
  
    [image: Soldier of Fortune]
  


  
    
      
        [image: Title Page]
      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        PUBLISHED BY OUTRAGEOUS FICTION

      

        

      
        Soldier of Fortune Copyright © 2015  Kathleen McClure

      

        

      
        All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

      

      

      This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents in this volume either are the products of the author’s imagination or used fictitiously. Any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, events, or locales is coincidental.

      

      
        
        First edition edited by Claudette Cruz

        Second edition edited by Lori Diederich

        Cover by Youness Elh

      

      

      
        
        ISBNs:

        978-1-947842-33-5 (eBook),

        978-1-947842-34-2 (paperback)

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Free Stories

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Receive these bonus shorts for free!

        Scan or click the QR code below.

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: QR Code link to VIP newsletter sign up with covers of short stories A Soldier is Born and Errant Rising.]
          
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            About the Fortune Chronicles

          

        

      

    

    
      The Fortune Chronicles are a series of standalone adventures featuring a multitude of characters who wander through each other’s narratives.

      These stories all take place in the distant future, on the engineered planet Fortune, where language has evolved to reflect life on this unique world. For instance, the words sunsrise and sunsset are not typos, but rather examples of vocabulary adapting to new circumstances.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        Want to see what’s happening on Fortune before the next book drops?

        Follow our Outrageous Crew on Ream for early access to new stories, shorts and behind-the-scenes surprises.

        New adventures land there first. Always.

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: QR Code for Outrageous Crew on Ream]
          
        

        Scan or Click to Follow Us on Ream

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        For Sam.

        Here’s looking at you, Kid.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        
        All warfare is based on deception.

        SUN TZU
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        Morton Barrens

        Maximum Security Penitentiary

        United Colonies of Fortune

        February 9, 1449 After Landing

      

      

      Gideon Quinn considered the cards in his right hand. Since said cards were so faded he could barely see the original suits, and since what was visible tended to waver in the glare of the setting suns, they required some serious considering.

      While he considered, his opponent—a Nikean the outside world had known as Dr. Ephraim Rudd, but in Morton answered to “Doc,” “Prisoner 64326,” or, “Hey, you!”—shot one finger out to catch the drop of perspiration sliding from his nose, and brought it to his tongue.

      Gideon, long since sweated dry by the day’s labor, tried not to envy Doc the pittance of moisture.

      The two men were perched on opposite sides of the sandstone slab which served as their table. Both were near in height, though Gideon topped Doc’s lanky frame by an extra few centimeters. Both were also tanned by the unrelenting suns of the Barrens, and both bore touches of silver in their hair, despite the fact that Gideon was at least a decade younger than Doc.

      Though they shared the genetic trait of blue eyes, Doc’s were of a soft, lake-like hue, while Gideon viewed the world through eyes as sharp and dangerous as live crystal.

      They both also had the look of men who lived on the prison’s notorious rations, but where the doctor merely looked underfed, Gideon’s spareness was of a harder, more feral nature, as if all excess had been burned away by the same suns that left him covetous of another man’s sweat.

      “Anytime, now,” Doc prompted as, a dozen meters away, a slap of wood against pineapple leather was followed by the cheers of a team who’d scored a goal in an evening game of net the queen. A short cackle drifted from a pair of inmates walking the circumference, and on the far side of the yard, nearest the cell blocks, a wail of sorrow rose from where Lonnie’s theatrical troupe was rehearsing a production of Dream of the Red Chamber.

      At least it wasn’t Romeo and Juliet, Gideon thought. “I’ll see your bet, and raise,” he said to Doc as the cheers of the queen players receded.

      “Raise with what?” Doc gestured to the pot, in which Gideon’s three ration bars and an old newspaper shared the space with six of Doc’s tea packets and a tin of mint pastilles. “Since I’m fairly sure I see all your worldly goods before me. Unless you’re willing to put Elvis in the pot?”

      Hearing his name, the draco currently stretched on the hot sandstone next to Gideon’s thigh raised one of his lids.

      “Elvis is off the table.” Gideon gave his reptilian companion a gentle scritch between the folded wings until the half-open eye closed again. “Okay, technically he’s on the table, but you know what I mean.”

      “I think I can grasp the metaphor,” Doc replied with a smile before continuing. “But that still leaves the question of what you have to bet?”

      In response, Gideon produced a thin sheaf of grubby pages from his back pocket. “Got chapters six through nine of Curse of the Amazons,” he said, laying the wrinkled pages on the table. “Good enough?”

      “Honey from the keepers,” Doc judged, eyeing the well-worn pages of the melodrama with anticipation. “Call.”

      “Quinn!”

      Gideon’s eyes darted up to spy two corrections officers approaching. Dust puffed like red smoke as they crossed the yard, giving the illusion of walking through fire.

      “Warden wants you upstairs,” CO Milton, who was new to the Barrens, barked, startling Elvis.

      “Can’t it wait?” Gideon soothed the hissing draco with one hand and waved his cards with the other. “I’m sitting on an apiary, here.”

      “You’re sitting on a full hive, at best,” Doc reproved mildly.

      “Only one way to find out.” Gideon grinned at the other man.

      “Cut the crap, Quinn.” CO Finch spoke with the weariness of familiarity. “You know what day it is. The review board is waiting.”

      “It’s your anniversary?” Doc blinked in surprise.

      “I wasn’t paying attention to the date,” Gideon said.

      “Liar,” Finch muttered while Milton visibly bristled.

      “Still,” Doc said, nodding to the guards, “best get on. I’ll watch Elvis.”

      “And take a peek at my cards?” Gideon asked, if only to see how bristly Milton would get.

      “I wouldn’t dream⁠—”

      “That’s enough, Doc,” Milton snapped. “And you . . .” He grabbed Gideon by the collar. “On your feet, drone.”

      At which point Milton, who really hadn’t been on the job long enough to know any better, found himself flat on the ground.

      Finch, who had been on the job long enough to know better, snapped his shock stick to life while Elvis reared on his haunches. “You’ll want to stand down, Quinn.”

      Gideon looked at Milton, whose red face now sort of matched the dirt, then he sighed, set down the cards, and dropped to his knees with his hands placed on his head. “Stay,” he said to Elvis, and the draco relaxed onto all fours, hissing quietly.

      “Guess that’s the game,” Doc said as yet more guards flowed from the inner gates.

      “Dammit, Quinn.” Finch shook his head at the prisoner while a cursing Milton struggled to his feet. “Are you trying to tank your chance at parole?”

      “Grow up, Finch,” Gideon said flatly. “They’re never going to grant me parole.”
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        * * *

      

      “As of this day, February ninth, 1449 After Landing, it is the determination of this august board that Prisoner 66897, Gideon Quinn be granted parole, effective immediately.”

      Gideon stared at that august board. “I have to say, I did not see that coming.”

      “Quinn.” Finch whispered the warning from Gideon’s left.

      It was twenty-some minutes after the kerfuffle in the yard, and Gideon was standing in front of the Honorable Warden Simkins, two members of the Corrections Board, and a ranking officer from the Corps.

      And not just any officer, as General Kimo Satsuke had presided over Gideon’s court-martial.

      She hadn’t changed much, he thought. Perhaps there were a few more lines accenting the sea-green eyes, and more silver shone in the black of her tightly braided hair than the day she’d sentenced him to life in the Morton Barrens.

      Since Gideon had served only six of those years, and was, to the best of his knowledge, still living, he found the sudden amnesty confusing, to say the least. “May I ask why?”

      Finch made a small hiccuping sound.

      “Ask the Corps,” Warden Simkins replied, giving the general a glance.

      Gideon turned his attention to Satsuke.

      “It should be enough to know that your case has been reviewed and the sentence reduced to suit the discoveries,” she told him.

      Gideon felt his jaw tighten because it was absolutely not enough, and he opened his mouth to press for more detail when he caught Satsuke’s stare.

      The general possessed what could best be described as a very speaking gaze.

      What her gaze was saying now was shut your trap.

      He shut his trap, opening it only long enough for a terse, “Thank you.”

      “Don’t thank me.” Simkins slapped the folder in front of him closed. “I’d as soon see a traitor like you in the fields until crystal takes root in your eyes.”

      “I’ll miss you too,” Gideon said. Finch gave him a less than gentle nudge of the elbow, and Gideon added a belated, “sir.”

      Simkins was unimpressed. “The transport departs at twenty-one hundred hours. Dismissed.”
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        * * *

      

      Gideon found Doc waiting in his cell, keeping Elvis company and reading the chapters of Curse of the Amazons that Gideon had left in the pot.

      “Odd, the board turning around your sentence like that,” the older man observed. He was now leaning in the open door of the cell while Gideon changed into the clothes he’d last worn when he arrived in the Barrens.

      Gideon, buttoning the trousers, which fit a bit loosely, swore he could hear Doc not ask the question, Did you do it?

      Since Gideon had no intention of answering the unasked question, any more than he expected Doc to suddenly admit to having murdered his wife, he gestured to a matchstick reproduction of the Nikean Central Library sitting on the cell’s lone shelf. “Do you want to keep that? I don’t think it’ll survive the trip.”

      “One of Nyal’s,” Doc murmured, studying the miniature work of art created by another inmate who’d been paroled some years earlier. “I’ll put it in my office, and thanks.”

      While Doc fetched the sculpture, Gideon adjusted his suspenders and reached for the Infantry long coat.

      But as he grabbed the coat, his gaze caught and held on the six names carved into the wall next to his bunk; a task that had taken most of his first year in the stir to complete.

      Eitan Fehr, Estelle Carver, Bertie Walsingham, Anya Duvagne, Juster Siska, and Nbo Mulowa—half of Quinn’s Dirty Dozen, immortalized in the dull stone of the Barrens.

      As if he needed the reminder of who they’d been.

      Or how they’d died.
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        Nasa Territory

        Treicember 21, 1442 After Landing

      

      

      “Why is it so smogging hot in Treicember?”

      The complaint, voiced by Corpsman Walsingham, filtered forward to where Gideon walked at the head of the company.

      To Gideon’s left, his sergeant, Nbo Mulowa shot a look his way, but neither chose to respond as both understood that, to Walsie, a day without bitching was like a day without sunsshine.

      Instead, they continued to push through the whispering grasses of the savanna, which had that baked vegetation smell going, as the suns blazed overhead.

      Squinting into the distance, Gideon adjusted the strap of his crysto-plas rifle, as it tended to chafe through the thin fabric of his shirt.

      Walsie wasn’t wrong. It was hot.

      Hot enough that the entire company had stripped down to shirt sleeves, the iconic infantry long-coats rolled up and secured under their packs.

      “How could it not be hot,” Gideon heard Lieutenant Fehr reply to Walsingham’s question with one of his own, “when we are so near the equator?”

      Nbo snorted and Gideon’s lip twitched.

      Eitan Fehr, though as able a lieutenant as Gideon had seen, had only been with the company for a few months and  hadn’t yet mastered Walsie wrangling.

      “Yeah, sir, I get that. But it’s Treicember. That’s winter,” Walsie pointed out helpfully.

      “Near the equator,” Eitan echoed his earlier statement.

      “And?” Walsingham asked.

      “Do they not offer geography in Avonian schools?” the Fujian lieutenant asked in his turn.

      “They might offer it, sir, but I sure didn’t take it.”

      “And so much is made clear.”

      “Sir?”

      “Nothing, Corpsman. Carry on.”

      Gideon smiled, then suppressed a curse as he almost walked into a pile of mammoth dung.

      Nbo snorted again as Gideon sidestepped the mess, then almost tripped over a clump of sage from which a flurry of butterflies erupted.

      A trumpeting rose from a herd of mammoths—possibly responsible for the mountain of dung he’d just bypassed—moving ponderously across the horizon.

      Gideon looked over as Eitan came up on his right.

      “Corpsman Walsingham was joking, was he not?” the lieutenant asked, resetting the sword he wore over one shoulder.

      “I wouldn’t count on it,” Nbo said.

      “Walsie’s a basic soul,” Gideon added.

      “Is he at least aware Fortune orbits the suns?”

      Gideon, Nbo, and Eitan all glanced back to where Walsie was now walking alongside Anya Duvagne, once again trying to convince Anya that his rifle was superior to her crossbow for distance accuracy.

      “I’ve never bothered to ask,” Gideon replied as he turned forward. “I wouldn’t worry, Lieutenant. Walsie may not be much for the big picture, but he can read a compass, field strip his rifle blindfolded, and smell a hostile two hundred meters off. He’s basic,” he repeated his earlier estimation, “but solid.”

      “He may be solid,” Nbo commented as the voices from behind began to rise, “but if he doesn’t stop needling Anya, she’s going to punch him in the throat. Sirs.” She nodded to both officers and turned back to put a stop to the bickering.

      Gideon kept half an ear on the discussion, but he had zero doubts the sergeant would restore order, and in fact recognized her current tone as the same she used when wrangling her nine year old daughter.

      Thinking of young Candace Mulowa, and the rest of Nbo’s family, reminded Gideon the company was long overdue for a furlough. Fact was, they hadn’t had a decent leave since before Eitan joined the twelfth.

      He made a mental note to reach out to the brass once they’d completed the mission.

      Who knew? If he timed it right, Dani’s airship might also be back at Epsilon Base.

      He glanced up as a talon of dracos soared overhead and wondered where the Phalanx was now.

      “Do you not find it odd that General Rand seconded us to Spec Ops for this mission?” Eitan asked.

      Shelving thoughts of Dani and furlough, Gideon looked at the other officer. “You’ve been with the company long enough to know odd is the twelfth’s stock in trade.”

      “True,” Eitan said before dropping his voice to add, “But how often have your mission specs been delivered by a covert agent? Or included orders to burn after reading? And to be transported to a drop zone by a civilian ’ship?”

      Gideon glanced at the lieutenant. “Did you get anything from the crew?”

      “No, but they kept mostly to themselves,” Eitan pointed out. “Which was also—odd.”

      “I’d agree,” Gideon said, “but this is Special Operations we’re talking about. The airship was probably one of theirs. Plus, the cypher on the orders was up to date, and given those orders involve meeting one of Spec Ops’ exploring officers, I’d say some caution is warranted.”

      “But why would Special Operations not use one of their own teams?”

      “My guess is they’re worried about that dispatch we recovered in Fort Molina,”  Gideon replied before lowering his voice as well. “Orders to a spy embedded in the Corps likely set off a few swarms in Command.”

      “Yes, the mysterious Odile.” Eitan murmured the code name of the dispatch’s intended recipient. He let out a soft huff of breath, then angled his gaze toward Gideon. “Speaking of Fort Molina, have you heard from Msr Rand?”

      At the question, the warm grass and sage odors surrounding Gideon were subsumed by the subtle, spicy memory of Celia Rand’s perfume.

      For a moment, he could again feel how she’d trembled against him, see her pulse jumping at her throat.

      He swallowed as he again saw her lips parting slightly and her eyes, so wide and dark . . .

      “No,” he said, clearing his throat. “Why would I?”

      Eitan’s left brow arched. “You were injured on her behalf. That would typically merit at least a note of gratitude.”

      Gideon let out a huff of annoyance. “I was injured because she grabbed my arm in a panic. Anyway,” He shrugged. “Msr Rand is yesterday’s problem.”

      But even remembering that mission, and Celia, had him again thinking about Dani, and leave, and⁠—

      “And how is Lieutenant Solis?”

      Gideon shot the younger man a look. “Are you reading me, Lieutenant?”

      The dark eyes shot to Gideon, then away. “No, sir,” he said shortly. “That would be unethical, even if I could read another without physical contact.”

      “Sorry,” Gideon held up a hand for peace. The last thing he needed to do was offend his 2IC. Especially since Eitan’s being a sensitive had come in handy from time to time. “It could be I’m a little more stressed about this mission than I want to admit.”

      “So you do think it odd,” Eitan prompted.

      “Yeah,” Gideon agreed with a sigh. “I do.”

      Eitan’s lips quirked in an almost smile. “At least on this mission we have little chance of crashing an airship.”

      “It wasn’t a crash. It was an aggressive landing.”

      “As you say.”

      Gideon caught the hint of humor but decided to let sleeping airships lie, and they continued in companionable silence until they reached the forested edge of the Nasa Escarpment, where they were to meet the exploring officer.

      “Keepers,” Eitan breathed as he looked over the edge of the cliff to the river valley far below.

      “Smogging Earth on a stick.” Walsie swallowed and eased away from the drop.

      “Nbo,” Gideon called back to his sergeant, “set up camp. No fires. Radio.” He turned to find Estelle Carver, the radio operator, her dark face shining with perspiration as she shared a canteen with Corpsman Siska. “Set up your kit and listen for chatter. If there’s enemy movement anywhere near this little slice of heaven, I want to know about it. Lieutenant,” he turned to Eitan, “set the watch and make sure everyone knows the EO’s password. Our man could be here at any time.”
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      By 2100 hours, Gideon had packed, completed his farewells, and staked out a spot in the prison’s gate yard where three other parolees also waited.

      The suns had long since set, taking the life-draining heat with them and leaving in its place a soul-sapping cold. Above the chill desert, the sky glimmered with optimistic stars, and a glow over the eastern wall presaged the imminent appearance of Ma’at, the first of Fortune’s three moons to rise that night.

      The other soon-to-be-ex-cons stood scattered about the holding area, overtly or covertly adjusting clothing not worn since the day of their arrival in the Barrens.

      Clothing, Gideon noted, which now hung loosely on bodies pared down by years of labor in the crystal fields, giving the impression of a company of scarecrows awaiting field assignments.

      Of the other scarecrows present, Gideon was only friendly with  a grifter by the name of Horatio Alva.

      The two had met when Gideon stepped between Horatio and a hard-timer named Pavel Escamilla, when the latter thought the former was “looking at him funny.” The resulting throw-down had earned Gideon Horatio’s undying gratitude, as well as a trip to the infirmary.

      Horatio caught Gideon’s roving gaze and gave him a nod and a quirk of a smile. Gideon returned the nod, but couldn’t quite muster the smile.

      He didn’t know what it said that he felt more reassured by Horatio’s impending freedom than his own.

      “Is this all your kit?”

      At the question Gideon turned, surprisingly unsurprised to discover General Satsuke at his side, apparently engrossed in the small pack on the ground.

      “Didn’t have much coming in.”

      Her eyes shifted from the pack at his feet to where Elvis crouched on Gideon’s scarred pauldron, his tail twined around the twin suns of the Colonial Infantry tooled into the leather. “I don’t imagine you had him coming in.”

      “I found Elvis a couple years ago,” Gideon said, giving the draco a habitual tickle under the chin. “Elvis . . .” he gestured toward Satsuke. “Say hello to the general.”

      Elvis tilted his head up and bobbed it down long enough to make it seem a genuine bow before raising it up again with a low trilling sound.

      Satsuke’s brow rose slightly, then she nodded back to the draco before returning her attention to the draco’s human. “You kept the coat,” she observed.

      “It’s a good coat.” Gideon shrugged, but gently because of Elvis. “And, I don’t know if you’ve noticed, but it’s balls-shriveling—it gets cold in the desert at night.”

      She favored him with a glare he felt certain was meant to mimic those desert nights. “I’d like a word in private.”

      She turned and strode towards an unoccupied corner of the gate yard and Gideon, after a beat, grabbed his pack and followed, noting the C.O.s spaced around the walls, should any of the parolees prove troublesome.

      Gideon wasn’t feeling troublesome; he was feeling curious. “So, I’m guessing it’s you I have to thank for,” he gestured to the gate, “all this?”

      “Not me,” she replied. “But it was my division that started the ball rolling.”

      Gideon said nothing, but the skepticism must have shown on his face.

      “That surprises you?”

      “I’m just trying to imagine a world where Special Operations gives a comb about an infantry colonel convicted of treason,” he said, perversely pleased he could speak the word aloud and not choke on it.

      “Normally we wouldn’t,” she agreed. “Especially when said colonel confessed.” She shot him a pointed look. “But one of my officers was chasing a ghost . . .”

      “Ghost?” he prompted, when she hesitated.

      “Odile,” she clarified.

      Cold fingers ran up Gideon’s spine at the name, but he kept his expression as blank as a really blank thing.

      “Exactly.” Satsuke sounded almost pleased as she responded to his silence. “A fool’s errand, and one I refused to authorize.”

      At which point Gideon couldn’t even pretend to hide his confusion. “Then why are you here?”

      “I refused to authorize an investigation into Odile at the time of your conviction,” Satsuke clarified. “But as time passed, it became clear there was still a hostile presence within the Corps.”

      “Presence?”

      She grimaced, clearly unhappy. “Mission objectives leaked, research facilities sabotaged, mobile units attacked with enough precision to tell us the enemy knew where they could be found. A steady stream of intelligence was being broadcast to the enemy up to the moment the Peace Accords were signed last Quaitember.”

      “Sorry, I can’t take credit, this time.” Gideon said, indicating the surrounding walls. “Been busy culling crystal for the past few years.”

      She gave him another of those “Night in the desert” glares. “Sarcasm doesn’t become you.”

      “But it’s so slimming.”

      “And I can see why your records include a disciplinary packet the size of a mammoth’s leg.”

      “Misunderstandings, most of them.” He shrugged again, this time causing Elvis to hiss. “Sorry,” he said to the draco.

      “Do you think we can at least attempt to stay on problem?” Satsuke asked.

      “To be honest, I’m not sure what the problem is,” Gideon countered. “The war is over. The good guys won, despite whatever ghosts you people think you have, so . . . why are you here? Why are we even having this conversation?”

      “Perhaps I am here because, despite serving a brutal sentence for treason against the United Colonies, you still consider us the good guys,” Satsuke told him and, while Gideon’s breath caught, continued. “And not a little because, as my investigating officer pointed out, a man whose childhood home was destroyed by the Coalition, a man with over twelve years of service—a man who uncovered the existence of Odile in the first place—is unlikely to be guilty of treason, no matter what he confessed six years ago.”

      “Maybe that man was a lie,” Gideon suggested, his voice oddly hollow.

      “He might have been. In which case, I’ve just made a terrible mistake by arranging this parole. Were you aware,” she added, “that General Rand has been given a position in the Corps Tactical Division in Nike?”

      Gideon wondered how she didn’t get whiplash from the sudden change in topic. “They don’t keep us apprised of Corps Command assignments down here,” he managed.

      “No,” Satsuke murmured as the scrape of metal on stone indicating the opening of the main gate, “but unfortunately for you, Corps Command knows everything about your release, which means Rand will likely hear of it.” A chime sounded, and Satsuke looked toward the main gate. “It seems your transport is ready.”

      “All aboard!” the guard on the gate called out, and the other three parolees wasted no time lining up.

      Gideon watched as the first stepped up to the guard to present the back of her right hand, on which her ident number had been tattooed.

      Once the guard matched her ident number to the one on his list, she was allowed to pass through to the other side where, by law, she once again became a free citizen of the Colonies.

      A free citizen with a permanent prison tattoo but, whatever.

      “It’s good you kept the coat,” Satsuke said. He turned to see her watching him as she added, “This time of year can be quite cold in Nike.”

      And Nike, Gideon recalled, was where General Rand was stationed.

      “66897!” Gideon’s number echoed through the gate yard. “Quinn, you’re up!”

      “Here!” Gideon called out, but he was still looking at Satsuke. “Don’t suppose you’d care to tell me the name of your investigating officer? The one who pushed for my release?”

      “I don’t suppose I would,” she agreed, then nodded toward the gate. “Better get a move on.”

      Gideon held her gaze for another beat, then shouldered his gear and got a move on.

      Once he cleared the gate, he spied the sleek military cutter Satsuke must have flown in on, then turned to climb the gangplank of the Ramushku, the prison’s clunky supply freighter.

      But as he reached the top of the Ramushku’s hatch, he shot one last look at the huddled shadows of the prison, where General Satsuke now stood in the open gate, watching him.

      He couldn’t make out her features, but he could see her fist rising to thump her heart in the Corps salute, which he returned, more out of instinct than intent.

      But it was in that moment, as his tattooed fist struck his heart, that Gideon understood the truth; Satsuke might have released him from the Barrens, but until he uncovered the truth about Nasa, he would never be free.
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      The first thing that struck Gideon was the water.

      Not just that of the Avon River, flowing sluggishly a hundred meters from where Gideon stood, transfixed, on the Ramushku’s gangplank, but also the droplets of condensation sliding from the gondola to patter onto the tarmac, or hiss to vapor on the cooling engine pods.

      There was even a mist rising from the river as the overcast sky darkened to twilight.

      Moisture-heavy air filled his lungs and tickled his nose with a bright, mossy odor, before escaping again in the warm fog of his own breath.

      Gideon wasn’t a believer in the Old Earth concept of Heaven, but if such a place did exist, he wouldn’t argue if it felt just like this.

      Elvis was less entranced. The draco was crouched on his habitual perch on Gideon’s right shoulder, tongue darting and triangular head tilting almost upside down as he tried to make sense of an atmosphere utterly unlike the desert of his hatching.

      “You’ll get used to it,” Gideon murmured, still fixated by a landscape that didn’t burn his eyes.

      He could stand here forever, soaking in the damp.

      “Anytime, mate,” a gruff voice growled from behind.

      Or he could get out of the way, which he did, before the aeronaut behind him escalated from gruff to surly.

      Slinging his pack over his left shoulder, he cleared the steps and moved away from the Ramushku. “Well, Elvis, now what?”

      Elvis gave a deep croon.

      “Yeah, me neither.” And so, at a loss, Gideon remained still, scratching his draco’s head and staring out towards the city, ignoring the stares Elvis drew from passing airship crews and passengers. He hadn’t been out of the world so long that he’d forgotten that domesticated dracos were a rarity.

      Instead, he studied the deepening gray of the airfield, only stirring when a pair of aeronauts strode past.

      “Smells like rain,” one of the pair said.

      “Rain? In Nike?” her companion snorted as they angled towards the admin building. “Must be a day of the week.”

      But for Gideon, who hadn’t experienced a drop of precipitation in six years, the mere mention of rain had him going weak at the knees.

      Maybe there would be a downpour.

      Maybe he could just lie down on the open airfield and bask in the sheer wetness of it all.

      Or maybe that would be weird.

      Probably it would.

      He sighed and closed his eyes, trying to imagine how it would feel to be utterly drenched.

      “All the cities in all the colonies and they decide to dump us in smoggin’ Nike.”

      The declaration had Gideon turning to see Horatio Alva stopping at his side. “Didn’t you have friends in the theatre here?” he asked, recalling Horatio’s stories of the troupe he’d belonged to before the Barrens.

      “The Rogues are a traveling company,” Horatio explained before adding, “We were doin’ a show in Nike when I got nicked.”

      “Ah,” Gideon said.

      “Yeah.” Horatio huffed, still staring at the nearby city. “No swarming clue where the Rogues would be now. Or if they’d want—” He cut himself off.

      “Sorry,” Gideon said, knowing it was inadequate, and wondering, as he often had, what had driven the actor to grifting in the first place.

      “No worries, mate,” Horatio said with a shrug, the show of indifference belied by a flash of quiet yearning in his eyes. “Smog it,” he cursed as the airfield lights flickered to life, their glow making the gray skies seem darker. “I’m for the river,” he decided. “I’ll lay odds that there’s at least one steamer shipping out tonight.” He glanced at Gideon. “Want to come along? Like as not one of them boats will be headin’ to Ford.”

      “There’s nothing for me in Ford,” Gideon said.

      Horatio nodded. “They say you can never find Earth again.”

      “Who’d want to?” Gideon wondered.

      “True enough,” Horatio agreed with a dry laugh before shouldering his pack. “Good luck to you, Quinn.”

      Because luck and I are on such good terms, Gideon thought. “You too,” he said, but Horatio was already moving.

      In moments, he was little more than one shadow amidst many, and soon lost to sight.

      With a strange weight in his chest, Gideon turned his back on the river to find himself alone with the gently bobbing Ramushku.

      The crew had long since dispersed, and there was no sign of the three other ex-cons who’d flown with them.

      Focusing on the wet (Wet!) airfield, he considered his options because, unless he really wanted to bunk on the tarmac, he needed to get moving.

      Except there remained the issue of which direction. He didn’t know the city, had no local contacts, and was possessed of little more than a cranky draco and the short stack of starbucks granted each parolee.

      Oh, and questions.

      He had plenty of questions.

      Those questions had him, for about the ten gazillionth time since the Ramushku raised anchor, chewing over Satsuke’s intentions in setting him free.

      Then, as he had the other ten gazillion times, Gideon reminded himself that Satsuke’s intentions were none of his concern.

      For now, and for the first time in a very long time, the only intentions that mattered were his.

      All he needed to do was define said intentions, at the same time trying to adjust to living in a world with no guards, no Corps, no prospects . . . and no Dani.

      Even as he thought this last, a woman stepped out from behind a stack of crates bearing the logo of Tenjin R&D.

      “Gideon Quinn,” the woman said. “We’ve been waiting for you.”

      Gideon took in the woman’s simple clothing, the way her hand rested on the hilt of her crysto-plas shooter, and her stance.

      He was also forced to admit, later and only to himself, he only registered the gun after he spent some quality milliseconds on her velvety brown face, green eyes, and prominent cheekbones.

      “We?’” Gideon asked.

      Even as he spoke, her partner appeared in Gideon’s peripheral vision.

      “We,” she repeated.

      “Ah,” Gideon said, studying the newcomer, who was male, slightly taller than the woman, but with the same nondescript clothing, same coloring, same eyes.

      A brother, Gideon assumed, and likely a twin.

      Interesting.

      Of greater interest was the weighted baton the he-twin held.

      “You’ll come with us,” the she-twin said.

      Gideon considered the statement. “Is that a request?”

      “No.” The he-twin raised his gleaming baton. “It’s a fact.”

      “Uh huh,” Gideon said, but rather than comply, he let out a short whistle and ducked left while Elvis launched to the right.

      The he-twin lunged—too late—as the side-stepping Gideon grabbed his attacker’s extended arm by the wrist, continuing to pivot and twist until the he-twin was forced to drop the baton, which bounced over the tarmac.

      Elvis swooped down to claim the weapon in his hind claws, flapping off with it while Gideon swung the he-twin around to block the she-twin’s shot.

      Lucky for her brother, the she-twin pulled her shooter to one side in time for that shot to go high and wide, crackling in the open air and unnerving a pigeon roosting atop the stack of crates.

      Gideon used the next half-second to bring the back of his fist to the brother’s temple, stunning him before throwing him directly into the she-twin with enough force to knock her to the ground.

      Joining the prone siblings, Gideon placed a careful boot on her wrist, applying just enough pressure for her to know he could apply more if she didn’t release the shooter.

      She released the shooter, and he kicked it across the tarmac.

      “Backup?” he asked.

      She grimaced. “Right boot.”

      Gideon nodded, checked the boot and, sure enough, found the knife she’d have thrown into him as he walked away.

      He tossed the blade after the gun, checked the brother’s boot, and found a—ha—twin to her own, took that and the short sword from he-twin’s belt, and threw both in the opposite direction from his sister’s.

      Gideon looked down at the woman. “Tell General Rand I said hi.”

      Then he grabbed his pack, dropped during the skirmish, and clicked for Elvis.

      Once the draco had come to land on Gideon’s shoulder, he started toward the airfield gates to join the rest of the arriving passengers boarding the city-bound tram.

      He looked up as a soft mist began to fall, muting the airfield’s lights, and sheening the tarmac to a mirror finish.

      It seemed that passing aeronaut had been right about the weather.

      Perhaps it was the novelty of the rain, or the simmering haze of anger left by the fight, but when another figure slid from the shadows of the control tower to join the queue of inbound travelers, Gideon didn’t notice.
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