
  
    [image: Dark Secrets]
  


  
    
      Dark Secrets

    

    
      
        P. R. Adams

      

    

    
      Promethean Tales

    

  


  
    
      This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places and incidents are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events, or persons, living or dead, is coincidental. All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or otherwise, without written permission from the author.

      

      
        
        DARK SECRETS

      

        

      
        Copyright © 2020 P R Adams

      

        

      
        All rights reserved, including the right to reproduce this book, or portions thereof, in any form.

      

        

      
        Cover Illustration © Deranged Doctor Design

        Different. Book Covers. 

        derangeddoctordesign.tanja@gmail.com

        www.derangeddoctordesign.com

      

      

      [image: Vellum flower icon] Created with Vellum

    

  


  
    Contents


    
    
      
        Also by P. R. Adams

      

    

    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

      
        Chapter 21

      

      
        Chapter 22

      

      
        Chapter 23

      

      
        Chapter 24

      

      
        Chapter 25

      

      
        Chapter 26

      

      
        Chapter 27

      

      
        Chapter 28

      

      
        Chapter 29

      

      
        Chapter 30

      

      
        Chapter 31

      

      
        Chapter 32

      

      
        Chapter 33

      

      
        Chapter 34

      

      
        Chapter 35

      

      
        Chapter 36

      

      
        Chapter 37

      

      
        Chapter 38

      

      
        Chapter 39

      

      
        Chapter 40

      

      
        Chapter 41

      

      
        Chapter 42

      

      
        Chapter 43

      

      
        Chapter 44

      

      
        Chapter 45

      

      
        Chapter 46

      

      
        Chapter 47

      

      
        Chapter 48

      

      
        Chapter 49

      

      
        Chapter 50

      

      
        Chapter 51

      

      
        Chapter 52

      

      
        Chapter 53

      

      
        Chapter 54

      

      
        Chapter 55

      

      
        Chapter 56

      

      
        Chapter 57

      

      
        Chapter 58

      

      
        Chapter 59

      

      
        Chapter 60

      

    

    
      
        Acknowledgments

      

      
        About the Author

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Also by P. R. Adams

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        For updates on new releases and news on other series, visit my website and sign up for my mailing list at:

      

        

      
        http://www.p-r-adams.com

      

      

      

      Books in the On The Brink Universe

      
        
        The Stefan Mendoza Trilogy

        Into Twilight

        Gone Dark

        End State

      

        

      
        Stefan Mendoza: The Human Deception Trilogy

        Split Image

        Hard Burn

        Null Point

      

      

      
        
        The Rimes Trilogy

        Momentary Stasis

        Transition of Order

        Awakening to Judgment

      

      

      
        
        The ERF Series

        Turning Point

        Valley of Death

        Jungle Dark

        Chariot Bright

        Dawn Fire

      

      

      
        
        The Lancers Series

        Deep Descent

        Deadly Game

        Dire Straits

        Dark Secrets

        Desperate Measures

        Domino Effect (2022)

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      
        
        The Burning Sands Series

      

      

      
        
        Beneath Burning Sands

        Across Burning Sands

        Beyond Burning Sands

        Inside Burning Sands

        Over Burning Sands

        War for Burning Sands

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      
        
        The War in Shadow Series

      

      

      
        
        Shadow Moves

        Shadow Play

        Shadow Strike

        Shadow Talk

        Shadow Pawn

        Shadow Fall

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      
        
        Infinite Realms

      

      

      
        
        Call of Destiny

        The Dark Realm

        Warlords of Dust

        Mirror of Souls (2022)

        Dread Empire (2022)

        Through Infinite Realms (2022)

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Books in The Chain Series

      
        
        The Chain: Shattered

      

      

      
        
        The Journey Home

        Rock of Salvation

        From the Depths

        Ever Shining

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Dedication

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        For those bringing light to the lies.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            1

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Blue Bayou

      

      

      

      If someone asked Jason Charles to describe hell, it would start with the Blue Bayou. No, it would start with Hawking colony, then he would drill down to the Blue Bayou as the darkest part of hell.

      A Gentleman’s Club That Values Discreet and Classy Behavior

      That was in blue neon script, shielded by black canvas awnings in the late afternoon gray.

      Flashing blue neon.

      Red and gold neon were reserved for the crudely animated naked dancers that moved down the length of the smoked glass window—fifteen meters long—that faced out onto what was supposed to be a stylish boulevard lined with street cafes, coffee shops, bakeries, and bookshops.

      Bookshops.

      All very retro. All very Earth. All very much the work of a cheesy marketing group with a reputation.

      All very tacky.

      Certainly, someone had put in effort. His chair had a hint of authentic woodcraft about it, even down to the weight. But the texture was wrong. It felt like something spewed out of a cold, careless mold on a production line. Same with the table. Its glass top had a fairly good facsimile of a frosted look to it as well as tiny nubs that made it hard to find a comfortable foundation for his beer mug, even on a napkin.

      But the table was just another factory product, the materials some sort of composite that could pass for steel and glass.

      At least the drink was real enough. A little too bitter, but the aroma was right.

      The awnings and napkin fluttered in the warm breeze—that was real, too.

      Hawking Colony had plenty of heat. That’s why he wore bright yellow cargo shorts and a dark red muscle shirt that accentuated the tight form of his chest and abdomen. Just another tourist looking for a good time.

      He needed to fit in.

      He’d done his best, too. His skin was browner, tanned by the sun. He’d let his hair grow out into short, tight black curls. The three days prior, he’d worn flip-flops.

      Somewhere off to the east, the golden flagstone road separating Blue Bayou from the other odd collection of shops curved and dipped down to a beach where aging, frustrated businessmen could live out their fantasies, dancing with beautiful locals until they couldn’t contain themselves, then it was off to a thatch-roof cabana and whatever came to mind.

      With the meter ticking the whole time.

      All fake. All cheap. And Le Paradis des Hommes—where the Blue Bayou Gentlemen’s Club resided—had its twin farther down the road. Les Rêves des Femmes. If he wanted to get his kicks, he needed to head several kilometers west. Désirs Tabous. Slightly less tacky but still a terrible place full of miserable souls hired out to fulfill others’ needs.

      Jason’s earpiece vibrated slightly. He rolled his eyes. “I am keeping my eyes open.”

      “That’s funny, mate. Looked to me like you were drifting off.”

      The voice belonged to Matthias “Go” Goonetilleke. He was one of the good guys. A rare thing. But at that moment, he was an annoying asshole.

      “Why’d we have to meet here?” Jason twisted in his seat and sniffed the air, actually catching the yeasty aroma coming from the bakery down the street. “At least a cafe would have had something more than—” The tabletop menu flashed to life when his amber eyes flicked to the activation point. “—Flaming Chicken Wings and Burning Embers Po-boys.”

      “Customer choice, yeah? And the customer’s always right.”

      “Says the man sitting in the bakery.”

      “It’s terrible. I’m working on my second eclair.”

      “I hate you. Why couldn’t we have demanded something more interesting.”

      “This place is as interesting as it gets, don’t you think?”

      “No.” Jason scuffed a sneaker against the sidewalk. “I’d rather try Shangri-La.”

      A soft squeal hummed over the connection, followed by a gentle hiss. “Shush. Both of you.” The voice was subdued and soft but recognizable: Benji. Their employer. Sort of. She was actually another Lancer but one with money. A lot of money.

      Jason lowered his voice. “You know, this is like a family vacation.”

      “It’s business. Dangerous business. Don’t forget that.”

      “Understood.”

      “I’ve got two people getting out of a flier 150 meters out: man and woman. I think it’s our buyer.”

      Jason took a sip of beer, but it couldn’t hide the tense feeling at the back of his throat. “I didn’t hear a flier.” The roar of the fans would’ve reached him easily.

      “They drove in along Starport Road.”

      Drove. Why rent a flier and not fly? Because you could. Because you didn’t want your sellers to know you had access to a means of quick escape. “What model?”

      “That sporty red HuCorp you wanted to rent.”

      “Red makes it go faster.”

      “Sure. They should be visible…now.”

      And they were. The man was small, slender, with thinning brown hair. His jacket was horribly out of fashion and out of place, but it was nowhere near as bad as the pants he wore: black dress slacks.

      The woman— Jason squinted. “Benji, you sure that’s a lady?”

      “Absolutely a lady.”

      Coming out of the shadows of a set of awnings, the mistake was almost embarrassing. She definitely was a lady—sort of cute, but with broad shoulders and an athletic physique that were deceiving, especially next to such a small man. Dark brown hair framed a deep golden face with big, brown eyes.

      Jason took another drink. “Go, fair warning: You don’t want to see this gal.” Not so soon after Rosario.

      That hiss from Benji came again. “Stick to business.”

      It came out snippy rather than professional. Jason suddenly had the urge to order a huge tray of chicken wings, just to run up the tab. It was petty and silly, but her tone… “Just the two of them?”

      “That’s all I can see.”

      She was perched on the tallest rooftop: the ridiculous chapel down the street with the bells that thudded dully instead of ringing at the start of each day. There were blinds spots from that position, but it was as good as they could hope for in the winding strip of tourist nonsense.

      The couple crossed the street, the young woman scanning building fronts.

      Professional. She wasn’t obviously armed, but she had a sizable duffel bag slung over her shoulder. If they’d come from the starport, they hadn’t bothered to test the customs officials. Benji had paid extra to get clearance for her team’s weapons. A Lancer without a weapon wasn’t much use.

      Unless the woman wasn’t a Lancer, which seemed unlikely with such a physique.

      As the man approached, his eyes narrowed. “Jason, I suppose.”

      Jason pointed to the two empty chairs at the table. “Take a load off.”

      The woman pulled a chair out for the man, whose mouth twisted beneath a bushy, absurd mustache. It was an old man’s mustache—a grumpy man’s mustache. It fit perfectly with the sort of pasty skin that could have desperately used some time down on the beach with the rental ladies.

      Or maybe he could take his pretty Lancer lady with him. The way she shifted in what was now clearly a decent armored jacket—Jason was pretty sure she was even more bulked out than Rosario. Taller, too.

      Did Go have a thing for dangerous women, or had Rosario just been more than he could walk away from?

      The old man’s frown twisted the mustache around even more. “Well?”

      Jason pulled the small travel bag—the same deep red as his shirt—up from where he’d kept it pinned beneath a sneaker. He pushed the pouch across to the other man. “There’s a display device in there.”

      A growl slipped out from the mustache, then the man unzipped the bag and pulled the display out. “And?”

      “And—” Jason sent a small packet from his earpiece to the device. “—you should have a sample there.”

      “Schematics?” The man tossed the display on top of the bag.

      “There’s a video, too.”

      “I want a prototype.”

      “We can produce one. We need to see that you’re serious.”

      “Of course, I’m serious.” The guy leaned forward in his seat, oblivious to the annoyed look his bodyguard flashed at the back of his head. “You’re not the person with the files.”

      “There is no person with the files, Mr. Theroux. You are Theroux, right?”

      Benji’s voice was in Jason’s ear, whispering. “Oh, that’s him, all right.”

      Theroux considered the smoked glass front of the club. “This place bothers you, doesn’t it?”

      Jason shrugged. “I like things a little more classy.”

      “You mean you don’t like ladies. Whatever. Who has the files to make a prototype?”

      “We have them stored somewhere safe.”

      “Shit.” It was Benji again.

      Then it was Go. “I see them. Trouble, Jason.”

      Jason caught Go’s movement—casually strolling down the sidewalk across the street, holding a brown bag up to his face, munching on a pastry of some sort. He was just as silly as Jason, in denim cutoffs and a painted-on brown T-shirt that was almost lost against the warm tawny of his skin. He’d let his hair grow out a little as well in the last couple months so that it now framed his handsome face in black.

      There was other movement, too: forms separated from the shadows. It was the same sort of technology as Benji’s Specter suit, but these were nothing like her. Segmented armor that was a dark teal with black and silver trim, and the men—they were big, muscular, with an almost bestial nature about them. It was in their strides, in the faces revealed when they peeled back their shrouds. Like wolves, maybe hyenas—six of them, with slight protrusions, as if their noses and mouths were marginally snouts. One had a distinctively feline appearance as he drew closer.

      Theroux turned back from the window finger pointed at Jason. “A lifetime on the run. Someone like you, I know you can get me what I need. Fifty thousand dollars.”

      How the hell did he know?

      The shadow people drew closer. Dangerous people.

      Go edged along the sidewalk across the way, gawking like a tourist.

      Where was Benji? Why had she gone silent?

      “Um—” Jason licked his lips. “Actually, I don’t have access to the files.”

      “Of course you do.” Theroux rested his hands on the table. “Fifty thousand. Take it or leave it.”

      “This… It’s worth a lot more than that.”

      One of the beast men—definitely meant to look like a hyena—came to a stop just short of the sidewalk a few meters back from Theroux’s bodyguard.

      The big woman twisted around, tensed, then turned back to the old man. “Who is that?”

      “Reinforcements.” Theroux smirked. “In case the message doesn’t sink in.”

      “You told me this was a simple transaction.”

      “It will be.”

      The woman twisted around again, taking in not just the beast men but the people now staring at them from shops and cafe tables up and down the street. She pushed her chair out. “It’s not what I signed on for.”

      Theroux tapped a finger on the tabletop. “Sit down.”

      “I don’t think so.”

      “You signed a contract, Miss Bajaj.”

      “And you broke it.” The Bajaj woman bowed toward Jason, full lips compressed. “I’m sorry about this. It’s been a huge misunderstanding.”

      Jason felt almost relieved, but the beast men were actually more intimidating. “No worries, I guess.”

      The Bajaj woman spun on a heel and headed for the sidewalk, stopping when the hyena-faced man stepped in front of her. He pulled something from his back: a carbine. Military-grade hardware.

      She glanced down at it. “Wave that thing around, and you’re going to have it shoved so far up your ass, you’ll be spitting teeth.”

      Jason held up his hands. “Hey! There’s no need for violence. We can always find a way to make a deal.”

      At that moment, Theroux reached into his jacket, pulled out something that barely filled his hand, and turned around.

      An explosion cracked like thunder.

      The Bajaj woman groaned, staggered, then slumped to the street.

      Then Theroux spun back around and pointed the object—a slender pistol—at Jason’s chest. “The only deal I’m interested in making is to see whether or not your comrades care about you more than that OMI technology.”
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      Firefights were always the same for Jason. Everything took on a frightening clarity, as if the universe had cranked itself up to eleven.

      In that moment, Theroux’s face was the focus. Red splotches dotted his pasty skin. The way he talked—lips never separating much—hid his teeth, but they were now visible: yellow and uneven. A cheap, spicy aftershave bubbled out of his jacket. And a dull, blue glow ringed his neck. It was something embedded in the collar of his jacket or in an undershirt. Whatever it was, it was gushing heavily encrypted electromagnetic signals.

      Jason licked his lips, barely aware of the bitterness of the beer now. “I’m, um, not sure I’m worth that much, Mr. Theroux.”

      Benji was in Jason’s ear. “Keep them cool. I’m moving into position.”

      Keep them cool. Maybe he could do a little dance. Maybe they wouldn’t notice Go slowly circling around the farthest of the beast men.

      A chuckle couldn’t hurt, so Jason tried that. “Actually, Mr. Theroux—”

      Theroux’s eyes darted to the hyena. “Take him. His friends are around here somewhere.”

      “What about—?” The beast man nodded toward the fallen woman.

      “Leave her.”

      The hyena-faced brute crossed to Jason’s position in two quick strides, carrying the carbine in one gloved hand and grabbing him with the other. It was a rough, aggressive move that would leave a bruise.

      Jason flashed his brightest smile. “I’m not usually impressed by this sort of behavior, but I can make an exception.”

      Without so much as a grunt, the beast man hauled on Jason’s arm.

      Once again, Benji was on the comm line. “Go, I’m in position.”

      “Yeah, I’ve got one of them right next to me—a lion-faced fella. Wicked glare.” Go lowered the bag from his face, then extended a half-eaten pastry that was dripping a red jelly. “Want a bite, mate?”

      Whatever gear Theroux and his men were using, it was flooding the area, scrambling the signals coming from Blue Bayou and the closest shops. Trying to get a message out over the local Grid would have been pointless. Even the dedicated subnetwork Benji had set up for the team was getting squeezed by the runaway signals.

      That was going to be a problem. Jason texted: Their systems are attacking our network.

      Benji snorted. “I see it. They’re using high-end combat software—Battlefield Awareness Systems. It must be a pretty current version. It’ll take a minute for me to penetrate—”

      He smiled, now sensing the vulnerability in the design: I’ve got it.

      And as his captor dragged Jason out to the street, he took the beast man’s system out of its private area network.

      The hyena froze. “What—?”

      Theroux was there, head twisting around. “They’re hitting the network.”

      Immediately after taking the hyena man off the network, his internal systems and the network both fired off a burst of synchronization signals: Where are you? Acknowledge!

      It was the chaos of machines, chattering constantly, always in need of confirmation, terrified of silence.

      So Jason restored the connection, but with a small twist.

      His hyena man’s system was now sending false data to the private network, spewing images and sounds in random streams that would overwhelm even advanced systems like the beast men wore—at least for a moment.

      The hyena released his grip and pressed a palm against his ear.

      Jason smirked. “Oh, my.”

      That was the signal that Benji and Go needed.

      She was a flicker in the air, her Specter suit little more than a shimmer arcing from a rooftop from across the street and crashing into Jason’s hyena man, knocking the big guy to the ground.

      Go moved at the same time, shoving the pastry into the lion man’s face. As the beast man reached for his weapon, Go stepped in and drove a knee into the other guy’s gut.

      The lion man staggered back, off-balance.

      But the other beast men were aware of the threat now. They were backpedaling and drawing their weapons.

      Theroux swung his pistol around at Jason and grabbed his shirt. “One chance. That’s all you’ve got.” The old man pressed the barrel against Jason’s forehead. “Tell your friends to stop, or—”

      “Or what? Your gun’s offline.”

      In the instant of distraction where Theroux checked his weapon’s status, Jason punched the smaller man in the nose.

      It should’ve been a clean strike. There should’ve been a satisfying crack.

      And blood. And a gasp.

      But the little man was too fast. He fell back, not even groaning from the blow. Instead, he dropped his pistol and reached behind to pull something from the small of his back.

      A knife. Plastic. Clear. It gave off a wicked hum.

      There was circuitry to it, but it was comparatively simple, not networked. Jason wouldn’t be able to touch the system until it was too late.

      Theroux skipped forward, again moving too fast for a skinny, old dude.

      Coming with the tip of the blade ready for a disemboweling thrust.

      He tripped, going to the flagstone, but slashing as he did so.

      Benji’s Specter suit flickered, and she gasped, dancing back. The blade had caught her on the hip, cutting through the suit and her skin. Blood darkened the slick, black material. “Get to the flier!”

      Jason skirted her and Theroux, who was already getting to his feet.

      A meter beyond him, the Bajaj woman was also trying to get to her feet. She wasn’t doing as well.

      Off to her left, Go was doing some wacky Muay Thai and karate combo of moves, swinging from one beast man to the next, never really engaging them but keeping them from getting a clear target. There was a desperate look on his face, an acknowledgement that he couldn’t keep it up, not against four of the guys. And the lion man he’d dropped was already scrambling back up.

      Ugly odds. Impossible odds.

      But that was the life of a Lancer.

      Jason hooked an arm around the Bajaj woman’s hip and pulled her up. “Time to scramble, dear!”

      She was heavy. Like, bodybuilder heavy. And armored. And with a duffel bag.

      But after a couple steps, she was helping, taking some of her weight off him. “Thanks.”

      He glanced back.

      Hyena guy was back on his knees.

      Lion guy was almost all the way up.

      Theroux was sizing Benji up with his knife.

      The others had their weapons raised to buttstroke Go.

      Firing into them would be suicide. Jason was a courier—a driver and pilot. He didn’t like getting into firefights, especially when the odds were so terrible.

      But Go was a friend. Benji was their employer.

      Jason skidded to a stop. “Hold on.”

      He pulled the pistol holstered at the small of his back. Four shots, not terribly powerful—it was all he could safely sneak around in such a small outfit.

      The Bajaj woman grunted—maybe in approval, maybe challenging his sanity.

      Before he could figure out which, he pulled the trigger. A small slug smacked into the back of the nearest beast man, who convulsed as the weapon released its electrical charge into the armor.

      Then Benji tossed something into the air, and a soft blue flash lit the street. Lights popped and crackled. Jason’s earpiece buzzed, then shut down.

      Mid-swing, Theroux went to the ground.

      Followed by the beast men.

      Benji shot past them, weaving left and right like a blind woman. “The flier!”

      Go sprinted toward Jason, then changed direction to help Benji. She brushed him away and pointed to Jason, so Go headed back toward the pilot. Instead of helping Jason, Go grabbed the Bajaj woman and tossed her over his shoulder.

      He did it with annoyingly ridiculous ease, but Jason caught a surprised grunt from his friend in the moment and smiled.

      Bigger than she looks, isn’t she?

      There wasn’t time to gloat, though. Theroux and his people were already getting back up.

      They had assault weapons. They were pissed.

      Free of the extra weight, Jason could easily outstrip Go and Benji. Their flier was parked close, in the shade of a souvenir shop close to the edge of the little tourist haven.

      Dust kicked up and rocks skittered as the driver sped across the parking lot. He brought the motor online, then spun around.

      Theroux’s HuCorp flier was maybe twenty meters away. And it was red. Fast.

      Jason killed the motor on his rental, sent the control system software into a loop, and sprinted for the HuCorp, powering it on as he drew near. He wiped the rental records clear and had the vehicle pop open its doors. Once he was inside, he looked the dashboard over. It was a performance vehicle, with bright blue and red indicators just daring him to push the thing to its limits.

      Go was there, shoving the wounded woman into the back seat and sliding in next to her. She left a blood smear on the material but didn’t make a noise.

      Gunfire brought Jason’s attention back to the vehicle, as the windshield spiderwebbed.

      The beast men were firing.

      Benji dove into the front passenger side. “Get us out of here!”

      The motor spun up fully, and the fans mounted beneath the vehicle roared to life. Jason closed the doors and spun the steering wheel as the flier gained altitude, blasting sand and rock toward the beast men and their guns.

      More gunfire cracked, but it was almost drowned out by the fans.

      Warning lights flared on the console: He had the systems at maximum power. Flight controls would be unstable, and there would only be so much distance.

      He patted the steering wheel. “That’s okay. I know what I’m doing.”

      As they turned toward the starport, though, he wondered if he really had any idea what was going on.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            3

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Walter Theroux

      

      

      

      As the HuCorp flier climbed, Go did his best to strap the wounded woman in. For someone who’d been shot in the back, she was doing remarkably well. Her big, dark eyes were alert, and she was able to move. That was a good sign that there might not be any spinal damage. No blood on the lips—she probably didn’t have a punctured lung or other organ damage.

      But the way her brow furrowed when she helped him with the belt: She was in pain.

      She looked around the leather interior, almost smiling. “His flier?”

      Go smirked. “Jason’s idea. Stinks like cheap cologne, yeah?”

      “Mr. Theroux.” Some of the color drained from her face, until she was the same sort of cool gold as Go. Muscles bunched the length of her neck. “I didn’t know he had a pistol.”

      Benji spun around, Specter mask now pulled off to reveal a face pinched in anger. She brushed back her thick, black hair. “He never goes anywhere without one.”

      “He—” The wounded woman seemed confused for a moment. “You know him?”

      “More than I know you.” Benji glared at Go. “Speaking of: Why is she here?”

      He held up a bloody hand. “You might’ve missed it, love, but she’s been shot.”

      “That’s not our problem.”

      “Yeah, well, someone shoots a contractor in the back—they ain’t the forgiving kind. She needs medical care, and he’s the sort who’d put a round in the back of her head.”

      “Still not our problem.” Benji’s hard eyes turned to the other woman. “Sorry.”

      Gunfire drowned out whatever the wounded woman said. The glass of the driver’s side door shattered as Jason brought the flier around to head for the starport, glittery fragments spilling into the vehicle.

      The driver growled. “What the hell? I dusted the parking area!”

      Something sparkled on the rooftop of the hotel that stretched south from the flagstone boulevard. Go craned his neck and caught the glint of sunlight on glass. “Theroux—on the hotel roof! He’s got a weapon with a scope.”

      Jason spun around, wide-eyed. “On the roof? How—?”

      At that instant, the sparkling shifted.

      Go leaned against the wounded woman, covering her with his chest. “He’s shooting!”

      But the little man wasn’t aiming at the passenger area. Heavy thuds sounded from below as rounds crashed into the vehicle’s undercarriage. The flier shuddered, and the tenor of the fans changed, followed immediately by the vehicle tilting even harder to the left.

      Benji slid into Jason, who yelped as he twisted the steering wheel. “Not good!”

      Lights winked out on the dashboard display.

      The wounded woman pushed Go off of her. “In my bag—”

      He pulled the duffel bag up from where it had dropped onto the floor and dropped it between them. When she fumbled with the zipper, he helped. Inside were all the things he would’ve expected in a travel bag: clothes, toiletries, some personal effects. The clothes were folded tight and wrapped in orderly bundles—outfits.

      Instead of unsteady droning, a grinding noise rumbled up from the HuCorp’s underside.

      Jason twisted around and smiled anxiously. “Fun, right?”

      Groaning drowned out the grinding noise. Go’s stomach lurched. “Yeah. Fun.”

      His attention turned back to the wounded woman as she dug a bloody hand into the duffel bag and pulled out a slender case, which she set on top of the duffel bag. There was a digital lock on the case top; the woman left crimson smears as she tapped in the security code.

      When the lid popped, Go helped with the clasps. He pulled back when he saw the contents: a carbine. Disassembled but…

      She pulled the stock out, then the receiving unit, snapping them together.

      Then the barrel. Finally, she slapped a magazine into place.

      Until the weapon was fully assembled, all in the seconds it took for Theroux to shoot again.

      This time, rounds tore through the doors. Something grazed Go’s forearm, and blood spurted onto the back of the front passenger seat. The wound didn’t even hurt, really, but it was definitely bleeding.

      He tore his shirt off with his good hand and wrapped the material around the puffy meat of his arm. “She’s not the only one who needs attention now.”

      The wounded woman brought her weapon up, leaned against the door, and fired.

      Three short bursts, one immediately after the other.

      She kept the weapon under control. A professional.

      They were losing altitude but were now well beyond the hotel, kicking up sand as Jason took them off the gray strip of concrete that had no name but everyone called Starport Drive. Distant pops were all that could be made out of whatever gunfire Theroux and his people were laying down, because the rounds weren’t finding a target.

      Dust whipped into the cabin as the flier dropped lower. It coated Benji’s coppery skin. She ran the back of her hand over delicate lips. “We going to make it?”

      Jason nodded. “One of the fans is dead, but we’re good.”

      Another shudder ran through the flier, but the driver only chuckled.

      Benji turned her attention on the wounded woman, who was slowly disassembling her carbine. “We drop her off at the starport.”

      Go tied off his T-shirt, which was dark with blood. “Theroux’s going to go there.”

      “You keep acting like this is my problem.”

      “Benji, I’ve seen his type. He’ll want revenge.”

      “She can take care of herself.”

      The wounded woman glowered as she slid the weapon case back into the duffel bag, but she didn’t look at Benji or say anything.

      Her resentment was clear, though. Go felt it. “Let’s get her off Hawking, at least, yeah? Let that robot medic bay on the Taj Mahal patch us up.”

      Jason’s head came up as he adjusted the rearview mirror. “Where’d you get hit, Go?”

      “Forearm.” Go raised the wet T-shirt. “Starting to burn now.”

      Color drained from Benji’s lips as she pressed them tight. “Sorry.”

      “Yeah. How about we figure this one out, love?”

      “There’s—” She blinked. “—nothing to figure out.”

      “This Theroux fella? Those animal boys of his? That’s not an odd bit?”

      Benji turned back to the front as the flier regained altitude. “I told you he could be aggressive. The banking cartel likes that.”

      “Aggressive? He brought a mercenary unit with him.” Go jerked his head at the wounded woman. “She knows her way around weapons, yeah? What are you, love? Class III certified?”

      The wounded woman didn’t look up from her duffel bag. “Four.”

      “Mercenary. See? Toting around a military-grade assault weapon, too. That’s not aggressive, that’s combat ready.”

      Benji stared straight ahead. “We got out of it alive.”

      “You said it would be a simple first-look bid.”

      “I—” Her eyes locked onto the broken windshield. “I didn’t realize he would want it so bad.”

      Go turned back to the wounded woman. “He say anything—? Aw. Sorry about that. I never asked your name.”

      “Shriya Bajaj.” Some of the anger left the wounded woman’s eyes.

      “Shriya. Yeah, I made you for Indian. My grandfather was Bangladeshi. Name’s Matthias Goonetilleke. Friends call me Go.”

      That got a nod and maybe a little more cooling of the woman’s anger. Her head came up a tick. “All Theroux ever said to me was that he wanted muscle to intimidate people. He never even asked if I had a weapon.”

      Benji twisted around just enough to look the other woman in the eye. “He knew you did. He knew everything about you.”

      Shriya straightened. “How—?”

      “He’s a meticulous planner, and he has access to data most people don’t even know about.” She squinted at Jason. “He rented this vehicle because he knew it would be the fastest in the area.”

      Jason winked at Go. “Now we have the fastest vehicle. See?”

      Benji turned back to Shriya. “They can still use ours. That loop you put the systems into can be stopped.”

      Go held up his left hand. “Hold on. You’re not answering the question.”

      “About Theroux?”

      “And his animal soldiers—yeah.”

      “He’s a—” The young woman closed her eyes. “He has a lot of resources. And he collects things.”

      “He’s psychotic is what he is. Were those things even human?”

      “His friends? Those were combat proxies.”

      Go hissed. “Military hardware. Who even has that kind of pull?”

      Shriya opened her mouth to speak, then leaned back in the seat.

      He cocked his head. “Go on. If you’ve got something to say…”

      “It’s only—” She scrubbed her hands together, flaking dried blood off. “I met Theroux in the starport. Those people weren’t there.”

      “Or you didn’t see them. They had combat gear like Benji’s Specter suit.”

      “No. We met alone. In the lounge. He offered me ten thousand to be his bodyguard. It was supposed to be a simple purchase. I needed that money to get somewhere with more job opportunities.”

      “It’s always like that, right? One job barely paying enough to get you to the next.” Go fought back the desperate feeling that always came when a job fell through. He was under contract with Benji, and she seemed to have plenty of money. If things fell apart, she could always sell the Taj Mahal. That had to be worth enough to buy a couple tropical islands back on Earth. Still…

      Shriya finally looked up at Benji. “If you could get me to another planet, I’d pay you back.”

      Jason cleared his throat. “You need to make your mind up one way or another. We’re about two minutes out.”

      The control tower rose from the ochre horizon. Go massaged the muscles around the bullet wound. “You get a look at his shuttle, Shriya?”

      “It’s a blocky Riesigfirma model.”

      “One of those luxury ones?”

      “It could be. The hull’s this deep red—mahogany or something.”

      “Luxury all right. Benji, this guy old money?”

      Benji’s chin dropped to her chest. “Sort of.”

      She knew more, but she wasn’t going to share. There was something between her and the old guy, some sort of history she apparently didn’t want to open up to the world or at least her employees. That was something Go would have to be careful probing about.

      “All right, love—last question. The way he moved, the way he got onto that hotel rooftop—he’s in a combat proxy, too?”

      Tension stiffened Benji’s back, then she relaxed. “Yes.”

      “Good to know.”

      Jason cleared his throat. “Reminder, in case you forgot. We have a choice to make: terminal or shuttle. I’m pretty sure our combat proxy friends are on their way.”

      The HuCorp flier groaned, then smoke curled up through the shattered window. It smelled like melting plastic and burning insulation. Exactly as it had before, the dashboard went black.

      This time, the driver sucked in a sharp breath. “Okay. Never mind.”

      Go leaned forward. “What’s wrong?”

      “Nothing. I mean, a total system failure. No steering. No controls at all.” Jason leaned hard to the right. Muscles bulged on his forearms. “At least we’ve still got our speed, right?”

      The groaning intensified, completely drowning out the sound of the fans, then even the groaning died.

      Only the whisper of the wind coming in through the shattered windows remained.

      And they started to drop.
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      Smoke filled the flier’s interior—pungent, choking. Benji coughed, then she held her breath. It was something she could do for a long time without anyone noticing. She could also shut off her eyes’ sensitivity to the smoke without stopping the tears from keeping them clear.

      That was how she was able to see the starport tarmac before anyone else. “Forget the terminal.” She sank down in her seat and kicked the shattered windshield out. The hot wind helped clear the smoke but would make piloting even tougher.

      Jason coughed and leaned into a turn. “The airfield!”

      “Can you get us there?”

      “I think so.” The dashboard console flickered weakly, and the ugly drone of fans began anew. “I’ve got systems coming back online.”

      Benji pointed to the only red-brown Riesigfirma shuttle on the concrete. It was half again the size of the one from the Taj Mahal. “And there’s Theroux’s shuttle.”

      “I see it.”

      “At a minimum, get us closer to my shuttle than his.”

      The pilot did a fairly decent job of projecting confidence as he hauled on the steering wheel again, but the vehicle’s trajectory didn’t give her any confidence. It was going to be close, no matter what.

      She twisted around, just as Go pulled Shriya to him with his good arm and ran his hand down her neck. He might as well have been tracing his fingers down her spinal cord the way he moved so delicately. The mercenary stared into his eyes with a strange mixture of anger and welcome.

      Heat shot through Benji’s cheeks. “Go, when you’re done fondling her, maybe you could make sure you know what to do next.”

      The martial artist cocked an eyebrow. “She’s got a bullet in her back.”

      “She’s moving and breathing. I think she’ll make it.”

      Go released Shriya, but there was fire in his eyes. “I’ll make a run for the shuttle when we land. Good enough, love?”

      Benji clenched her jaw. “I want to make sure Theroux and his people don’t land near us.”

      “You can do that through the tower, yeah?”

      “No. That won’t force them not to get close to us.”

      “You want to shoot them?”

      “If they fly toward us.”

      “Don’t much care for guns, love.”

      The HuCorp’s ugly drone transformed into a grinding groan, and Jason straightened. “Um. That’s it for the systems.”

      They were still four meters up, and they had twenty or thirty meters to the shuttle. To the north, sunlight flashed off something moving fast across the yellow expanse of dirt separating the starport from the tourist town.

      Theroux was heading in fast.

      Then Benji’s attention was brought back to the moment, to the uncertain landing ahead of them. She’d seen Jason pilot shuttle and crawler, and he was beyond competent, closer to brilliant. Skill could only take you so far, though. Plenty of pilots weren’t going to walk away from a flier wreck. They were fine vehicles when everything worked well, but when things came apart…

      “Here we go!” Jason hauled back on the steering wheel.

      Nothing changed. They were still nose down, still moving close to fifty kilometers per hour.

      She plugged her belt in and crossed her arms over her chest.

      And a second later, they hit. There was a terrible shriek of fan frames and blades being torn from the undercarriage at the same time that the vehicle seemed to buckle and pop. The gull-wing doors swung up, and the last of the windows exploded, raining glass into the interior and on the concrete. A moment later, the rear of the vehicle tore free and began a slow, thundering tumble along the concrete behind them, spewing batteries, circuitry, and power cells.

      They spun—slow and yet with terrible power that pressed them against their seat belts, then against their seats, then one last time against the belts.

      Finally, the impact balloons deflated, and they came to a stop with the front of the vehicle now pointed toward the path they’d come in on.

      So that they were looking at the still-tumbling rear section.

      It closed on them, wobbling and warping, but Benji couldn’t be absolutely sure it wouldn’t hit them. Each time a corner crashed into the scarred concrete they’d dragged across, it seemed even more impossible that the rear component would stay in one piece.

      “Out!” She depressed the buckle release, felt some broken mechanism fight her, then pressed harder.

      Snap!

      The belt whistled back up into its receiver, and she stuck a leg out, fighting off the strange sensation of being only a few centimeters above the concrete. Go was already out as well, of course pulling Shriya with him.

      Jason was still stuck, alternately fighting the steering wheel impact balloon that hadn’t quite deflated fully and jerking the belt lock.

      And—impossible as it seemed—the rear end of the HuCorp kept wobbling toward the vehicle.

      Benji scrambled back inside, drawing a knife as she went.

      The driver gave her a wide-eyed, gape-mouthed look of terror. “I can’t—”

      She grabbed both the shoulder and waist straps of the belt and slashed through them. Her blade hummed in protest.

      Before Jason could spot the clear plastic of the weapon, she sheathed it. “Out!”

      He tumbled out of the vehicle at the same instant that the rolling piece slammed into the vehicle nose and skipped up onto the hood, gouging a hole in the last intact piece of the red composite covering panels.

      Then the twisted rear chunk cracked against the roof and came to a stop.

      Benji uncoiled from her seat, spun around, and sprinted for the shuttle. The rear airlock opened as she drew to within twenty-five meters. Unfortunately, she was the only one so close. Jason was stumbling along, shaking his head as if trying to clear cobwebs. Worse, Go now had Shriya slung over one shoulder along with her duffel bag.

      Up the ramp, past the airlock, on the right side of the shuttle, there was a false floor. It opened as Benji knelt beside it, revealing two assault rifles locked into a stainless steel frame. She flipped the lock of the closest weapon open and took it.

      Jason staggered past her. “I can see—”

      “Theroux’s flier. I know.” She jogged down the ramp. “Get us ready for launch.”

      Go slowed as he approached the ramp. “We could launch.”

      “I’m not letting him shoot up my shuttle.”

      “Can’t do any serious damage, now, can he?”

      “That’s not the point.” She brought the assault weapon up and sighted on the flier—her flier. If Jason had put even a slight bit more thought into what he’d done, he would have slaved the flier to the speedy HuCorp vehicle and left Theroux and his goons without an easy means to pursue.

      Then again, Jason didn’t know Theroux like she did.

      That was going to change.

      At the range and speed she was dealing with, Benji didn’t have the luxury of aiming for the fans. She also didn’t have the inclination to settle for inconvenience. Theroux hadn’t changed one bit over the years. There was nothing she could do to him that he didn’t deserve.

      At two hundred meters out, she opened fire, sticking to short bursts and focusing on the largest profile presented. The flier was a capable T-Corp model. It wasn’t meant for combat, so she emptied the weapon’s magazine into it.

      Smoke started trailing from the back, and a moment later, it started losing altitude.

      The pilot turned away.

      She ran back into the shuttle, returning the weapon to its rack, then activating the system to rotate the weapons around until a rocket launcher was at the top. There were three rockets and explosive devices locked into place as well. She pulled a rocket, an armor-piercing explosive tip, and the launcher out.

      Go looked up from where he’d been tenderly helping Shriya out of her armor. The woman was bulked up rather than defined, the basic shape of muscles clear beneath her flesh.

      He frowned. “A rocket launcher, love? A bit much, don’t you think?”

      Benji assembled the weapon, glancing past Go and the wounded woman to where Jason sat in the pilot’s seat. “Jason, I don’t hear engines!”

      The pilot spun around and jabbed a finger at his ear. “Tower’s refusing to give us clearance.”

      “Why?”

      “Some sort of security advisory. They’ve got us locked down.”

      Theroux. He would’ve set something up before heading into town, and with all his influence, the starport would’ve fallen all over itself to comply.

      She squeezed her eyes shut for a moment, flitting through the array of bots she had available to her. She didn’t want to cripple the facility’s security or basic operations, but she needed the shuttle airborne, and no one was cooperating.

      Go’s heavy steps drew near. “Benji?”

      “Busy.”

      “A rocket launcher’s overkill, yeah?”

      Beyond him, Shriya was pulling a shirt on, covering the glistening synthetic flesh he’d sprayed over her wound. He would’ve wiped the wound down with anesthetic, then cleaned it, then sprayed coagulant on it, then the synthetic flesh.

      All from the shuttle’s medical pack. That cost money.

      My money.

      Benji squeezed her eyes shut again, selected the identity erase package she saved for occasions like this, then launched that into the starport Grid.

      She turned, and when Go grabbed her arm yanked it free, then glared at him. “I know what I’m doing.”

      “You told me when you hired me you didn’t like to kill.”

      “One, I’m not killing. Two, you might think about what you just said.”

      “What? That you hired me?”

      “That—right there.”

      She stormed out, almost losing her footing on the ramp. And she didn’t care one bit. Six months setting up to recruit Go, half as many flying around with him and Jason, coordinating the sale of the OMI. All the time they were together, Go resisted her advances.

      “I’m still hurting, love.”

      Sure. He was a good guy with a history of healing slowly. She’d researched him. It was one of the things that made him unique and ideal. There was no rush. He was working with her now. That’s what mattered.

      But along comes some bulked-up lady, and he’s all goo-goo over her?

      It didn’t track. Even if it did track, it wasn’t acceptable.

      This is my operation!

      Benji jogged to the nose of the shuttle. Smoke from Theroux’s flier was a slowly fading gray streak that traced across the broad stretch of concrete toward his shuttle. The flier had come to a rest even farther out from that red-brown vessel than hers had.

      That actually worked out nicely.

      She slid the rocket into the tube and shouldered the weapon. “Jason, I still don’t hear the engines.”

      “I told you—”

      “Check to see if we’re still on security lockdown.”

      Somewhere in the distance, one of Theroux’s people apparently realized the threat. Automatic gunfire popped, and she thought she might have heard something whiz past.

      She narrowed her profile and dropped to a knee. “Jason?”

      “W-we’re out of lockdown.”

      “Engines, please.” She squeezed the trigger, and with a roar, the rocket sped away.

      A bullet cracked against the concrete nearby.

      She ran back to the ramp, hunched low, then scampered up the ramp.

      Go turned from one of the portholes. “You blew up his shuttle?”

      “Punched a hole in the hull. The differentiation is important.”

      “Yeah, well there was still an explosion.”

      “It was an armor-piercing rocket.” Benji set the rocket launcher back into its brace and closed the false floor panel. “The intent was to prevent them from pursuing us into space.”

      “You’re a hacker. Shut their systems down.”

      “This was foolproof.” She cocked her head as the engines came online, then cast a heated glance at Shriya, who was already locked into her harness. “Do like our guest and get strapped in.”

      Benji didn’t wait for Go to respond. She rushed to the cockpit and slid into the co-pilot’s seat.

      Jason flashed her a thumbs up, then he did a double-take. “Hey! You were cut. Shouldn’t you—”

      “I’m fine.” She pointed to where the flesh on her hip had already closed. No one had seen the bone, which was important. “It was a scrape. The armor took the brunt.”

      He blinked. “O-okay.”

      “Get us out of here.”

      The engine spun up fully, then rockets fired, and a second later, they were climbing, the acceleration pushing her against her seat.

      “We’re…” Jason’s eyes darted across the console. “Thirty-two minutes to docking with the Taj Mahal.”

      “Thank you.” Benji closed her eyes and tried to block out the images that refused to go away: Go with his hands on Shriya; the look of suspicion in Jason’s eyes.

      “Benji?” Jason’s voice was almost lost in the rocket and vibrating.

      “Yes?”

      “What’s next? I mean, I thought Theroux was our buyer.”

      “Apparently not.”

      “Then…?”

      “We go for Plan B.”

      “Oh. Good. What’s that?”

      She frowned. “I’m still working that out.”
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      Early morning jogs gave Go the best chance to find peace of mind and to get a feel for places. On Marsden colony, they were also just about the only realistic time to get a run in. It wasn’t even dawn yet, and his earpiece registered higher than forty-five degrees. That was fine. He had a lot to sweat out.

      His course was simple, about as good as he could get on a frontier world so far out from other human settlements—uphill from the hotel on Jackson Road, east onto Cole Group Road where the incline grew greater, then finally south on Mengesha Drive, where he was now heading downhill again. There were plenty of small roads running through the housing area of the city, but the way they twisted and cut around crazily, it would be too easy to get lost in the soft white of the infrequent streetlights, and there wasn’t meaningful navigational data for his earpiece to access.

      It took years to set up a decent satellite network—years and money. That didn’t describe Marsden. It was barely six years old, and even with robotic construction crews clanking and chugging around the clock, there just wasn’t much about the place.

      A screeching groan brought him around in time to see a robotic earth mover teetering on the precipice of a pit before the vehicle’s tracks caught in the heavy clay.

      Below that precipice was a pit that stretched nearly a kilometer from the end of the Cole Group housing area to the big geological survey complex. His first time feeling out the path, he’d taken a look into the depths of that pit. There were robot construction vehicles broken against the rocky bottom—mangled, shattered.

      At least it hadn’t been humans.

      When he approached the end of the sprawling Cole Group Shopping Center, he let out a sigh of relief. The greasy smell that leaked out from all the franchise restaurants in the middle of the shopping center brought a queasiness he didn’t need. Fortunately, it was just about five kilometers from the corner of Mengesha Drive and Rogers Beach Road back to the hotel.

      To the south, waves crashed against the rocky shore of the beach. People were down there now, hidden from view as he huffed past the fenced-in scatter of abandoned storage facility buildings and construction equipment. But he could hear them, yelling over the surf, waiting for the first rays of sun before testing the rumbling waters.

      Not him. He wasn’t going anywhere near an ocean anytime soon.

      Heading west, back toward the hotel, he had to fight against the downward slope. Things leveled off right around the time he passed the medical center. He’d laughed about that the first time, as if the placement was a challenge.

      You’re on, mate.

      The rest of the way back to the hotel, he focused on his breathing, on the feel of tired muscles stretching out with each stride, on the concrete driving his leg bones against their joints. There was a welcome uniformity to the road and a much less welcome sameness to the buildings.

      Modular. Simple. Functional. It’s how colonies started. But six years on?

      He was spoiled. He’d visited dumps that were decades older. He’d grown up on a dump decades older.

      But nothing mapped here. Benji had laid out Plan B, and it involved this “really promising” frontier colony world. With one city: Verde.

      Yeah. That was nice, if you liked irony. The word meant “green.” Here?

      There was concrete, red sand, and in some areas, red clay. Oh, and buildings. He’d done VR walkthroughs of those on the way. That should’ve been enough to warn him, but he’d missed all the signs.

      Plan B. Who the hell was going to buy the OMI in a dump like this?

      He came to a stop in the Golden Brahma parking lot. It was empty except for their rental and the hotel’s hauler—black, with white lettering and a gold image of the Brahma. The hotel staff probably spent more time washing and polishing the vehicle than attending to customers. At least the red-tiled floor and carpeting still smelled fresh and new.

      Before entering, he took a moment to kick off some of the stubborn clay that had slithered in among the sneakers’ complicated sole pattern. It was runoff from one of the construction sites, maybe even the mining operation to the north.

      There was no budging some of the thick earth, so he took his shoes off and headed inside.

      The cute woman behind the counter beamed at him. “Good morning, Mr. Goonetilleke.”

      “Morning, Trisha.”

      She was tall, with a little button nose, and Sam’s warm brown skin, and with a thick frizz of teased-out black hair.

      He didn’t need that sort of distraction, so he kept his eyes straight ahead.

      They kept the hotel near freezing, yet it wasn’t enough once the sun rose. Marsden probably was uninhabitable when it turned to summer, but the axial tilt meant that wouldn’t happen for years where Verde was located. A lot of things would be fully enclosed by then—the city beneath a sturdy dome.

      That was the sales pitch, at least.

      Go didn’t buy that. Like everything he’d seen of Marsden, something was…off. It was as if the leadership wasn’t really invested in the long-term viability of the colony. He had a good feel for a failing colony world after a lifetime on Bermuda colony. At least the leadership tried there, hopeless as it was. Not here. They seemed to be in a holding pattern.

      The halls of the third floor were empty and quiet, the team the only occupants. His room was warmer, at least for now. He’d programmed the thermostat to go into full chiller mode when the sun broke over the horizon.

      His window looked west onto the riverwalk and the sluggish, gray waters of Belka River.

      Belka River. Rogers Beach. Mengesha Drive.

      Everything was named for the colony founders or important figures early in its development.

      Or it was named for the company with the biggest investment: The Cole Group.

      Mining. That was all they did. Supposedly.

      It was tough drawing a connection between mining and the OMI. Benji must have had an angle. She had to. Except after the Hawking debacle, he couldn’t help seeing Marsden as another misstep.

      Unless she wasn’t the infallible expert he’d believed her to be.

      Someone moved along the riverwalk, caught in the amber glow of lamps fashioned after gaslights—female, tall, slender, dressed in a white bikini top and shorts: Benji.

      He stepped back from the window, but she glanced up, as if she were prescient, as if she knew he would be admiring the way she moved. For the life of him, he couldn’t figure out why he was drawn to women who exuded such confidence and grace. What mattered was that the attraction was there, and she knew it.

      His earpiece chimed: Benji, of course. “Morning, love.”

      She waved to him. “Want to go for a swim?”

      “In the river? You really think it’s safe?”

      “The tourist materials say it’s clear. Or we could take the crawler up to the source, where it comes out of the mountains. That’s not even two hours away.”

      “Nah. I’d be right stinky by then.”

      “Come on down. The water’s cool.” She leaned against the wooden rails of the stairs leading down, teasing.

      It was innocent. She was his employer. They were on a job.

      He grabbed a pair of flip-flops and headed out, this time taking the stairs. The patio outside the west door was empty, the awnings popping in the breeze, its red-stained wooden furniture looking as if it might have just been unloaded.

      She waved again from the top of the stairs leading down to the river, then pattered down, quickly disappearing from sight. By the time he caught up to her, her shorts were off, and she was knee-deep in the river.

      Damn, but she had a cute smile.

      “Swimming’s more healthy than jogging, you know.” She waded out deeper.

      Go kicked off his flip-flops and leapt into the water.

      Cold. Barely thawed.

      “Ah! Could’ve warned a fella.”

      “You can take the heat, can’t you?”

      He waded in deeper, teeth chattering. “Yeah. How d’you do this?”

      “Enjoy the water?” She slapped the surface, splashing him with ice crystals.

      “The heat doesn’t bother you during the day, now this?”

      The smile was gone. “Self-discipline, I guess.”

      “Okay. Mind if I call you Iron Lady, then?”

      “I’d rather you call me Benji.” Her shoulders slumped. The confidence was gone.

      “Look, sorry about that, love. I’m a mess after the run.”

      “No. That’s fine.”

      “My brain wanders, is all. You know—Plan B and all that.”

      She turned away. “I’ve got it figured out.”

      “I believe you, I guess. But maybe you could share the scheme? Someone here’s going to buy a prototype for something that seems to have a pretty specific consumer target, right? That’s the idea?”

      Benji leaned back until she was floating. Water beaded on the goosebumps of her skin. “Do you demand information from Shriya?”

      “What’s that now?”

      “I asked if you demand information from Shriya. After you invited her onto my ship, did you make her tell you who she was and why she was on Hawking?”

      “You want to talk about her now?”

      “While she’s still up on the Taj Mahal. Do you miss her?”

      Heat rushed through Go’s face. “Pretty sure I was asking about your plan, yeah?”

      “And I’m asking about you bringing someone onto the team without consulting me.”

      “She would’ve been dead if we left—”

      “So your concern was for her health? She’s got a clean bill now. We can leave her here on Marsden.”

      He took a step closer. “You’re avoiding the issue.”

      Benji kicked water into his face. “I’m not. The issue is that this is my—”

      Go spun around. “Yeah, that’s not the issue, love.” He headed for where he’d tossed his shirt.

      “Wait!” She stood and splashed after him, catching his arm. “Please.”

      He wanted to pull her hand away, but there was a painful sadness in her eyes. “What’re we talking about—Shriya or this plan you’ve got but won’t share?”

      “Both.” Benji seemed to move closer. “She’s asked to come down.”

      “Shriya?”

      “Yes. To look for work.”

      “She can’t sign on with you?”

      “I—” The hacker bowed her head. “I could use someone with her skills.”

      “But?”

      “I prefer working with people I trust.” She was definitely closer now—well into Go’s personal space.

      “Why wouldn’t you trust her? You trust Jason. You trust me.”

      “I was able to research you two.” She ran fingers over his chest. “I saw you perform. I knew what I was getting.”

      “Is it the money? We need another job—”

      “We’re fine. When we sell the prototype, we’ll be more than fine.”

      There was a hesitation in the way she spoke that didn’t sound fine. “We’ve got the money to leave, yeah? Maybe go someplace with more work?”

      She pressed herself against him, strangely warm despite the chill. “This is the right place to be. I need you to trust me on that.”

      “Sure, love. That’s easier without secrets, is all.”

      “I’m not keeping anything from you—nothing dangerous. I-I mean there’s risk…”

      “Yeah, yeah. That’s the job. It’s what I signed on for.”

      “Was that it? Just a job? I thought we might have something.”

      “We do, love. I work for you.”

      “I mean, I thought we might have something more…personal.”

      Go turned away, gut twisting. She was giving off so much heat. “Benji, every lady who gets involved with me dies.”

      “I’m not like them. I can take care of myself.”

      “They all could.”

      She stretched up and pressed her lips against his—hot and intense. “Not like me, Go. I want you to trust me. I want you to believe me.”

      His heart pounded. It hadn’t been long enough. Rosario was still a jagged tear in his heart. He needed time to heal, and he wasn’t even sure what he really knew about Benji yet.

      But she was guiding him to shore, pushing him against the bank, pressing herself against him, whispering his name.

      Then her heat was all over him, hotter than the rising sun, and trust didn’t really matter anymore.
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        Something to Consider

      

      

      

      A soft tone emanated from the entertainment system that occupied the bulkhead opposite Shriya’s bunk.

      “Shuttle departure for Marsden colony in ten minutes.”

      The voice was pleasant and polished, maybe even elegant.

      That described everything about the Taj Mahal, from the polished white of the passageways to the tasteful dining area where she’d shared gourmet meals with the other three Lancers since fleeing Hawking colony. Although she’d had what amounted to a full tour of the yacht, she was sure she had only seen the façade meant for the outside world. Benji’s cabin was too pristine, the ship’s air too fresh, its systems too quiet and well-maintained. Even the cabin given to Shriya—an unwanted guest—was cushy, like something taken from a catalog rather than a compartment used by dozens of unknown occupants over the years.

      But every spacecraft eventually took on smells. Systems failed. You fell behind on replacements because of the press of life and business. Ships were expensive to maintain. A luxury ship like the Taj Mahal…?

      It wasn’t something a Lancer could possibly hope to maintain, not even an elite hacker, as Benji supposedly was.

      None of that mattered. Shriya was finally leaving the vessel.

      Her hatch panel chimed, and Jason’s face appeared on the display over the controls, nose buried in a display glove.

      She threw her duffel bag over her shoulder. The luggage held everything that she owned in the universe. At least now she had a clean slate to start with and some new clothes to replace the ones that had been ruined by Theroux’s cowardly shot. She’d taken heat for printing out the same basic outfit: sleeveless black T-shirts and gray cargo pants. But it wasn’t just practical, it was a good look for her. With reinforced material at all the stress points, she could move freely and get into a scrape and not worry about things tearing.

      The hatch opened at her approach, and the pilot looked up, surprised. “Hey! Need any help?”

      Shriya gave the room a final look, then stepped into the passageway. “I’m good.”

      He powered the glove off and led the way. “Any last-minute fabrication needs?”

      “I’ve got everything.”

      “I bet.” He popped the collar of his jacket. “You get anything lined up yet?”

      “On Marsden? I haven’t connected to their Grid.”

      “Oh. It’s pretty robust. If you’re worried about privacy, I can help set up an encrypted connection.”

      She stepped ahead of him to get around a maintenance robot cleaning a bulkhead. The thing had an annoyingly human shape to it—bipedal, a low dome on top of the chest that might as well be a head. “I can wait.”

      “You don’t trust us?”

      “I trust you.”

      “Oh. See, the way you said that, it’s tricky. Do you mean that you trust me or the collective you?”

      Shriya stepped into the stairwell without answering and headed down toward the lower deck, where the shuttle awaited them. She was actually happy Jason was going to pilot. With everything so automated, she’d already accepted the idea that she would be piloted down remotely by the yacht systems or by one of the robots.

      She kept up her aggressive pace until she reached the reinforced hatch to the small hangar bay. Amber light bathed the shuttle, which seemed so small when seen through the porthole.

      Jason stepped to her side, staring off into the distance, fingers tapping and swiping the air. When the hatch opened, he stuffed his hands into the pockets of his tight jeans. “Did Benji talk to you?”

      The question surprised Shriya, who froze. “About what?”

      He shrugged. “I thought maybe she would offer you a contract.”

      “I’m not interested.”

      “But—” He hurried after her. “—did she?”

      “No.”

      Another maintenance robot—this one blue—bustled past them. It scraped to a stop on its strange, four-toed feet and rushed up the shuttle ramp into the airlock, then disappeared.

      Shriya slowed. “Problems?”

      The pilot stared off into space for a moment. “Last-minute maintenance. One of the fuel cells is showing degradation.”

      “So we’re canceled?”

      “No. Azure’s got it.”

      “Azure? That’s the robot’s name?”

      “It’s what I call it. The one we passed up on deck two? Violet.”

      “Because of the lights on its dome?”

      “Yeah. I think Benji did that intentionally—each one gets some personality.”

      “I’ve seen a lot of things in my life, but this ship is…scary.”

      “Scary?”

      “All the robots and automation? Why not have a real crew? All I ever saw were a couple engineers and a pilot. I think she’s a pilot.”

      “Tran? Yeah, she can pilot. She’s also like a business manager.”

      Shriya took the ramp cautiously, listening for Azure the robot. It sounded like it was rattling around deeper in the vessel. “It seems odd, that’s all.”

      “Don’t you like robots? I don’t like relying on humans too much, personally.”

      “Not everyone’s bad.”

      “Sure. We’ve lucked into a good group: Go and Benji.”

      Azure was squatting next to the portside wall, replacing a panel with its clever little hands. Something rested on the deck beside the robot: the bad fuel cell. The robot took the device, stood, then carefully squeezed past Shriya and Jason before exiting the airlock.

      Jason smiled. “Clear to go now.”

      She secured her duffel bag, then settled in the co-pilot’s seat. In a pinch, she could land the shuttle. Almost everything about it was computerized. Still, she connected her earpiece to the vehicle’s control systems and listened in as the pilot ran through his checkout. He had a quiet confidence and ease that seemed beyond his years. Then again, she couldn’t really be sure how old he was. If she had to guess, he was in his early thirties, but his face looked much younger
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