we come inside now?”

With a nod, the Maur stepped aside. Markus and Eli limped through the door, which slid shut behind them. 

“Apologies,” Vallus whispered. “Standard precautions, you understand. Have to keep them enforced even for the ones that Ora trusts.”

“And we make that list?” Markus asked.

“If she hires you more than once, you know you’ve made the list.”

Huh…

Markus had never thought of it that way. Working for Ora had been one of the stranger experiences in his running career. Despite this, he hadn’t considered her any choosier than the half-a-dozen other crime bosses they’d run for.

Vallus’s brought a hand to his shoulder. He caught Eli’s eye. “Here, let me take him.”

Markus’s friend was a little too quick to relinquish control. Before he knew it, Markus found himself swept up in the arms of the super-strong alien enforcer. “This is a little intimate, Vallus.”

“I could always drop you.”

“Please don’t.”

“Then shut your mouth. Your friend looks tired, and your Terran hide is hardly a burden for me. Don’t read too much into it. You’re not my type.”

“Wow, way to let a guy down easy.”

“You’re welcome.”

Vallus carried him through another door into a lounge of sorts. The place was empty, which Markus didn’t mind. He wasn’t keen on anyone getting a glimpse of him being carried like a bride across the threshold. 

The Maur set him on one of the black couches that lined the walls. “You’re just in time. We’ve got a supply shipment going up to another vessel in low orbit. You can hitch a ride on that one, and we’ll drop you off at the Vandal.”

“Thanks, Vallus,” said Eli.

“Not a problem. You guys did get what Ora wanted, right?”

Markus rolled his eyes, more than a little annoyed at being questioned. “Yes, we secured the shipment. The rest of our crew is inventorying it as we speak.”

“Good,” Vallus replied. “Not that it would change anything, of course.”

“No, we get it. Ora wants her reassurance that she’s successfully pissed off House Valadar—though gods know why she’d want to do that in the first place.”

“That’s the thing about Ora: if you thought on her level you’d be calling the shots instead of risking your asses running the Nethra.”

Fair point, but there wasn’t anything this side of Terra that would convince Markus to trade places. Ora might have more money, but her notoriety brought more than its fair share of problems.

“How much longer until that ship lifts off?” Eli asked

“Thirty minutes. We’ll have you on a land transport in ten to take you to the spaceport.” Then, almost as if he would have forgotten, Vallus added, “Oh! Here, I’ve got something else for you.”

The Maur reached into his pocket and drew out a small data chip. He handed it to Eli, who looked at the thing like it might self-destruct.

“What’s this?” he asked.

“A message confirming that you are inbound to Sigma-4. Transmit this when you get up into orbit and are in range of the gate.”

Eli still eyed the chip suspiciously. A moment of tense silence set in. It was Markus who finally spoke up. “So, Ora’s looking for immediate confirmation on our jobs now?”

Vallus chuckled. “Nah, nothing like that. Ora just wanted to know when you were coming in. It’s a good thing.”

“How do you figure that?”

“Well, apparently there’s something waiting for you back at the station. Something about another job and all that. She wants you guys on it, but it’s time-sensitive. You know how that goes.”

Despite the assertion, Markus didn’t know anything of the kind. “Time-sensitive?”

“She didn’t tell me any more than that.” Vallus clapped a big hand on Markus’s shoulder. “Relax, big guy. You guys are always looking for more trouble, right? It looks like it’s going to find you a bit sooner than expected.”








  
  
  Chapter 4

  
  




[Accessing COGNIS.Datafiles…]

Jump-Gate — Technology Inventory — Dorian Jump-Gates represent the most feasible avenue for faster-than-light travel in the sapient systems. Jump Gates sustain a hole in spacetime that allows for the seamless travel of messages, supplies, and spacecraft between inhabited galaxies within seconds. The Dorian High Council earns the majority of its tax revenues through the collection of gate fees from persons who choose to use the gate network to navigate the stars.

[Closing Datafile…]




Aboard the Vandal, Daniel Ratemacher sat staring at a discrete holodisplay he’d positioned above his lap. He tapped his foot along with the light-hearted music that drifted from the console speakers: Old Terra Jazz. Not something that his crewmates would have appreciated, which is why he waited until they were all gone on missions to indulge.

Though Skye, Sahar, and Aaliyah had arrived, none of them had stopped by the cockpit to check in on him. Dan didn’t mind; that just meant his tunes kept playing. Besides, they were probably busy with other things right about now.

And, as fortune would have it, Dan had something very important he needed to check in on as well. The Vandal had just moved in range of the Serpent Gate, which connected back to the Ravian System. For the next ten minutes, he could bounce messages back through the gate to Sigma-4.

[Are you there?] he typed. 

Long seconds—close to a minute—before the reply popped up on his screen. [Yes.]

Dan’s heart fluttered in anticipation. His fingers worked furiously at the keyboard. [I’ve secured the payment you requested. Do you still have the item I want?]

He held his breath. If his contact had already sold the drive-chip to someone else, that was going to represent a lot of wasted effort. 

It was mere luck that Dan had stumbled on this contact in the first place. What he was looking for wasn’t exactly available on the open market. Sure enough, as soon as the contact had been able to confirm that the item in question was available, Markus had them leave for a new contract. 

Dan found himself on his way out-system before he could confirm that he was still interested. In hopes that he’d get another shot at buying the item when they finished up their job on Sif, he’d still had the krets liquidated from his account.

That had been quite a feat without setting foot on the actual planet. Come to find out, it was difficult to liquidate sixty-thousand krets into an untraceable form. It was doubly hard to do so from orbit. The transactional fees had been insane—pure thievery.

Which Dan found ironic, of course, given their stated purpose in this system in the first place.

[I have the item.]

Dan let loose a sigh of relief. It looked like things were coming together. 

A second message: [When can you meet?]

That was a good question, the answer to which was largely dependent on factors outside of Dan’s control. Their shuttle had returned with half the crew members, but he had no idea when Markus and…

“Daniel, this is Eli. Do you read?”

Now that was good timing. 

“Yes, I read you, Eli. Go ahead.”

“Markus and I are en route with the resupply. Markus suffered a bit of an accident on loading. Can you have Z prepped and ready to receive him in the medical bay?”

Dan doubted Markus’s injuries were actually from loading supplies. More likely Eli was keeping the conversation inconspicuous on these open channels. Between the DGC, Valadars, and fates knew who else, they didn’t want to get tied to what had happened down in the shipyards that evening.

“Roger that, Eli. Can I get your ETA?”

“Our pilot says we should be docked in about an hour.”

“Confirmed. See you soon.”

Dan muted the comms channel and started doing the math in his head. If he gave supply transport a full two hours to arrive, unload and depart, then added in the two, maybe three hours it would take to make it over to the Serpent Gate…

It could be as late as five hours before they were even in Ravian space. Factoring in the inevitable traffic, he was looking at as much as ten hours before they docked at the station.

He took a couple more seconds of running the calculations, scenarios, and converting time zones before Dan typed his reply. [This evening, 23:00. What location?]

Another long, agonizing wait for a response. Dan looked at his timer, half-worried he’d moved out of sync with the gate.

The response came. [R-1. Exact coordinates attached. Come alone.]

There was a mapping file attached to the message. Dan scanned it, reviewed it, and routed the file to his MoDAC before cutting the connection.

He could hardly contain the smile that he felt stretching the limits of his face. At long last, he was going to have the missing piece to his pet project.

This time tomorrow, he would be busy turning his elusive dreams into reality.




The feeling of acceleration was almost imperceptible, but it was still enough to jostle Skye from her impromptu siesta. 

After re-establishing that she was, indeed, still on the Vandal, she relaxed a bit. Bad dreams, again. It seemed like she was having a lot of those lately. Almost as frequently as she was having headaches.

Groaning, she pressed her palms to her forehead just above her eyes, trying to relieve the latest round of brain pain. She needed to remember to talk to Doc Li about getting back on the meds.

How long had she been out? Long enough for Eli and Markus to make it back if they were leaving. An hour or two?

With trepidation, she glanced at her MoDAC. She’d been out for nearly four hours. She’d practically slept the night away.

Skye rolled to the side of the bed, stood up, and stripped out of her flight suit. The synthetic fiber had to be peeled off her skin. Her gray underclothes were still completely saturated with sweat, despite the cool air in her quarters.

It all felt extremely nasty. With a grunt of disgust, she pulled off the rest of her clothes and gathered them absently into a sopping heap on the floor. She couldn’t believe she’d fallen asleep in those things.

Her mouth split with a massive yawn. Why was she so damn tired?

It must have been the jump. It had been a while since she’d done one of those maneuvers. They had been coming in a little too fast this time, too.

The gear she wore helped keep the g-force from tearing her apart, but she could tell she wasn’t in as good of shape as she’d once been. Even with her cybernetics enhancing her strength and durability, conditioning still played a huge role in her ability to pull off those acrobatics. 

She hadn’t done a great job of keeping up with her training regimen lately, and she wasn’t getting any younger. Shit, how old was she now? Thirty-two, maybe thirty-three standard cycles?

It was hard to keep track when they kept jumping to different systems. Regardless, she wasn’t the daredevil recruit she had been over a decade ago.

Pushing that thought aside, she wandered over to the shower and hit the controls to start the cascade of water. A three-minute timer appeared on the control panel, and she jabbed a couple more buttons to override it. Today’s jump definitely earned her the right to supersede the standard water ration.

It had been a long day, and there was no doubt about it: she needed a break. 

There was always the next conflict—the next mission. The faces and other details changed, but the core of it was always the same. They were blowing something up, stealing something, or knocking off some group of lowlifes who had pissed off the wrong person. It was always about that next payday.

Yup, running the Nethra was getting old. Back in the day, when it had been just her and Markus, she hadn’t exactly been focused on the grand design. A part of her, though, had always thought this would be temporary.

In her mind, the mercenary gig was a natural extension of the skills they’d picked up in the Colony Wars. They’d run jobs for a few years and then move on to something better.
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