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Part One:

	THE SUMMONS
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	From the street level of Niio Spaceport, a city perched on the largest moon of a gas giant, the gray urban structures seemed especially drab compared to their backdrop: the planet itself, rust and gold in color, looming so large that it left the moon’s entire sky glowing a soft orange. It wasn’t as noticeable in the daylight, when the system’s sun cast odd light effects through the haze perpetually lingering over the city—mostly smog and emissions from the bustling spaceport. But the planet’s glow permeated the nighttime hours as well, allotting the sprawling port only a couple hours of true darkness each rotation cycle.

	While the gas giant itself was Niio, the name was more commonly used to refer to the moon, as it was by far the more notorious of the two celestial objects. The spaceport it boasted was the largest transportation hub in this sector of Fringe Space. More importantly, perhaps, it was the namesake of the renowned organized crime syndicate that called it home. The Niiosian Mob had existed since the moon’s initial colonization, with its founding family etching their legacy into both their organization and their new dominion.

	Ken Oda wasn’t sure how long ago that had been—centuries, at a minimum. Well before his time, in any case, and he’d been at this for a while. Saying he’d been in the Mob’s employ since the womb wasn’t too much of an exaggeration; when both of your parents worked within the Mob’s ranks, there tended to be no escaping it.

	He spent another couple of seconds studying the sky. It was rather cloudy today, leaving the orange light fuzzy and patchy. The moon’s thin atmosphere shimmered, gritty with particles kicked up by the ships coming and going from the port. In the distance, he could hear the rumble of those ships—the whine of light freighters, the low growl of heavy transports—though the vessels themselves were invisible beyond a chaotic wall of buildings. With limited habitable space on the moon, the city consisted of towering structures that had all been combined, added on to, and rearranged over the years. Something somewhere was always under construction here on Niio; the city shifted at the Mob’s whim.

	Ken returned his focus to the street. There was no extraneous foot traffic in this sector of town; this was the heart of the Mob’s domain, thus nobody dared to roam here unless it was for official Mob business. From where he stood, he could pick out at least four enforcers, all well-muscled men clad in black leather. They loitered on street corners and in entryways of empty buildings, deterrents for anyone who should come strolling along without an invitation. He smirked; so far none of them had clocked him, and he found himself passing the time by calculating ways he might reach the restaurant across the way without being noticed.

	Technically, it didn’t matter if he was noticed. When it came to Niiosian hierarchy, these men on the street were merely the rank and file, and he was almost as close to the top of the food chain as he could get without outright running the place. One word was all it would take to get them to stand down. But therein lay the problem; due to the very nature of his rank, he spent relatively little time here on the moon, let alone in the company of other Mob members. These foot soldiers wouldn’t recognize his face, wouldn’t know what lurked beneath the façade of the soft-spoken man who seemed almost kind, his demeanor unbothered, his words sparse. He was a stranger to them, and a confrontation wasn’t something he had any interest in expending energy on.

	Checking the time, Ken sighed and detached himself from the shadow in which he was concealed, moving noiselessly to the next one. The key to traversing the city unseen wasn’t necessarily silence, nor was it concealment, though those elements certainly still came into play. You simply had to move the way the city itself moved. Banners rippled in the breeze. Windows reflected ships passing by overhead. Neon signs flashed in shades of pink and blue and green, contrasting with the orange sky. Scavenger bots from the shipyards zipped down the walkways searching for recyclable material. When you learned to make yourself indistinguishable from these things, you could move about virtually undetected, even if you were in relatively plain sight.

	He slowed, hugging a wall as he came up on one of the enforcers, his dark coat blending with yet another new shadow. The man laughed in response to something coming through his comm and swiveled his head in a slow arc. Ken timed his glances, sidestepped. Held a breath. Released it. Then he was past, still undetected. This had become a game for him over the years, but it sharpened him. Helped him keep his edge.

	A total of three moves brought him to the restaurant entrance. He cast a glance back over his shoulder; not one of the enforcers had budged. It was tempting to bring their shortcomings to someone’s attention. On the one hand, it was his job to be able to get past sentries like them, and no one had ever accused him of being bad at his job. On the other, the Niiosian Mob had no shortage of enemies throughout the galaxy, at least some of which employed specialists like him. Security at the restaurant should be tighter.

	Outside the restaurant, that was. The moment he stepped inside, all eyes converged on him. By default, anyone who set foot in this establishment was here by invitation, so there was no reason for anyone to consider him a threat. But without any advance warning of his arrival, his presence was certainly a shock.

	He took a slow step forward, prompting everyone in the room to avert their gazes. Unlike the men stationed in the streets, most of these people knew exactly who he was. He sensed some curious glances being thrown his way as he began moving toward the rear of the building, and a ripple of whispers followed in his wake, too soft to catch. But nobody dared to make eye contact.

	Combined with synthetic wood paneling and warm-hued light panels, the tang of alcohol and aroma of frying meat gave the place an almost homey atmosphere. Three sofas formed a semicircle around a low table against the restaurant’s back wall, but they were unoccupied today. Ken angled instead toward the short hallway leading into the kitchen. He rounded the corner and nearly collided with a wall of muscle, tattoos, and more black leather. He straightened and took a step backward, lifting his chin farther than he would’ve liked to meet the hulking man’s gaze. “Cole.”

	Cole ran a hand over his shaved head and glowered down at him. “You’re early.”

	He was actually right on time, but the burly enforcer was no doubt displeased with being taken by surprise. Under normal circumstances, he would have been waiting at the front door.

	“Perhaps you’re late,” Ken replied, pushing past Cole and continuing into the kitchen. He’d long since graduated past the mandatory pat down and weapons search all visitors underwent at this point, leaving him free to make his way toward the old pantry space that had been converted into a tiny private office. Most meetings he attended in this place occurred on the sofas outside; anything said within the walls of the office was intended for select ears only.

	He glanced back at Cole as he reached the door. “Not invited?”

	The man’s jaw tightened and a vein pulsed in his neck. “You know how it is,” he growled. “Boss is ready for you.”

	Ken’s lips twitched. He knocked twice on the door and let himself in, finding two men already present inside. Tobias Niio sat at a small, empty desk, his hands folded casually upon its surface. He was the very essence of the Mob, some descendant of the family that had originally colonized this moon. This singular man held not only the spaceport but the entire local sector of Fringe Space in the palm of his hand.

	A hush fell over the little room upon Ken’s entry. Tobias offered a nod of greeting and shifted his attention to the other man. Ken spared the visitor a glance then did a double take when he saw his own features reflected in the man’s face. They each took a quick stride toward one another and met in a solid embrace in front of the desk.

	“It’s good to see you, Jerrick.”

	Jerrick Taan pulled back and clasped Ken’s arms, his grin wide and unguarded. “Missed you, old man.”

	Ken kept his own hand firm on one of Jerrick’s shoulders, physical confirmation they were both here. Both still alive. “‘Old’ is relative,” he replied, allowing a soft smile of his own.

	It had been two years, three months, and twenty-eight local days since Ken had seen his younger brother. That time span was more a statistic in his mind than it was of any sentimental value, but that didn’t mean he was any less relieved to see his sibling. Technically, they were only half-brothers, separated by a twelve-year age difference. But they’d both inherited their late father’s appearance, and they’d learned to survive on Niio’s streets together, with Ken practically raising Jerrick after the younger man’s mother had passed.

	They’d both been officially absorbed into the Niiosian Mob’s ranks in their youth. Now as adults, they found themselves performing similar tasks, working from the shadows to preserve the Mob’s interests, most often using some manner of violence. Those tasks sent them to all corners of the galaxy, usually in opposite directions, thus they rarely saw each other anymore despite the identical nature of their professions.

	“What brings you here?” Ken asked. If Jerrick was standing in this office, it meant Tobias had personally summoned him, but he was still struggling to wrap his head around the fact that they were in the same place at the same time.

	“A job,” Jerrick answered, as though that was the only reasonable response.

	Ken looked to Tobias, who watched them in silence from behind the antique spectacles perched on his nose. He’d been summoned here about a job himself; could the fact that they were both present now possibly mean it was the same job?

	“Sit, both of you,” the mobster said, indicating the two chairs against the wall across from the desk. His voice was smooth but no less commanding, the kind that bent worlds. The faint smile he wore was a fixed thing, almost always present, almost never genuine. The blue eyes behind the spectacles twinkled with a sinister intensity.

	“You’ve been busy, Ken,” Tobias began, the black fabric of his suit glistening with a soft iridescence as he leaned back in his seat. “Xater Prime, Bectin, that mess on Kais—clean work, as always.”

	“Doing my job,” Ken replied coolly.

	Beside him, Jerrick shifted restlessly and cast him a glance.

	Tobias’s gaze flicked briefly to the younger man before returning to Ken. “And now I have a task for the two of you. It has been brought to my attention that there’s a situation on Ribao. Problems with the locals.”

	“Ribao,” Ken repeated, running through his mental catalog of all the worlds that made up the Niiosian Mob’s expansive network. “Talir Sector, northwest quadrant. Mountainous. Agricultural in the lowlands. Currently our biggest source of iron, sinthium, and seasonal crops.”

	“All correct,” Tobias replied, “and our storage depot on the planet’s primary moon is one of our largest. If the reports I’ve received are to be believed, there have been no issues with the facilities themselves. All the problems are planetside.”

	“What’s the situation?” Jerrick asked.

	Tobias brought up a projection on the surface of his desk, a portrait of a stern-looking man in fine clothes. “Darius Lauck has served as Governor of Ribao for nearly ten years. He…rules with a heavy hand, you might say. Hasn’t exactly endeared himself to his people. But he also ensures that our supply of ore and crops continues flowing.”

	He watched the two of them for a moment, as though ascertaining whether they understood his implied meaning. Ken nodded; despite his shortcomings as a leader, Lauck had been allowed to remain in power due to his loyalty to the Mob. The devil Tobias knew was better than the angel he didn’t know.

	“And let me guess,” Jerrick said. “The locals are getting tired of that heavy hand.”

	“In a sense,” Tobias answered. “The majority of the population remains submissive, going about their business and keeping the supply chain moving. But there’s a sect of rebels that’s been causing an increasing number of problems for Lauck personally. I’ve received several complaints from him over the years, but his latest reports indicate rebel activity has reached a point where our enterprises are being disrupted. Naturally, it would behoove us to keep that from happening.”

	“You want us to go put an end to the rebels’ operation,” Ken said, not a question.

	“I want you to go present yourselves to Lauck as my official emissaries and see how he believes you can best be of service. That may very well entail taking the rebels out. Part of me doesn’t blame them for their actions, given Lauck’s reputation. Frankly, after getting a closer look at the mess he’s made of things, I believe it may be time to begin exploring some alternatives. But for now, the status quo should be maintained for the sake of stability. Ribao is too valuable to allow these people to destroy it. I pledged a solution, and you two are that solution.”

	It sounded simple enough. Rarely did Ken or his brother handle any tasks that required face-to-face interaction; most of the time, those the Mob sent them to interact with never saw them coming at all. Given Tobias’s apparent distaste for Lauck’s increasing failures, it was clear he was opting to dispatch two assassins to Ribao in such a public capacity to send a message. This mission was as much to keep the governor in line as it was the rebels.

	Still, he couldn’t help but ask. “If you want a representative with the most pull, the most recognition, why not send Cole?”

	“Cole is an idiot. He brings brute force to the table and not much else. This assignment requires a level of tact and diplomacy he will never attain. I need someone I trust.”

	That explained why the brutish man was lurking out in the kitchen rather than here in the office, as well as his sour attitude. But Ken couldn’t help but notice the way Tobias had also refrained from looking at Jerrick as he’d spoken that last sentence, and if he’d seen it, surely his brother had, too.

	“And you’re sending both of us,” Jerrick said, leaning forward, drawing the mobster’s attention back toward him. There’d been more than a note of challenge in his voice. It wasn’t like either of them would be incapable of carrying out this mission on their own.

	“Yes,” Tobias answered. “It’s quite possible this situation will require two different skill sets: Ken’s clarity, your…enthusiasm.” This time, he kept his gaze fixed squarely on the younger man, a silent response to the challenge. “The two of you complement each other, but that also means you keep each other in check.”

	It was true—they each had a unique style of going about their business. Jerrick had always taken a fiercer, more destructive approach to his work; this was Tobias’s way of saying those methods could be a risk in the more diplomatic setting, and Ken was meant to be the leash. He felt Jerrick stiffen beside him. 

	“When do we leave?” he asked, stealing a glance toward his brother. The twinkle of anticipation that had been present in Jerrick’s eyes at the start of the conversation had faded significantly in the last few moments.
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