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  Foreword



(A bespectacled old man, with a pristine white beard, confidently climbs the stairs to the podium. His black tuxedo blends in with the shadows, creating the silhouette of an awards statue. The conductor then raises his palms and silently commands the attention of the orchestra. He then gracefully sweeps his arms through the air and the music begins.)




The Cosmic Syndicate is crumbling. Several planet systems are declaring their independence and joining the rival Axis Republic. Disagreements abound and tensions keep rising; a civil war is all but certain.

Adding to the chaos, a prominent social influencer and activist, who is also the son of an influential Syndicate senator, has been abducted. Each side denies responsibility and blames each other.

Desperate for a resolution that will avoid kick-starting the conflict, the Syndicate’s secret police have dispatched their best agent to find the missing son, and douse the ever-rising flame of war…








  
  
  CHAPTER 1

  
  




The large diplomatic barge lumbered through the space-time tunnel of jumpspace. The stars and other cosmic matter flew across the viewports in long, stretched blurs. It traveled as fast as its aged engines would allow. Time was of the essence. 

Between the seams of this reality and other dimensions, there existed this “in-between” where the various particles of space-time could be manipulated by starships to travel faster than the speed of light, thereby traversing the vast Madridium Galaxy in a matter of days, rather than years. Several jumpspace lanes existed throughout the realm, and most were well-maintained and well-traveled. 

This particular lane was neither. Every so often the barge, christened The Peacekeeper, would encounter turbulence and violently shudder. To the flight team on the bridge and the rest of the crew, such shudders were nothing too abnormal and merely the regular happenings of an experienced ship making her thousandth journey across the stars. 

To The Peacekeeper’s lone passenger, who actually was the peacekeeper, the ship’s shudders were representative of anything but a normal ride through space. Nervous already because he never really liked space travel, the random and violent lurches made Specter Mycroft Zajonc nauseous. This in turn made him angry, which exacerbated his already underlying fury and irritation that was constantly simmering. It didn’t take much to get him angry these days, and now he was especially on edge.  

The ship’s bouncing made Mycroft’s dressing difficult. On multiple occasions he misbuttoned his undercover protective vest, and quite a few times he dropped his unsheathed throwing knives and almost cut himself. Those close calls only exacerbated his irritation.

The Peacekeeper bounced again, and Mycroft dropped his undercover utility belt and was thrown to the floor of his cramped cabin. Furious, he searched for his scattered effects, and while doing so his mind drifted back to one of the few recurring thoughts in his head. 

“Why for fuck’s sake is the ship shuddering? What’s there in fucking space for us to bounce on?” he asked the pilot at the beginning of their journey, 18 hours ago. Mycroft was just as anxious then as he was now. 

The captain had the nerve to chuckle. “Rest assured, sir, there’s nothing to worry about. Just some routine turbulence.”

The Specter’s eyes nearly leapt out of their sockets. Mycroft had danced with death for many years without thinking twice, and on more than a few occasions almost didn’t survive. But this “turbulence” was too much for the aged veteran. “In space? How can there be this much turbulence in space?”

This time, the captain hesitated answering for a few seconds. “Well, sir…The Peacekeeper is going on ninety years old, and while she does creak a bit in hyper speeds she is still a good ship.”

Mycroft could not conjure the words to respond, and just terminated the video call. He’d been brooding in his room ever since, only to stop when he was informed they were nearing their approach. He hoped the ritualistic routine of dressing would help calm his nerves. 

Back in the present, he looked at his reflection in the mirror. Salt and pepper hair, slicked back unnaturally with heavy product, covered a stern, heavy-jawed face. Sad, sunken, and exhausted eyes stared back at him, just barely hiding the cold, blooded Specter lurking behind them. His muscled body was tucked under a crisp white bodysuit, and covered with light protective armor, designed to be worn underneath clothing. Cleverly tucked within the armor were several small throwing knives, a pair of larger bowie knives and bayonets, and two pairs of small, self-defense pistols. 

The Specter’s preferred weapons were knives, partly because they were so prevalent in the galaxy and hard to track, and because they were easy to conceal and bring into “secure” environments. The pistols were meant as a last resort in times of trouble, and as a decoy, to give the ruse that all of the Specter’s weapons have been found. 

Mycroft removed one of his bowie knives and slid his thumb over it. Another calming ritual that he could not explain but always put him in the right mindset. The ship shuddered again, and he nicked his finger. 

This was why he liked flying alone, in his little one-person interceptor, he mused.  He had always hated space travel, but at least his personal ship made traveling slightly more tolerable. For one thing, the damn thing was made in this decade and it didn’t fucking shudder as though it was about to fall apart! 

When he discovered he would be traveling “pedestrian style”, as it is referred to in the trade, Mycroft lobbied his superiors very hard to fly by himself. But as usual the Specter Chiefs overrode his wish and stuck him in this death trap. They claimed it was because he could be guaranteed safe passage in a Syndicate diplomat ship, for even across the Line of Control–the hard border between the Syndicate and the Axis–no one dared fire at a diplomatic ship—that would start the war immediately.

Even when Mycroft retorted that slipping into places secretly and undetected was the core of what Specters did, he was shot down. He knew it was pointless to protest, and no matter what he was told, Mycroft believed the Specter Chiefs simply enjoyed seeing him work harder. Ever since he joined the Specters, he’s always gotten the roughest missions with the least amount of useful and necessary tools. He was always prohibited from using his own materials because they would “give him away.”  His work was always made that much harder… just because. 

Riding in this barge, Mycroft mused, made his presence stick out like a sore thumb, which would all but draw a target on his back…and put in doubt his return home. 

Mycroft once again had trouble with the buttons on his dress jacket. This time not due to the ship but because the damn garment was so complicated. The jeweled buttons matched the others scattered about his torso, and formed an intricate and asymmetrical pattern. The desired effect was to make Mycroft look like a high-powered politician in a highly publicized setting.  It cost more than his annual salary, and not only was he uncomfortable in it–he’d always rather be in his battle armor—he thought it was plain ugly. 

The ship lurched again as he was putting on a heavy fur cape, and he dropped it to the floor. In regaining his balance, he stepped onto the cape and left a shoe print in a highly visible spot. Mycroft’s irritation expanded into anger, and his train of thought once again drifted. 

He was the entertainment for the Specter Corps, the one everyone told stories about and wanted to hear stories about. The one his colleagues bragged about, and compared themselves to. That didn’t necessarily bother Mycroft so much because, he concluded, that was simply the luck of the draw. He was a good agent and hard worker, and he knew how to handle the attention well. After all he was by no means a celebrity, but the attention nevertheless made him uncomfortable. 

But what truly pissed him off was when he was intentionally placed into one of those situations, solely so he can be the subject of a story. Not only did everyone forget the fact that he was the poor fucker doing the quick thinking and making the narrow escape in the story, but they assumed this shit was fun, which could not be farther from the truth. 

Mycroft brushed off the cape as best he could and successfully put it on before another bout of turbulence struck. Altogether, the complete outfit was stunning, and Mycroft had to admit that he did look rather attractive in it. But he struggled to move within the confines of the stiff, heavy fabric. 

“When I signed up for this, no one ever said that I had to play dress-up.”

The brilliant white suit covered in soft blue jewels and the startling red cape reminded him of the picture of the kidnapped kid the media was plastering all over. No doubt the similarity in both colors and style was an intentional coincidence. For one thing, it reminded Mycroft why he was playing dress-up in the first place, and of the fact that he refused to take mandatory leave in order to do so. That small realization made him grow even angrier. 

“I could be sleeping right now,” his deep voice murmured. “At least I’d be fuckin lying still.” 

And crying my eyes out in between episodes of contemplating suicide, he silently finished in his head. As much as he didn’t want to admit it, Mycroft was better off in this death trap. It served as the perfect distraction from his depressing home life. 

“Gee, Mikey, that’s really healthy.”

Unfortunately, his assignment was not any less hopeless: finding a kidnapped celebrity. 

The son of a prominent Syndicate senator, Ulysses Pircilla was an influential voice in the populace’s ear, mainly based upon his comments and views of the galaxy’s current cessation effort. Ulysses’ message of reunifying under a new government structure and dismantling the Cosmic Syndicate struck a chord with a population that have felt more and more left out by those in power, however his provocative and confrontational style has only enflamed the divisions of an already polarized populace, and made him few friends. The number of names and groups that wanted Ulysses “out of the picture” was growing as fast as the number of planets seceding the Cosmic Syndicate, with each having their own definition of the phrase. 

Everything came to a head 48 hours ago when an as yet still unidentified person, or persons, staged a bombing at one of Ulysses’ rallies. After the dust settled and the survivors were accounted for, nothing was found of the senator’s son except for a note, stating Ulysses was “taken to a safe place where he would remain alive…for now.” 

The Senate unleashed all of its resources to find Ulysses. The kidnapping of a senator’s son was so important that even the secret police, the Specters, were dispatched. Now Mycroft was charged with finding out who took Ulysses, where he was, and how long he would remain alive. 

The number of named groups who could have done this was in the hundreds, and identifying which had the strongest motive was all but impossible. Hell, it could have been some of Ulysses’ own followers, Mycroft thought, who were disappointed that their messiah didn’t listen to them and share his influence in politics… 

In a way, Mycroft concluded, the little shit had it coming. Ulysses’ father, Senator Pircilla, was the swing vote in the declaration of war against the Axis Systems, and in many ways the fate of the whole galaxy rested in the family’s lap. Ulysses naturally couldn’t control himself and had to stir the pot, rather than lay low and let the grown-ups handle everything. With tensions as high as they were, something was bound to push the pendulum in either direction. And now that poor teenager was the keystone to everything.

The ship shuddered again. A pain sprung up Mycroft’s spine and landed at the base of his head, developing quickly into a migraine. Mycroft meandered to the sink and splashed cold water on his face, to calm himself and to erase the lingering thought in his head; He hoped he wasn’t too late. 

This triggered the onset of a painful memory, too fresh to stay buried within Mycroft’s mind. His eyes burned with tears and every muscle in his body shook. He swore he wouldn’t think about this anymore, especially during the mission, and he definitely wouldn’t allow himself to cry. He had spent too much time thinking about it already.

Mycroft’s mind tried to block out the images playing before him. Fragmented stills of a body convulsing on the floor, struggling to reach to the comm on the wall. The pictures shifted to Mycroft entering an apartment with a bag of fresh medication, and suddenly rushing to the dead body splayed before him. 

“If only I was earlier,” he repeated in a low voice. 

Two lonely tears cascaded down Mycroft’s face. Rage and sadness flowed through him, steeling his fragile countenance and restoring his resolve. The Specter could slowly feel his control return. But rather than get lost in his emotions, Mycroft relished this little moment of sadness. 

But then his irritation returned when he realized he was once again, unwillingly, proving correct the concerns of the Specter Chiefs; that the death of his husband was interfering with his abilities. 

Mycroft had done a great job managing his grief initially, utilizing the emotional management techniques each Specter is taught to essentially block out everything for any desired length of time. This was not necessarily the healthiest technique according to the agency’s grieving counselors, but that was his best skill, and the only way he felt comfortable to deal with things. Specters were taught to compartmentalize, and block out every other memory that isn’t necessary or germane to the task at hand, and this was how he was conditioned to live his life. 

However, Mycroft soon started to slip, forgetting certain objectives, and misunderstanding simple procedures. His mistakes quickly caught the attention of his superiors, who ordered a full psychological evaluation. The corps’ psychologists were concerned that Mycroft’s immense success in blocking memories was unhealthy, citing a concerning example where the Specter forgot the manner in which his husband died.  Mycroft reasoned this only showed the effectiveness of his skill, stating, “After all, you all don’t call me the best for nothing.”

Ultimately the Specter was placed on administrative leave until he “got back to one hundred percent.” But when the news of the senator’s son’s abduction broke, Mycroft was requested to return to active duty by a small group of his superiors. So much for taking time to heal, he mused. 

But it still took a hearing in front of the full assembly of Specter Chiefs to get Mycroft cleared for the mission. 

“Only you would argue against leave time, Mycroft,” his superior and mentor, Silas, said at the conclusion of the hearing. “I don’t know if that shows dedication or stupidity.”

The memory caused Mycroft to chuckle. The Specter Chiefs especially wanted him for this mission because “crossing the Line of Control into Axis Space was not for the ‘inexperienced.’”

Looking into the mirror above the sink, Mycroft couldn’t determine if that was a compliment or an insult. He did look older than his actual age–40–but that was mostly attributed to the trauma he experienced those three short weeks ago. 

It was amazing how much life can happen in such a short time…

Suddenly a strange feeling overcame Mycroft, as though all his organs catapulted to the bottom of his body, resembling a fast elevator suddenly coming to a halt. 

A melodious chime played over the intercom, accompanied by the soothing, yet authoritative, voice of the ship’s captain. “Sir, we’ve exited jumpspace and are making our final approach to the Line of Control.”

“I’ll be on the bridge right away,” the Specter responded. 

Mycroft gave himself the final once over, making sure all of his weapons were secured and hidden well enough beneath his outfit. He was hardly ever undercover, and he was always amazed that all his weapons could be gracefully concealed within an everyday outfit. He was, though, well aware that this lightweight body armor was no match to the protection offered by his usual suit, but hopefully he wouldn’t need to take advantage of it. 

The element he always put on last was the pride of his–and every Specter’s–arsenal, an ethellite sword. It was a six-foot beam of pure energy emitted from a small, handheld hilt, capable of cutting through most organic and manmade material. Made from a small cell of the Ethellite Star, the brightest point of the galaxy, the sword could be used in combat for a full 60 minutes before burning through the heating element and needing replacement. The sword was the Specter’s preferred weapon mainly because it could be hidden practically anywhere, and could be used and concealed within a matter of seconds. Most citizens of the galaxy didn’t know what an ethellite sword even was, making the chance of encountering an untrained user practically impossible. 

Concealing his sword in the hidden compartment in his bootleg, Mycroft took one last look at himself in the mirror. Right now there was no doubt in his mind that he was the best dressed Specter in the galaxy, despite the fact that he was also one of the galaxy’s deadliest killing machines. 

The Specter Corps were the enforcers behind the enforcers, charged with keeping the Cosmic Syndicate in line and avoiding war at any means necessary. Supposedly the Syndicate’s secret police, a majority of the galaxy’s citizens do in fact know of their existence, and the running joke is that without the Specters, the Primarch and the Senate would be the most powerless things in the Syndicate. 

Mycroft would go so far as to add to the punchline: and without the Specters the galaxy wouldn’t be at the brink of war.

Really, the true genesis of the cessation movement came after the Senate formally acknowledged the Specter’s existence five years ago, and how a few members of the Syndicate were using them to spy on fellow members. Within that short time, the Axis Systems was formed and split from the Syndicate, quickly amassing an armada rivaling the strength of the Home Fleet. Since then the chaos has only gotten worse…

As he left, Mycroft gave one final look at his cabin. At least these ships had more room than his little spit fighter, he thought. Sometimes the Specter Chiefs had a point.

When he arrived on the bridge, Mycroft could sense the tension in the air. A look at all the faces determinedly performing their duties showed only the utmost professionalism, and not an ounce of their true emotions. Everyone was smiling under a strong veneer of sheer focus. 

The viewport before them was filled with the blackness of empty space. The calm, motionless picture was ironic, considering everyone was looking at the Line of Control, the hard border between the Axis of Republic Systems and the Cosmic Syndicate. 

“And I was expecting a welcoming party,” the captain uttered. A few of the crew chuckled, adding in their own disappointments at the lack of visible excitement.

Mycroft just smiled as he leaned against the deck railing. “Now, now Captain. You can’t really expect the entire Line of Control to look like the images in the media? After all, you are a military pilot.”

The captain scoffed. “But you don’t think every picture in the media is all wrong. They’re usually half right.” A wry smile curled onto her face. 

“With even that half being less than partially true,” Mycroft retorted. Soon the whole group was chuckling, momentarily forgetting the solemnity of their mission. 

Then, the voice of the computer calmly announced, “Approaching the LOC in ten, nine, eight…”

“Here goes nothing,” the captain said, bracing herself. “We’re all about to make history folks.”

“Albeit not a very good one,” Mycroft muttered under his breath.  

“Three, two, one. We are officially in Axis Space,” the computer announced. 

“Congratulations, Specter. This is the first military ship in Axis Space,” the captain looked at Mycroft, wearing a small expression of pride. Mycroft responded only with raised eyebrows. 

Filling the viewport before them was a bright orange globe orbiting a gigantic sun. The planet Chaffee; a largely desolate world, split in half eons ago by a mysterious cosmic event. The remnants were rich in resources and mined by the few settlements still present on the surface. The majority of Chaffee’s residents, however, resided in the massive orbital ring surrounding the planet’s equator.  

Once an industrial powerhouse to the Syndicate, the planet Chaffee currently served as the capital of the Axis of Republic Systems, and was the beginning of the Line of Control. The planet’s leader, Count Lucilous, also served as the de facto leader of the Axis and had a reputation for being an interesting character.

While no one wanted to directly admit it, the Specters believed that Lucilous was responsible for Ulysses’ kidnapping, or at least possessed relevant information. Mycroft’s objective was to “request” that the Count provide any aid he could in this matter, as its resolution will be mutually beneficial to both the Syndicate and the Axis. 

Secretly though, Mycroft believed pursuing Lucilous was pointless, because even if the count was involved in the abduction,  he would ensure that he doesn’t personally possess any details to share. But what did that matter, all the Specter was doing was following orders. 

Mycroft studied the viewport intently. He was more surprised by what he didn’t see. “Considering this is the new military capital of the galaxy, I’m surprised there aren’t any carriers or battle cruisers protecting the capital.”

“What the Axis does have is all scattered throughout the rest of the LOC,” the captain responded. “And since they know a diplomat is coming, they probably don’t want to give off the impression of fortification.”

“In complete opposition to the Syndicate,” Mycroft mused, as he remembered the Syndicate’s capitol station, the Imperatrix, always traveled with a military escort, even in peacetime. “Clever.”

The Peacekeeper traveled closer to the planet Chaffee. The orange globe increasingly engulfed the whole viewport. Soon, those on the bridge could clearly make out the swarming dots of the various ships landing and taking off from the orbital ring. The ship continued traveling unimpeded. 

As the multiple sensors within the bridge indicated The Peacekeeper was officially entering the orbital ring’s tracking zone, Mycroft grew uneasy. He paced the length of the bridge’s observation deck, craning his neck to see every angle out of the massive viewport. 

“Things are too quiet. Captain, do you detect a patrol escort?”

“No, Specter Mycroft,” she replied, looking over a technician’s shoulder. “The stars are clear. There’s no reading of any patrol ship within range. Perhaps they don’t view us as a serious threat and are giving us the royal welcome?”

“That’s highly unlikely,” the Specter replied, grinding his teeth. “They’re waiting for us to make the first move, and they just want us to think they don’t mind us being here.”

“Still though, if they’re trying to be everything the Syndicate is not…” the captain let that hang for a second, but then realized what she was saying. “On second thought, welcoming isn’t quite the word I’d use.”

The Specter smiled. “See? This is what you call the appearance of being a good neighbor.”

The captain spat on the floor. “That’s all I have to say to that!”

Mycroft feigned a look of disappointment. “Now, now. We must do our part as well. After all, we don’t want this whole performance to fail because we can’t hold up our end of the deal. Hail the station and ask for permission to board.”

The captain looked sideways at the now stoic Specter, genuinely surprised. “Ask for permission? Why? They haven’t bothered to hail us!  Besides, aren’t we the expected ones?”

“Again,” Mycroft reiterated, “we are making like nice neighbors. Now, please try being nice! It’s only for a few hours.”

With a heavy sigh, the captain slowly strolled to the comm station and summoned Chaffee planetary control. She used her nicest tone she could muster. “With all due respect, the representative from the Cosmic Syndicate is requesting permission to land in Axis territory.” She made a point to give Mycroft a beaming, fake smile, which was returned with a thumbs up.

The chime of an incoming transmission announced itself almost immediately. Suddenly a stern face filled the middle of the viewport. Her uniform was buttoned so high it looked suffocating, and if the woman pursed her lips any more she would kiss the screen.

“I am the undersecretary to the prime minister, Count Lucilous. On behalf of him and the entire parliament, we welcome you to the Axis of Republic Systems. You are cleared to land at bay thirteen, where you will be escorted to the prime minister’s personal office.”

“We look forward to it,” the captain responded after a long, awkward silence.

The undersecretary blinked a few times. She only responded with a “Hmm” before signing off.

“How hospitable,” was Mycroft’s response. “She gave us the honor of speaking face to face.”

The captain was less than amused. “I wasn’t entirely expecting to be on camera. The bitch wanted me to say ‘thank you.’” She spat again in disgust. 

Scratching his chin, Mycroft contemplated. “She wanted to see as much as she could find out about us before we landed. No doubt she expected the representative to be on the screen with you. Too bad she was disappointed.”

“Yes, it was too bad,” the captain smirked. “You know you really should dress that way more often.”

The Specter gave the captain a stern look for a few moments, before it gradually transitioned into a smile. “You know I can have you court-martialed for that.”

The captain’s smirk disappeared, and she cleared her throat. “In all seriousness, I don’t like this.” she replied. “You’re going in alone, straight into the heart of the enemy, and they are already casing you out.”

Mycroft clasped his hands behind his back and curtly nodded. “Thank you very much for your concern, Captain. I am touched, however this is exactly what we Specters do, and I think I can handle myself just fine, thank you.”

She was unsatisfied. “Still, no one has ever infiltrated the heart of the Syndicate’s arch rival on the eve of a civil war. Even for an old military brat like me, this is a tough motherfucker! You need backup, or at least a partner.”

Mycroft could not agree more with anything the captain just mentioned, however this was the hand that he had to play cards with. “Oh? And who is going to come with me on such short notice? You?”

The captain brandished her small pistol in a quick and flowing move in less than a second. “I can keep up with the young ones,” she winked. 

The Specter only smiled, and calmly placed his hands on her shoulders. “Captain, words cannot describe how right you are. But once you safely land this ship in docking bay thirteen, you will have done your part. Now I must do mine. It is not yet the time where we must pull double duty, but when the time comes you will be the first on my list.” 

Despite its advanced age, The Peacekeeper gingerly flew through the veil of speeding industrial ships and came to a gentle rest in the docking bay. Immediately, a generous cadre of Axis officials assembled to greet the incoming representative. 

Standing at the front of the line, and the first to shake Mycroft’s hand, was the undersecretary from earlier, who looked exactly the same as on the view screen. “Greetings. On behalf of the prime minister, welcome to the Axis of Republic Systems.”

“The pleasure is with me,” Mycroft replied as he shook hands and casually studied the officials behind the undersecretary. While some looked like genuine politicians–he recognized a few from their days in the Syndicate–others were obvious military and security personnel in disguise. Even from his brief glance, the Specter noticed he was being studied, and closely.

“Please, allow me to present a select few officials from the Axial Congress, the Constabulary, and our Interstellar Corps,” the undersecretary said. “The prime minister regrets that he could not meet you in person.”

A likely story, the Specter thought. “No apologies necessary, I completely understand.” Not that any were offered. “Running a…syndicate is no doubt an all-consuming effort. I feel welcomed enough by all the officials here.” Mycroft politely clasped his hands together. He knew how to be subtly rude too.

The undersecretary clearly got the hint. After looking Mycroft up and down, she curtly replied, “If you will follow me please.” Without waiting she turned on her heel and sped away. 

Along the journey from the hangar, Mycroft discreetly observed as much as he could, using his trained eyes to swallow large swaths of detail in swift glances. No matter where he looked, whether it was a storage closet or a mechanical room, the place was swarming with heavily-armed security personnel. One even guarded the bloody lavatory!

The amazing part was how out in the open all of this was, without any attempt made to hide or disguise anything at all. On the one hand it felt like Mycroft, as a representative of the Syndicate, was being baited; after all he couldn’t get the captain’s comment about the Axis being the Syndicate’s complete opposite out of his mind. But on the other hand, Mycroft thought that this was a sign of the Axis’ intense paranoia. Was the prime minister preparing for the ever-encroaching war…or was this new government not working out quite as the separatists had hoped?

The bustling undersecretary entered a non-descript conference room, devoid of windows or anything decorative. It contained a dozen flimsy, uncomfortable chairs that surrounded a heavily used table. Everything in the room was the same color, a drab, office-tone beige. 

Not exactly the trappings one would put an honored representative, the Specter mused. My, my, he thought, reflecting back on his earlier comments, these people are sensitive.

“Please wait here,” the young woman said. “We’re afraid we cannot offer more suitable quarters for your stature, as this is primarily an industrial facility and is not yet equipped for formal state visits.”

Mycroft made a show of looking disappointed and hid his arms beneath his cape. “And am I to understand that the count has his own quarters on-station? Certainly they don’t resemble this?”  

The undersecretary stiffened and crossed her arms behind her back. “Correct, the prime minister does have quarters on the orbital ring, but only he is allowed there, as only he is the prime minister!” She gave the Specter a stern look. 

I get it kid, titles are important here, the Specter thought. “Very well. I shall make do.” So much for the hospitality. Actually, these accommodations were more along the lines of what he was used to, anyway. 

Her face remained the same, stoic expression. “A servant will be around in a few moments to provide you some refreshments. I cannot speak as to how long the prime minister will be… you understand.”

“Of course.” Mycroft curtly bowed his head. 

The undersecretary left the Specter alone. Beneath Mycroft’s feet, the steady pulse of the giant mechanical ecosystem rumbled gently, an ever-growing threat to the galaxy. 

The Specter was surprised at how open the Axis had been so far in showing how legitimate they wanted to be, while simultaneously not being shy at how new they were at being their own governors. The pomp and circumstance at the landing bay with those “officials” was sheer performance, but the apology about the lack of stately quarters seemed genuine. Perhaps the Axis was truly trying to be a legitimate counter to the Syndicate? But then the obvious security oversight everywhere was a sign that no one really trusted anyone. And the fact that the count didn’t allow anyone to refer to him as anything other than “Prime Minister,” and the fact that the Axis’ first state visitor was not treated to the count’s personal amenities, only reinforced why these people were the prime suspects in Ulysses’ abduction. So much effort was being made to appear as though this was nothing more than an industrial settlement, yet that was obviously farther from the truth. 

A servant arrived and delivered a platter of refreshments; various finger foods and a steaming carafe of liquid. Mycroft inquired what the treats were, but the servant merely looked deeply in his eyes before bowing and exiting the room. Mindful that he was being watched, Mycroft gingerly reached for a small canape and discreetly sniffed it.

“Don’t worry, it’s not poisonous. I assure you. Even though that little shit definitely has thought about it” a voice thundered from the far corner of the room. 

Startled, Mycroft jumped and threw the canape at the wall and reached for his boot, before he realized who was speaking.

A section of the wall slid away to reveal another corridor, and in the opening stood the stately figure of Count Lucilous, the prime minister of the Axis of Republic Systems. He was dressed just as formally as Mycroft, in a simple yet elegant black unisuit with a light jacket, embroidered on the breast with the family crest in silvery blue. The lining of the jacket was the same color as the embroidery, and it shone through with each of the count’s slightest movements. He carried a wooden walking stick, topped with a brilliant, fist-sized jewel that twinkled by itself, on its own and from any angle. A bushy mop of light hair topped a slender, artificially dark-skinned face. 

The count appeared to float into the room. “Perseus has wanted me dead ever since I declined to publicly express support for the poor Senator’s son’s kidnapping. He never really liked him. Frankly, I don’t think anyone has. But,” the count twirled his fingers as he selected a canape, “I can’t help being nice sometimes.” His greasy lips twisted into a wicked smile as he bit the canape violently in half. 

Mycroft could barely hide his disdain. Before him stood the nexus of a majority of the galaxy’s problems, and a truly evil man. “I’m sure Senator Pircilla appreciates your politeness and concern for his son’s welfare, Count.”

“Certainly, for only such a thing as a kidnapping can bring the two unstoppable forces to a screeching halt,” the count sneered. “Let alone force us to come together in pursuit of a common goal. Unfortunately, it’s not the one everyone wants.”

“Ah, but hopefully this will be the first among many future collaborations,” Mycroft replied. He selected an appetizer and ate it and was surprised at how good it tasted–or how hungry he was. 

The count swallowed another canape and licked his lips, responding only with a disinterested “Hmm mmm.” 

Mycroft wondered if that pesky undersecretary rubbed off on her boss, or if she was copying him because the count pursed his lips in the same way. Already within these few moments the Specter was ready to punch in that smug face. His thoughts momentarily drifted. All he had to do was ignite his sword and strike the man down, and the galaxy’s problems would be solved in less than five seconds. 

But unfortunately they would not, as the Syndicate’s military leaders aptly reminded everyone, constantly. Earlier in the cessation effort, the Specter Corps petitioned the Senate to grant the authority to assassinate Count Lucilous, leaving the independent systems within the Axis to negotiate separately with the Syndicate. But that was deemed an impossible scenario, as it was becoming increasingly obvious that Lucilous was the only thing keeping the Axis from its own infighting, and the galaxy’s new titan was truly not as strong as it portrayed itself.  The Senate declared that negotiating with the count was the only way any part of the Axis would peacefully return to the Syndicate. Mycroft was one of the only senior Specters to mostly agree with the decision.

But, with the continued mismanagement that has come to be expected from the Senate, Mycroft was in the unfortunate position of being the galaxy’s last hope for peace.

The count suddenly realized something, and stopped perusing the platter. “Pardon me, I haven’t introduced myself. I am Count Lucilous, prime minister of the Axis of Republic Systems and leader of the planet Chaffee. Continues is a list of all sorts of companies I’m in charge of but we’ll skip the formalities.” He stiffly held out his hand, not too far away from his torso.

Mycroft shook the proffered hand, standing out of his chair to make up for the difference. “I am Zajonc, Administrative Officer of the Department of Treasury’s Bureau of Senate Assets. The Primarch personally sent me.”

“Ambassador,” Lucilous’ deep voice thundered. “Such a pleasure to have you in our beautiful star system. I trust your journey was a pleasant one.” He pulled Mycroft into a close hug and gave the man a few hearty pats on the back. 

The Specter was surprised the count’s hands were so clammy. A sign of nerves, perhaps?  “I can never complain about an uneventful journey. I appreciate the hospitality, Count.” The real intention of the hug was to confirm whether each other was armed. Mycroft found the usual “concealed” pistol, but nothing more.

The two released each other. “We do wish we had more formal accommodations for our first guest of state, but alas some details have to be sacrificed for the time being. Just like the formality of current titles. Please, sit and get comfortable.” Lucilous gestured to a chair and offered the tray of food to the man. “Take the canapes, they’re the chef’s specialty.”

Mycroft obliged, taking a few moments to read the man before him while the full facade was in effect. This was the first time the Specter had encountered Lucilous outside of formal public occasions, and he didn’t have any previous behavior to compare too. But Mycroft could tell that the count seemed pleased or excited about something, and it certainly wasn’t the Axis’ first state visitor.

The closer the Specter observed his adversary, the more clearly he could see a smile on the attractive face, and it was quite sinister. 

“Pardon me for asking, but are you amused by something?” Mycroft figured it was better to just go and take the plunge than to wait for the right time.

The count’s face widened into a full smile, showing perfectly capped teeth. “Yes. Two things, actually. On the one hand, it is amusing that the almighty Cosmic Syndicate needs to reach out to the rival it created to solve its problems. And I’m amused that a veteran Specter such as yourself is still making the effort to put on the ruse. Did you expect me to keep pretending that I didn’t know better? Or do you really think you’re convincing as a member of the Department of Treasury?”

On the exterior, Mycroft showed confusion, bordering on offense. How dare the count see through his ruse and accuse him of being something he didn’t say he was. Conversely, it was only a matter of time before the man figured it out. After all, in these times, why wouldn’t the Syndicate unleash every tool at its disposal? 

But internally, Mycroft was battling a flood of intense shock. While the existence of the Specters was technically public knowledge, it was not common knowledge who the actual Specters were.  Only the Specter Corps’ knew, and it was still official policy to deny the agency’s existence. It was just safer for everyone that way.

The count’s smile grew even wider, as he noticed the shift in Mycroft’s countenance. “Don’t be a victim of shock, dear boy. The Axis can smell a Specter. It’s the only way we can survive as a people.”

Mycroft couldn’t tell if he was more pissed that he let his emotions slip for even a fraction of a second, or that he had made the same comment to the Specter Chiefs before embarking on this journey. It was annoying that his superiors continued to ignore the advice he gave based on his decades of experience and training, and even more so that those decades of experience were falling victim to his personal trauma. He fucking hated proving the chiefs right.

Mycroft then offered an innocent smile. “I hate to disrespect you, Count, especially in your own arena, but I’m afraid you are incorrect. I am not a Specter, as much as I am flattered by the compliment. I am merely a veteran from the Syndicate Commandos, which I hear the myth of the Specters is based off of.”

“Myth of the Specter? My dear man, you are in need of studying history. The Specter are no more a myth than the lack of effectiveness of the Syndicate’s Primarch.” The count took a moment to cross his legs, relishing in having the upper hand. “After all, it was the revelation of the existence of the Specter Corps that led to the creation of the Axis.”

“Ah yes,” Mycroft used the count’s arrogance against him. “But do you really think that the Specters actually exist, or were they created solely as a scapegoat to blame for the creation of the Axis. After all, someone has to be responsible besides those in charge.” 

Mycroft smiled and took a canape from the tray, relishing the flavor and the count’s look of disgust. 

“I don’t appreciate being taken for a fool, Ambassador,” was all the count could muster himself to say. “You and I both know you aren’t being totally honest with me.”

Taking the opportunity to think while he was clearing his mouth, Mycroft wanted to respond with, “And you are with me?” but refrained. Instead, he proffered. “Correct. I wasn’t entirely sure how the information would be received, which is why I initially kept it to myself.

“I am not a member of the Treasury Department, you are indeed correct. In fact I’m with the Reunification Office. We didn’t want to publicize this at all, as the media would have a field day with the image of the Syndicate speaking to the Axis first.”

This small victory did little to assuage the count’s attitude. “No, we wouldn’t want that, now would we? Heaven forbid the aggressors be seen as what they truly are. You know, this is a prime example of why the Axis was created in the first place; to counteract the constant lying!”

All the Specter offered was a raise of his arms. “We are all humans, and imperfect by design.”

The count offered a small sinister grin. “That’s the most accurate thing you’ve uttered since we’ve met. Now, pray tell, what possible assistance could I offer the Cosmic Syndicate?” He slowly sipped from the beverage flagon accompanying the snack tray.

Mycroft actually wanted to continue the verbal fencing, for he quite enjoyed politely outfoxing this pretentious piece of shit. But alas, he had to play his cards close to his chest, and chose to proceed with only the facts, leaving out his charged emotions as much as possible. “Certainly you are aware of the kidnapping of Senator Pircilla’s son, Ulysses?”

The smile floating on the count’s face slowly disappeared. “The galaxy’s favorite provocateur? The great speaker of change, who really is nothing more than a spoiled rotten rich celebrity, desperately clinging onto Daddy’s coattails? To tell you the truth I’ve been quite enjoying not hearing his whining for the last few hours. 

“Unfortunately, that’s been replaced with constant coverage of his…absence. It’s virtually the only story the media is covering besides the Great Separation. Please note that I speak for the entire Axis Republic in offering my sincerest regards to the senator and his family. I do not have any children, and can only imagine the pain they are going through.” The count wore a seriously concerned look on his face.

“I’ll be sure to forward your regards.” Beneath the table, the Specter clenched his fists so tight that his knuckles cracked. 

The count finished his drink and definitively slammed it on the table. “And no doubt, you’re here to interrogate me and see if I know anything, for you Syndicate and Specters are convinced that we Axis are personally responsible and only want to unleash a full-fledged war. First of all, I want you to know that I am not offended, even though I have every right to be. Ever since our creation, the Axis has been nothing but the bastard child of the galaxy, constantly getting blamed for intentionally disturbing the peace. We have known nothing but persecution and attack, but we certainly are not going to settle for being attacked on our own soil!”

Mycroft was now the one to be surprised. He didn’t expect things to escalate so quickly. “Count, I cannot speak–”

“Secondly!” Lucilous declared, “And I want you to pay extra, strict attention. I have not, nor would ever, personally direct any member of our security forces or government to kidnap a rival politician’s family member. No matter who they were. I can assure you that none of our private citizens have been ordered to carry out such a task as well. And if it is discovered that an Axis member indeed committed this heinous act, I can personally promise you that they will be punished to the fullest extent of our laws. The Axis does not tolerate disobedience of any kind.”

“Count, no member of the Syndicate has accused the Axis of being responsible. We are–”

“Officially,” the count spat. 

“At all!” Mycroft spat back. “We are merely here to verify what we already believe to be true. No one believes, nor has insinuated,that you are personally responsible, Count.”

A satisfied look covered the face across the table. 

Mycroft had to tread carefully. “Our intelligence agencies know that you are too smart to have any path lead back to any government official, especially you. And it would be too easy to create a shell company and go about things that way.”

The count loaded his mouth with another canape. “Personally, I think it was one of the criminal syndicates that only want to stir the pot and get attention. With all the attention on the war effort, the Black Pyres, the Varholak Clan, or even the Stein/Ways are all feeling a bit left out. They probably only want some bluechips and will let the poor kid go unharmed. Certainly the Specters don’t need help from the Axis to do that!”

“Interesting. Aren’t those groups allied closely with the Axis? Do you have information regarding their actions you’d like to share with us? The Varholak Clan actually contacted the senator and offered to find the kid for a hefty fee, and the Black Pyres are all too busy with the illegal weapons trade.”

Lucilous proffered a forced smile. “Well, certainly those aren’t the only criminal syndicates in this grand galaxy. The Specters cannot assume that we Axis are responsible for everything. I know that goes against the narrative, but you, Ambassador, have to at least see the facts!” The count was getting more impatient and not hiding it very well.  He could tell he was getting painted into a corner, and he didn’t like that at all.

Mycroft remained as calm as he could, a perfect counter to the count’s growing rage. “I must ask, dear sir, when are you going to accept the fact that the Specters do not exist?”

The count slammed his fist on the table, his rage more apparent. “Oh for fuck’s sake give it a rest! You and I both know who you are and where you came from, so let’s save some time and just cut the bloody act!  After all, isn’t time of the essence to save your precious provocateur?”

Mycroft remained silent and stared intently into the count’s eyes for a few moments. “No matter what I say you won’t believe me. If I confirm your suspicions and say that I am a Specter, you’ll only continue to doubt every word I say. If I continue to press the truth, you will still continue to doubt every word I say.”

“Now you know the life of an Axis!” the count screamed. “No matter what we say or what we do, we’re damned to eternity, as was so aptly stated by your precious Neo-Fates Council. Fuck, even the Universe has deemed us worthless.” 

Lucilous violently rose to his feet and paced around the room, his hands flailing in his trademark fashion.  “This is one of the reasons we formed the Axis. No matter what we tried, the deck was always stacked against us. The Cosmic Syndicate wanted total control. Too many secrets were kept from the people and the Senate doled out too many lies. Instead of treating its citizens like the sensible, intelligent people they are, the Syndicate treats you like a retarded child that is completely incapable. The plebeians are not worthy of knowing the truth, and everything must be hidden. Even those few answers that are given are incomplete and as incomprehensible as a riddle.  

“Here at the Axis, citizens are free to make their own choices and live their own lives. The Axis believes in trust, and only by practicing trust can we achieve greatness. Just look, within a few short years we have grown from a burgeoning political voting bloc to the Syndicate’s main competition. The two of us, right now, are standing in proof that the Axis way is the effective way.” He paused, put his hand on his heart and recited in a patriotic tone. “‘Unity through freedom, freedom through choice’. These words form the foundation for our way of life. The same theory of governing the Syndicate has forgotten.”

The count made his way to a wall panel. He pulled a hidden lever and a full minibar slid out from the wall in front of him.  He commenced mixing two cocktails, while he continued his tirade. 

“Perhaps this senator’s son did not get kidnapped but ran away? After all, with all the crises facing the galaxy at the same time, he probably couldn’t hack it and just booked. No doubt, being the son of the tie-breaking vote on the War Declaration Act was stressful, as were the increasing threats from his adversaries. You forget, dear Ambassador, that Ulysses was not an angel with pristine wings.”

It took everything Mycroft had to not lunge across the room and impale the count with his sword. That lying piece of shit had no sense of humanity at all, and he was fucking disgusting. The way the man easily transitioned from tyrannical autocrat to a guy shooting the shit at the bar was both fascinating and terrifying. The longer Mycroft spent with him, the more he wanted to kill the count. But alas, that would be counterproductive.

“Was?” Mycroft queried. “You think Ulysses is dead?”

The count expertly poured the mixture into two glasses. He licked his lips with a loud smack. “Have you ever known the criminal syndicates to keep their word? Just because they say they’ll keep the kid alive does not mean they will. A criminal can never be trusted.”

Mycroft nodded when the glass slid over to him. “But one thing every smart criminal never fucks with is money. When they tie a price to a service, they’ll make sure they’ll get that price for the service.”

“Ah, how right you are. But that’s assuming we’re dealing with a smart criminal.” The count winked and raised his glass. “Cheers,” and drained it all with one gulp. 

Mycroft’s glass remained untouched. “It takes a smart criminal to stage an attack and sweep Ulysses off the way that they did.”

The count poured the remainder of the tumbler in his glass and took a seat across from Mycroft, far on the other side of the table. “You’re asking me to think like a criminal? Surely you can’t be serious.”

The Specter lifted his glass to his mouth. “I’m asking you to share any suspicions you may have. At this point, and I truly hate to admit this, we’re almost at our wits end.”

A husky, deep laugh emanated from the count. Clearly, he took pleasure in seeing another’s displeasure.  “That’s apparent in many ways, my friend. In many ways.” He took another slow sip from his drink. 

Mycroft sipped from his the smooth, strong liquor basking his senses lightly. He hated to admit it, but he told the count, “This is very nice.”

“Thank you, it’s the official Axis cocktail! I have yet to meet anyone who didn’t like it. And thank you also for lying to me, Ambassador. You presented yourself as requesting my assistance, not copying my own notes for yourself.” Lucilous feigned a look of offense. “The next thing you’re going to ask me is to tell you where I’ve been for the last few days.”

This was why the count gave him a drink, Mycroft mused, to throw him off guard. Even under the fog of his cocktail, Mycroft still had a firm grasp on the situation. His hand inched closer to one of his concealed weapons, for he sensed things were about to turn ugly. He honestly was surprised at how well things were going so far, but it was just a matter of time. On top of possessing a terrible temper, Lucilous was known to be a formidable fighter, and now was the time when Mycroft needed to be on the top of his guard. 

The Specter tried to keep his expression calm. “I don’t know what you mean, Count. I’ve been completely honest with you since the beginning of our interaction. I am not requesting to copy your notes or to see any of your secret files. You know better than that. Again, I’m merely seeking from you as much assistance and information as I can regarding the whereabouts of Ulysses Pircilla. I assure you that you are not at all a suspect. We just want to close out any open and loose ends.”

It was the count’s turn to stare at Mycroft for a few moments. “Tie up any loose ends?” He was not amused. “You really do want to know about my fucking whereabouts. You piece of shit! You come in here disguised as mutual assistance when this is a goddamn interrogation!?” Lucilous gave a sinister smile and downed the rest of his drink, “You are a clever son of a bitch!”

Mycroft grinned, and finished the rest of his drink. He knew that the count truly didn’t see this coming. The man was right, he was clever. And a bit inebriated, since he was tooting his own horn. 

He crossed his arms in his lap, and wore a smug smile. “Don’t try to force out the story, just let your thoughts flow out nice and easily.” 

Count Lucilous clenched his jaws so tightly his muscles rippled. He clenched his fists too, squeezing so hard he shattered the glass he held. His arm muscles pulsated with anger, his strength just begging to be unleashed. The man’s eyes grew a deep shade of red. The graceful and elegant politician turned into a rabid animal. Even Mycroft was growing afraid of this creature across from him.

Suddenly, just as quickly as he transformed, the count returned to his former docile self. He grabbed a napkin from the minibar and wiped his hands and mouth. He cleared his throat politely while he deliberately cracked his knuckles. He then slowly rested them, palm up, on his lap. Clearly this was an anger management coping technique.

Lucilous asked in his most polite voice. “Might I inquire, just who does the Cosmic Syndicate think I am that I can convince a group of criminals to attempt a suicide mission in kidnapping a senator’s son, and a celebrity within his own right? I’m just curious as to how powerful you all think I am?”

It was Mycroft’s turn to laugh heartily. “Oh please, no one is saying any such thing. Where shall I begin? You’re the prime minister of a galactic republic, as well as an influential industrialist in your own right.”

“That doesn’t answer my question,” he responded coolly.

“Oh don’t you give me that bullshit! People look up to you, Prime Minister, and count on you to give them direction. You yourself declared in one of your numerous speeches that you will ‘reluctantly be the light that guides the cosmos to the new frontier’. Face the facts; we both know how influential you are, and just what your soft power is capable of.”

Lucilous was annoyed, yet couldn’t help but show just how much he appreciated being quoted. “You’re making me sound like a god!”

All the Specter could do was raise his eyebrows. “What, you don’t think so? At least to your cult of personality, that’s what you are!”

The count was angry once again, his brows furrowed and his eyes returned to their crimson shade. “See, there you go spouting that Syndicate nonsense propaganda. Just because I’m the prime minister does not mean I’m the bloody leader of the Axis! Hopefully you’ll understand this, but I have a purely ceremonial role. According to our constitution, I preside over the congress, but I have no control nor influence over it.”

“On the contrary I do understand. And while that may be so, there is no denying that you are, indeed, the power behind the throne. The puppet you installed as the governing state councilor makes absolutely zero moves without your approval, and has no ideas that don’t originate from your own head. You are the Axis of Republic Systems, and without you the whole collective will split with infighting. You are truly no different than the Syndicate, I hate to tell you.”

The count broke out into a hearty laugh. “My, my, my, you are flattering me! If I had even a fraction of the power you’ve just described, then trust me, the cosmos would be a much better place.”

“I find that hard to believe,” the Specter replied. “Everyone who says that is only looking through their own point of view.”

“Now, now, you’ve hurt my feelings,” the count lightly touched his chest.  “You know if the Senate would have listened to me and just gave me a chance to negotiate, we wouldn’t be in this predicament to begin with.”

“Oh, negotiate? You gave the ultimatum to meet your demands or be cut off from Chaffee’s industries. And even back then, you claimed to just be the lowly senator abiding by your planet leader’s choices. I thought you didn’t have any power or influence whatsoever? Since when did that change?”

The Count was about to answer when a steady, high pitched beeping erupted from his wrist unit. With the skill of an experienced statesman, the man’s temper disappeared in a breath and he activated the message.

The voice of the undersecretary erupted into the room. “Prime Minister, your attention is needed immediately in the southern processing center.” The voice sounded quite afraid, as though it was quite the urgent matter indeed.

The count didn’t betray any emotion, remaining calm and stoic. “I’ll be right there.” He disconnected the transmission and flashed an artificially polite smile to Mycroft. “I apologize for having to cut this…chat… short, Ambassador, but I have an urgent matter to attend to that cannot wait.”

“Oh, but I can sir,” Mycroft replied swiftly, flashing his most diplomatic smile. “I totally understand your need to attend to other business, but you have yet to answer my question, as we so quickly got off topic. Since we have quite a few other points to cover, I’ll wait until you are available for further conversation.” He held his smile for an uncomfortably long time, driving home his point.

The count was visibly irritated by Mycroft’s insistence. “I don’t know how severe this issue might be. Or how long it will require my attention.” His tone was rather pointed, and he was careful to enunciate every word. “As far as I am concerned, we have nothing further to discuss.”

Mycroft smiled. He knew he held the upper hand, which undoubtedly made the count uncomfortable. “But by all means we do.  I’ll wait. I’m anxious to get these answers so we can fully clear your name from our investigations. We wouldn’t want the Axis to continue living under this… specter of anxiety. You don’t have to find accommodations for me, I’ll rest on my ship.”

The Specter rose to follow Lucilous out of the conference room, but the count placed two firm hands on his shoulders and politely, yet gently, pushed him back into his seat. “Nonsense! You are my guest, and deserve only the finest accommodations we can offer. Please wait here, and one of my servants will escort you to my personal quarters. We would not dream of having you wait an interminable amount of time in this corporate squalor. Again, welcome to the Axis Republic.”

The count bowed curtly and quickly left the room. Mycroft looked at his wrist unit. They had been in there for 30 minutes and didn’t discuss anything productive.

But Mycroft still considered the encounter a victory. The count’s unbreakable confidence and veneer of control was not as strong as he’d expected, and Mycroft saw right through it. What caught his attention was what the count did not say. He did not equivocally denounce any such involvement, nor did he outright say that he would not orchestrate something. And the fact that the count was continuously hung up about speaking to a Specter was meant as a distraction. Yet Mycroft could tell the count was scared of him for some reason, and it was clear that something was being hidden. 

Mycroft was willing to believe that Lucilous had no direct, or even indirect, involvement in the kidnapping, but he was not ready to give up the fact that the count knew something about it. Just because Lucilous didn’t have his fingers in the bowl didn’t mean he wasn’t going to get a piece of the pie. It was odd that the count listed the criminal gangs that were already cleared by the Syndicate’s authorities. And it was odd that Lucilous possessed details that weren’t released to the media. No doubt the Axis had spies everywhere, but Mycroft was not going to believe that that was a coincidence. 

And he was interested to see what exactly this issue was that took away the count’s attention.

The Specter took out his communication unit and contacted the ship to inform them he would be taking an extended stay.








  
  
  CHAPTER 2

  
  




Lucilous stormed down the hall, anger seeping out of every pore in his body. He clenched his jaw so tightly it cracked in multiple places. He stomped his walking stick so hard that it made a few dents in the metal floor.  The various guards and workers in the hall gave the fuming count a wide berth.

“How in the fuck did I let Mycroft get the upper hand,” Lucilous kept asking himself. “After all, he was only a stupid secret policeman, who was truly incapable of investigating anything. How did that shit pull a double cross like that, masking a negotiation as an interrogation?” The count had been interviewed thousands of times and knew when he was being given gotcha questions, but this was somehow different. 

The liquor was mixing with the count’s anger and clouding the man’s judgment, forcing him to second guess himself. 

“That piece of shit was a Specter, no matter what he said. Reunification officers don’t dress that fancy. But then again, he could have been an affluent man like himself, and bought his way to the top. After all,” the count contemplated, “not everyone can have brains and money like yours truly.

“Why did I have to go on grandstanding? Fuck, that’s what made me start bragging, and him start poking fucking holes in everything. If all I did was stick to the script…” Well it didn’t matter since he was miraculously called away to an emergency. He couldn’t have planned it better himself.

But why did that bastard insist on staying, Lucilous kept wondering. He should have just killed him then and there.

Lucilous paused his stride for just long enough to slam his fist into the wall, leaving a sizable crater. The leather of his glove was hardly scuffed, and his knuckle was uninjured, yet his rage was insatiable. The few passerby who noticed his outburst paused for a few moments, but dared not say anything for fear of being the next one in place of the wall. 

He took a few moments to breathe and collect himself. Even using all of his anger management techniques didn’t make too much progress. All he wanted to do was kill that sonofabitch so he could go back to focusing on his current projects, which were more important than this silly little civil war. His 100% focus was required.

His life depended on it.

But as his teacher instructed, “We only get to use what is at our current disposal, and through that we create greatness.”

After a few moments, Lucilous continued down the hall. Stomping past the lowly workers who took the trouble of saluting him without as much as a glance. 

He had no choice but to deal with the specter later, and he was a bit thankful because, frankly, he didn’t quite know how he was going to do it.

Lucilous arrived at the processing bay, a giant freight hangar with various industrial equipment. Crates of varying sizes were neatly stacked, creating a maze within the large enclosure. The smell of engine lubricant and various industrial chemicals filled the air. A smattering of technicians gathered around a small, opened shipping container. One technician held a clipboard while another held a pressure syringe. They all wore worried looks on their faces. Joining them were guards who held their weapons ready to fire. 

The targets were a half-dozen rough looking thugs, each wielding their own jury-rigged weapons. Each wore a different style of armor, ranging from full-heavy assault to just barely covering the vital areas. The only unifying ensemble piece were the armbands, a pale yellow with a blue growling jira monster spitting flames. These were members of the Jira Clan.

The count was already annoyed, but his annoyance managed to somehow expand. This day was already going to shit, and it was about to get worse. The only reason the Jiras would be causing trouble was because they wanted more money. Lucilous knew this was going to happen, but hoped to some mystical power that he would be spared. Of course he wasn’t. 

When Lucilous joined the group at the shipping container, his loud footsteps startled the already frightened technician with the clipboard. The poor, pathetic woman jumped in fear, which only pissed the count off even more. 

The undersecretary hurried from out of nowhere. “Oh thank goodness, Your Eminence, you’re here!” The woman took a few moments to compose herself, for she too
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