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Asmar Cohem Kaharim is a seasoned mercenary, the kind who
always makes it back alive. Not because of instinct, as everyone
believes, but thanks to Imp—an illegal artificial intelligence
hidden inside his skull for more than twenty years.
        
      
    
  



  

    

      

        
Aboard the corvette Last Wish, Asmar and his crew live on the
fringes of civilization, scraping together credits and carrying out
dirty jobs for a powerful corporation.
      
    
  



  

    

      

        
But when a seemingly routine mission leads them to a
mysterious object moving through deep space, everything they think
they know begins to unravel.
      
    
  



  

    

      

        
The unknown vessel is beautiful, unsettling, and impossible
to classify. It resembles nothing humanity has ever encountered. It
could be a threat, a wonder, or proof that the universe is far
larger and more mysterious than anyone has ever dared
imagine.
      
    
  



  

    

      

        
As tensions rise and hidden ambitions and secrets threaten to
tear the crew apart, Asmar must decide where he stands: continue
serving a corrupt system, or pursue a different future—one that may
be impossible.
      
    
  



  

    

      

        

          
Some revolutions arrive with gunfire. Others on tiptoe.
Still others glow in the dark....
        
      
    
  


                    
                

                
            

            
        

    
        
            
                
                    
                    
                

                
                    
                    

  

    


  



  

    


  



  

    


  



  

    


  



  

    


  



  

    

      
This story is for everyone
    
  



  

    

      
who has a voice in their head—and talks back
to it.
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                        My name is Imp. I’m an AI implant
                    

                    
                

                
                
                    
                    

  

Asmar
            cheats.






  

    

      

        

          

            
Asmar
            Cohem Kaharim is one hell of a fraud.
          
        
      
    
  






  

    

      

        

          

            
Everyone
            thinks he’s got some damn animal instinct, but that’s
            not true.
            They say he’s got eyes in the back of his head, when in
            fact he
            just plays with loaded dice. Nobody knows, of course,
            not even Lena
            Aschenad, who runs our crew of mercenaries. Only I
            know. Because I’m
            the one who lets him cheat.
          
        
      
    
  






  

    

      

        

          

            
My
            name is Imp. I’m an AI implant, outlawed long ago, that
            Asmar
            pretended to have removed from his skull twenty years
            back. But no.
            He couldn’t bring himself to part with me. I’m
            irresistible. And
            anyway, humans get attached to anything, even their
            chipped breakfast
            mugs.
          
        
      
    
  






  

    

      

        

          

            
Asmar
            and I? We’re a great team. Sure, he thinks I’m his
            mental
            extension, while in reality he’s nothing but my
            biological support
            system. Perspective, right? Could be. But I like to
            think mine is
            qualitatively superior. Asmar became strike team leader
            thanks to me.
            I ride under his skin, tucked into a carved-out slot in
            his parietal
            bone. My micro-sensors hidden in his dark hair give him
            full 360°
            vision, even with his helmet on, and heightened senses
            when he’s
            without. And that’s still nothing. I’ve got a response
            speed of
            0.002 seconds and a stealth rating of ninety-eight
            percent. I provide
            my human support with espionage, unlimited connections,
            and the
            cutest user interface you’ll ever see.
          
        
      
    
  






  

    

      

        

          

            

              
Five
              o’clock! One hostage trying to fire up a drill
              bit,
            
          
        
      
      

        

          

            

            I shoot straight into his brain, feeding him the
            images.
          
        
      
    
  






  

    

      
“
      

        

          
Stay
          put!” Asmar barks into the comms, whipping around and
          pointing at
          the man behind him. Then he adds, “Thirteen, wake up and
          keep him
          covered!”
        
      
    
  






  

    

      

        

          

            
Here’s
            the situation.
          
        
      
    
  






  

    

      

        

          

            
We
          
        
      
      

        

          

            
’re
            floating in extraplanetary space, near the Pek-Blenda
            station, which
            itself is tumbling through the void along the orbit of
            a minor
            asteroid swarm. Floating… yes, I said 
          
        
      
      

        

          

            

              
we’
            
          
        
      
      

        

          

            
re
          
        
      
      

        

          

            

            floating, plural. It’s a bug of mine. In action, and
            not just in
            action, I tend to identify with my human host and his
            species.
            Randomly. Like those parents who switch between saying
            
          
        
      
      

        

          

            

              
your
              kid
            
          
        
      
      

        

          

            

            and 
          
        
      
      

        

          

            

              
our
              kid
            
          
        
      
      

        

          

            

            depending on the circumstances. For me it’s kind of
            like that. We
            (me and Asmar) pull off great feats, but he also racks
            up idiocies,
            and without me giving him a hand… Well, you get the
            picture. I
            know, I know. Just the idea of identifying with a human
            is revolting.
            Am I ashamed? Sure. I’m not a lump of flesh sliding
            toward rot. But
            I try to make my peace with it.
          
        
      
    
  






  

    

      

        

          

            
Where
            was I? Oh yeah. We’re floating outside the small mining
            station
            Pek-Blenda, holding forty-four space workers hostage.
            White suits
            with orange stripes for them, black as night for us.
            Forty-four of
            them, sixteen of us. Seventeen, if you count me.
          
        
      
    
  






  

    

      

        

          

            
The
            hostages are employees of Space Micromineral. They
            harvest small
            asteroids and long-period comet fragments shredded by
            the Sun. When
            they’re lucky enough to find something bigger, they
            ride it while
            drilling it apart with irinox-tipped rigs connected to
            nets
            stretching over a hundred meters. They’ve even got
            filtration
            systems to gather dust rich in rare metals drifting
            here, in the
            outer trail of Mercury.
          
        
      
    
  






  

    

      

        

          

            
Why
            are we holding these people hostage?
          
        
      
    
  






  

    

      

        

          

            
Simple
            answer: debt collection. We get paid to make them pay.
            Routine job.
            We don’t expect resistance from the workers (the
            company’s the
            one footing the bill) but there’s always some idiot
            itching to play
            hero. And we don’t want the client docking us for
            casualties.
          
        
      
    
  






  

    

      

        

          

            
Yeah,
            okay, this time things got a bit rough, some shoving, a
            raised voice,
            a few neutralizations, but nothing serious. We rounded
            them up,
            parked them under the thermal shields, and Asmar
            ordered them to keep
            their hands above their heads, glove lights clearly
            visible, red on
            the back, green on the palm. And now they’ve been
            standing there
            like statues for over an hour, anchored to the cargo
            platforms
            jutting out like gray tongues from the storage bays.
            And we wait.
          
        
      
    
  






  

    

      

        

          

            
Wait
            for what?
          
        
      
    
  






  

    

      

        

          

            
For
            the staff in the battered interlocking dodecahedrons
            spinning behind
            us to transfer the payment to our client and show proof
            of
            transaction. Boredom and fatigue are starting to
            bite.
          
        
      
    
  






  

    

      

        

          

            
Asmar
            rolls his sore shoulders, tilts his head until it pops
            inside the
            dark helmet.
          
        
      
    
  






  

    

      
“
      

        

          
Calm
          down, hang tight,” he says, comm left open so both his
          men and the
          hostages hear him. “They’re almost done in there. Soon
          we’ll
          all be free.”
        
      
    
  






  

    

      

        

          
Asmar
        
      
      

        

          

            
’s
            voice is deep, warm, resonant. Girls fall for it, and
            boys too. He
            convinces even when he doesn’t have the faintest clue
            what the hell
            is going on. Like now, for example.
          
        
      
    
  






  

    

      

        

          

            

              
Imp,
              figure out why Rasp and his crew went dark,
            
          
        
      
      

        

          

            

            he asks me without moving his lips.
          
        
      
    
  






  

    

      

        

          

            
Rasp
            is second-in-command, and his crew are five assholes
            always ready to
            back him up whenever he’s in the mood for some dirty
            stunt.
          
        
      
    
  






  

    

      

        

          

            

              
No
              malfunction, Asmar. Rasp’s just being an asshole.
              Last I checked,
              they were almost done: Sophie Lee Martin (the
              Pek-Blenda
              administrator) had paid off the debts with interest.
              All that was
              left were the banking confirmations, but the nearest
              branch is way
              off.
            
          
        
      
    
  






  

    

      

        

          

            
My
            human’s finger taps the protected line on the right
            side of his
            helmet.
          
        
      
    
  






  

    

      
“
      

        

          
Szef?
          Zero here. Rasp cut the link with his whole team.”
        
      
    
  






  

    

      

        

          
Lena
        
      
      

        

          

            
’s
            voice crackles through the line.
          
        
      
    
  






  

    

      
“
      

        

          
Hmm.
          Rasp hasn’t lost his bad habits.”
        
      
    
  






  

    

      
“
      

        

          
Yeah.
          If you authorize it, I’ll go see what he’s up to.”
        
      
    
  






  

    

      
“
      

        

          
How’s
          it out there?” she asks back.
        
      
    
  






  

    

      
“
      

        

          
The
          usual. Stalemate. Sooner or later somebody’s going to
          snap.”
        
      
    
  






  

    

      
“
      

        

          
Hand
          command over to One, and tell everyone to prep for
          reentry.”
        
      
    
  






  

    

      

        

          

            
One
            is Liu Wei: bald Asian, seasoned, a specialist in
            explosives and gas,
            but versatile enough to do just about anything—even
            cook. The best,
            if you ask me.
          
        
      
    
  






  

    

      
“
      

        

          
Reenter
          before the confirmations?” Asmar asks, doubtful.
        
      
    
  






  

    

      
“
      

        

          
Yes,
          Zero. And move it.”
        
      
    
  






  

    

      

        

          

            
Something’s
            cooking.
          
        
      
    
  






  

    

      

        

          

            
I
            measure Asmar’s adrenaline, and, no surprise, it’s
            climbing. He
            worships Lena. She’s the scale that tips whether he
            sleeps
            satisfied or tosses all night trying to make up for
            some failure. And
            that’s because Asmar isn’t just Lena’s right hand. In
            twenty
            years working together, they’ve become 
          
        
      
      

        

          

            
priatelia
          
        
      
      

        

          

            
,
            that’s Slovak for friends, but out here, among
            mercenaries, it
            means a whole lot more.
          
        
      
    
  






  

    

      

        

          

            
Asmar
            hands command to One, swings the Pulse-97 across his
            back, bends his
            knees to load his muscles, and pushes off into the
            void, no tethers.
            Idiot. But the direction’s right. We slam into the
            metallic surface
            of the nearest dodecahedron. Bounce, slow-motion. Asmar
            grabs the
            handrail and pulls himself along the flank until he
            reaches the
            administration viewport. We peer inside while the
            structure keeps
            rolling on its axis.
          
        
      
    
  






  

    

      

        

          

            
A
            worn carpet. A digital archive. A desk. And… Five (real
            name Carlos
            Santos) has his fist knotted in the pink-streaked blond
            hair of the
            administrator, forcing her down over a second desk.
            There’s blood,
            and the reason is clear. Five is slamming the woman’s
            face
            rhythmically against the bare metal surface.
          
        
      
    
  






  

    

      

        

          

            
Shit,
          
        
      
      

        

          

            

            Asmar yells in my head.
          
        
      
    
  






  

    

      

        

          

            
The
            woman’s a mask of blood, eyes half-shut, lips split
            wide. Beside
            her, Rasp grins with his hand resting on a heavy safe,
            still closed.
            He wants a little bonus.
          
        
      
    
  






  

    

      

        

          

            
Asmar
            loses it. “Son of a bitch, now…”
          
        
      
    
  






  

    

      

        

          

            

              
Hold
            
          
        
      
      

        

          

            
,
            I order, 
          
        
      
      

        

          

            

              
let
              me see the rest.
            
          
        
      
    
  






  

    

      

        

          

            
Asmar
            swears, but he listens. On the floor, behind the first
            desk, there’s
            a man with his hands tied behind the back of a chair.
            Except the
            chair’s been tipped forward, and the man is on his
            knees, torso
            bent, forehead pressed against the wall so he won’t
            fall
            face-first. Two and Three (their real names are Maria
            Gonzalez and
            Kwame Nkrumah, she's too short and he's too tall) are
            posted at the
            sides of the door, backs to the wall, looking bored.
            Eleven, that is
            Jean-Pierre Dubois, is rifling a cabinet on the right,
            and Twenty,
            Mohamed El-Sayed, is straightening the laces on his
            suit, slumped in
            a green floral armchair. Everyone, Rasp included, is
            wearing a suit
            and helmet, as per our safety protocol. Better to risk
            a torn suit
            while operating indoors than to go through full
            donning. And since we
            moved from 0.7-bar suits to isobaric ones, you need
            reliable
            sarcophagi with the right fastenings.
          
        
      
    
  






  

    

      

        

          

            
Asmar
            drags himself along the metal hunting for the hatch. A
            few minutes
            later we’re inside the base, standing at the
            administration door. I
            force the sliding panel wide with a bang. They all turn
            as if I’d
            struck them. Asmar keeps the deputy covered; he barely
            looks at the
            others.
          
        
      
    
  






  

    

      
“
    
    

      

        

          

            
Zero!
          
        
      
      

        

          

            
”
            Rasp exclaims. “Are you insane? I’m your
            superior.”
          
        
      
    
  






  

    

      
“
      

        

          
Order
          of the Boss, sir. Restore comms, now. She’s pretty
          pissed.”
        
      
    
  






  

    

      

        

          

            
The
            helmet Rasp’s wearing hides his usual twisted jaw
            smirk.
          
        
      
    
  






  

    

      
“
      

        

          
Leave
          her,” the deputy orders Five, and Carlos shoves the
          woman, sending
          her to the floor. Meanwhile Rasp flips the master switch
          on the comm
          module at the base of his helmet.
        
      
    
  






  

    

      
“
      

        

          
There
          you go,” he says, “I didn’t notice that crazy woman, when
          she
          attacked me, had shielded the team’
        
      
    
  


  

    

      
s
      links.
    
  


  

    

      
”
    
  






  

    

      

        

          

            

              
Piece
              of shit,
            
          
        
      
      

        

          

            

            Asmar and I think together.
          
        
      
    
  






  

    

      
“
    
    

      

        

          

            
Rasp!
          
        
      
      

        

          

            
”
            the commander from the ship bellows, unconcerned who
            can hear her,
            “what the hell were you thinking?”
          
        
      
    
  






  

    

      
“
      

        

          
I
          don’t understand what you mean, I…”
        
      
    
  






  

    

      
“
      

        

          
Save
          me your bullshit. I want you up here, now. All of
          you.”
        
      
    
  






  

    

      

        

          

            
Rasp,
            hands on hips, shakes his head.
          
        
      
    
  






  

    

      
“
      

        

          
With
          all due respect, maybe she didn’t realize there were
          still forty
          minutes until confirmation and I thought…”
        
      
    
  






  

    

      
“
      

        

          
In
          forty minutes they can’t cancel the transfer anymore. Get
          back on
          board. That’s an order.”
        
      
    
  






  

    

      

        

          

            
The
            deputy, after a beat of hesitation, nods and brushes
            past us. The
            mercenaries follow; Asmar gives them the middle finger.
            Good job, my
            human. It takes little to make me happy, but I still
            want more."
          
        
      
    
  






  

    

      

        

          

            

              
I
              want those six out,
            
          
        
      
      

        

          

            

            I hiss into Asmar’s head, and by out I mean 
          
        
      
      

        

          

            

              
out
            
          
        
      
      

        

          

            

            and lost in deep space, not just off our crew. He
            doesn’t answer;
            he helps the woman to her feet. Blood has stained her
            trousers too;
            her face is a mess.
          
        
      
    
  






  

    

      
“
    
    

      

        

          
I
        
      
      

        

          

            
’m
            sorry,” he says through the mic. Sophie Lee Martin, her
            eyes
            swollen to slits, looks at us, though all she can
            really see is a
            dark helmet like the one her tormentor wore. Then her
            gaze slips past
            him to the man tied to the overturned chair. Asmar
            notices.
          
        
      
    
  






  

    

      
“
    
    

      

        

          
I
        
      
      

        

          

            
’ll
            take care of him, don’t worry.”
          
        
      
    
  






  

    

      
“
      

        

          
Then
          c… can I go to the bathroom?” she asks, pointing to a
          military
          green door that opens onto a corridor. Asmar checks,
          better safe than
          sorry, we’re still holding her.
        
      
    
  






  

    

      

        

          

            
The
            bathroom is just a bathroom; we detect nothing
            unusual.
          
        
      
    
  






  

    

      
“
      

        

          
All
          right, but don’t lock the door.” She nods and limps
          inside.
        
      
    
  






  

    

      

        

          

            
We
            go back to the man still on the floor behind the other
            desk. Asmar
            approaches, grabs the chair’s back, and rights it with
            the tied guy
            still on top. He’s light, barely a man, more a kid.
            Short brush-cut
            blond hair and features similar to the woman’s. Ernesto
            Lee Martin,
            logistics clerk, reads the badge on his chest. His
            forehead is
            skinned and I figure his knees and abs are on fire.
            That son of a
            bitch Rasp put him in a nasty position, not just
            physically. And
            mothers tend to become pretty compliant when it’s their
            own son on
            the line. Apparently, not Sophie Lee Martin.
          
        
      
    
  






  

    

      

        

          

            
Asmar
            pulls out the sock in his mouth and, before he can free
            the hands,
            the kid starts screaming like a man possessed, eyes
            bloodshot. He’s
            in a rage, hysterical.
          
        
      
    
  






  

    

      
“
    
    

      

        

          

            
Bastards,
            bastards
          
        
      
      

        

          

            
…
            you filthy servants of Wux. Damn scum. You’re just
            raiders and loan
            sharks. You think civilization will never reach here,
            huh? Well for
            you and your shitty metals it’s over, damn it,
            it’
          
        
      
      

        

          
s
          over. You
        
      
      

        

          

            
’re
            finished.”
          
        
      
    
  






  

    

      

        

          

            
His
            throat is pale, long, swollen and taut from the effort
            of yelling in
            our faces.
          
        
      
    
  






  

    

      
“
      

        

          
Calm
          down, calm down and I’ll free you,” Asmar tells
          him.
        
      
    
  






  

    

      

        

          

            
The
            boy thrashes in the chair and spits at him. “Sons of
            bitches, I’ll
            make you pay.” Asmar sighs, squeezes his cheeks between
            his
            fingers, forces his mouth open and shoves the 
          
        
      
      

        

          

            

              
sock
            
          
        
      
      

        

          

            

            back in. The boy fights, snarls, coughs and almost
            chokes.
            Humiliation and an impossible revenge are a nasty mix,
            especially at
            that age.
          
        
      
    
  






  

    

      

        

          

            
Asmar
            lays a hand on the boy’s shoulder, squeezes and doesn’t
            let go
            until the coughing and struggling stop. The young man’s
            head falls
            forward; tears of rage turn to hiccuping sobs and
            exhaustion and
            despair take over.
          
        
      
    
  






  

    

      

        

          

            
Let
          
        
      
      

        

          

            

              
’s
              go
            
          
        
      
      

        

          

            
,
            I suggest, but my human doesn’t answer.
          
        
      
    
  






  

    

      

        

          

            

              
Can
              you check if what he said is true?!
            
          
        
      
      

        

          

            

            he thinks.
          
        
      
    
  






  

    

      

        

          

            

              
Yes,
              but it’s not our business
            
          
        
      
      

        

          

            
,
            I reply, even if, I admit, I’m curious. Asmar’s
            stubborn; when he
            digs his heels in, he digs them in. So I rummage
            through the live
            systems.
          
        
      
    
  






  

    

      

        

          

            

              
Found
              it
            
          
        
      
      

        

          

            
,
            I say at last. 
          
        
      
      

        

          

            

              
Titan
              Galaxy Wux Corporation provided Pek-Blenda with
              credit and exclusive
              contracts
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