
  
    [image: Enigma]
  


  
    
      ENIGMA

      BOOK SIX OF THE SHADOW ORDER

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

    

    
      
        MICHAEL ROBERTSON

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Edited and Cover by …

      

      
        Reader Group

      

    

    
      
        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

      

      
        Prophecy - Book Seven of The Shadow Order - Chapter One

      

    

    
      
        About the Author

      

      
        Also by Michael Robertson

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Email: subscribers@michaelrobertson.co.uk

      

        

      
        Edited by:

      

        

      
        Terri King - http://terri-king.wix.com/editing

        And

        Pauline Nolet - http://www.paulinenolet.com

      

        

      
        Cover Design by Dusty Crosley

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Michael Robertson

        © 2018 Michael Robertson

      

        

      
        Enigma - Book six of The Shadow Order is a work of fiction. The characters, incidents, situations, and all dialogue are entirely a product of the author’s imagination, or are used fictitiously and are not in any way representative of real people, places or things.

      

        

      
        Any resemblance to persons living or dead is entirely coincidental.

      

        

      
        All rights reserved

      

        

      
        No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system or transmitted in any form or by any means electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording or otherwise, without the prior written permission of the author except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical articles and reviews.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            READER GROUP

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Would you like a FREE novella set in the Shadow Order universe?

      

        

      
        This ebook is an exclusive offer for my reader group only.

      

        

      
        120 Seconds tells a story about Reyes, who becomes a prominent character from book four onwards.

      

        

      
        Join my reader group to get this exclusive offer and other free stories, news, and discounts.

      

        

      
        Click HERE

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: Book cover image with clickable link]
          
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 1

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      Seb stood in one corner of the elevator, Bruke’s wide back blocking his view of the others. The space would have been comfortable were it just him and SA. Hell, it would have been comfortable to simply not have Bruke in there with them. But what could they do? Leave him alone in the wind and the cold ocean spray on the platform above?

      When Bruke shifted to the side, Seb caught sight of Sparks and Reyes. They were nestled together in another corner of the elevator. Despite their sniping at one another since they’d met, they seemed perfectly at ease in each other’s company now. At any other time, he might have smiled to see it. Not today though, not with what he had to face.

      The whir of the elevator vibrated through the cramped space as they descended. It moved fast enough to make Seb’s stomach lurch. As they dropped, self-doubt rose in him, threatening to choke him off. He spoke to Bruke’s back, not really asking a question, but certainly looking for a confirmation. “Surely Moses has to be the darkness in this galaxy. He must be what the prophecy was talking about.”

      None of the others replied. How could they? The prophecy had never been clear, even for those who’d delivered news of it to Seb. He had to make this decision on his own. He had to trust his intuition. “Once I’ve taken him down, I’m done with the Shadow Order. I’ll be glad to get this damn prophecy off my back.”

      When Bruke shifted again, Seb saw Sparks looking up at the large brute. She had her computer raised in his direction, the end that fired electricity pointing at him. One eyebrow raised, she issued a silent threat for him to move his hulking body out of her space.

      An irritated frown still locking her small features, Sparks looked past the reptilian lump at Seb. “I think the whole of the Shadow Order will be done after you’ve taken him down; he’s the linchpin of the entire organisation. Where does that leave us when this is all done?”

      As much as Seb loved Sparks, he didn’t have future plans with her. Once he’d dealt with Moses, he’d talk to SA to see what she wanted to do. Just thinking about it lifted heat through his cheeks, almost as if the others could hear his private musings. Good job Bruke blocked her from seeing him at that moment. And what if she didn’t want a quiet life? He shook his head to himself. He couldn’t think about it now. Deal with Moses first. One step at a time.

      The elevator came to a halt with a slight bounce that made Seb hold onto the wall next to him. He drew a deep breath to clear his mind. Just one thing to focus on at that moment. Everything else could wait.

      The gap down the centre of the doors widened, letting in the stark light of the place and revealing the gunmetal grey of the Shadow Order’s base. Although Seb felt SA’s hand on his arm as he passed her, he strode out of the elevator and didn’t look back.

      Don’t do anything rash, SA said to him as he walked away.

      The time for discussion has well and truly passed. This has to end now.

      She didn’t try to dissuade him.

      As he walked down the corridor towards the training room, Seb heard Moses before he saw him. Churning out his usual propaganda, he espoused the virtues of being a Shadow Order member to what must have been another room full of rookies. His booming voice echoed through the cavernous space as if amplified by more than his large diaphragm. An almost godlike oration, it spoke of the creature’s power.

      When Seb entered the training hall, he saw the benches behind the simulation rooms. They were loaded with rookies. All of them watched Moses, either in awe of him, or doing a great job of pretending they were. Then one of them looked his way. Within seconds, most of them had shifted their attention from the shark to him.

      A moment later, Moses stopped talking and turned around slowly. Upon seeing Seb, the side of his wide mouth lifted in a ghastly smirk. He fixed him with his onyx glare, his dark eyes as impossible to read as ever.

      When Moses clapped his hands together once, the sound of it went off in the cavernous space like a gunshot. “Well, well, well. I wondered how long it would take for you to return with your tail between your legs.”

      The dead parasite still in his pocket from when Buster had given it back to him, Seb fished it out and held it in Moses’ direction as he walked towards him. “My tail is far from between my legs.” He threw the dead bug at the shark. Half of the rookies gasped as it hit the Shadow Order’s leader on the end of his nose and fell to the hard metal floor with a ting.

      Moses stared down at it and shook his head. His voice came out as a low growl that echoed around the large space. It sounded like an idle ship’s engine. “You don’t have the first clue what you’re talking about, boy. There are much deadlier beings in the galaxy than me. I’m the least of your worries.”

      “Whether that’s true or not, you’re a snake. You’re not going to wriggle your way out of this one.” His world in slow motion, Seb looked at Moses’ snout. It stood out as his weakest spot. Although, the weakest on Moses looked to be much tougher than what he normally faced. He wouldn’t go down easily.

      As Seb stood there with balled fists, Moses acknowledged his challenge by baring his teeth, a wide spread of sharp enamel from one side of his fat head to the other. One snap of those powerful jaws would take his head clean off.

      His focus on the shark’s scarred nose, Seb yelled and charged at him. He threw a hard blow that connected with a loud clop.

      The collective gasp from the rookies swirled around the room, but Moses remained in the same spot, his black glossy glare as hard to read as it had been seconds ago.

      Seb stared at the Shadow Order’s leader. It looked like his smile had spread even wider. Two more jabs in quick succession, he watched Moses’ head snap one way and then the other.

      The shark remained on his feet.

      Moses then drew a deep breath. His already broad chest broadened. He released a roar so fierce, the force of it sent Seb back a couple of steps.

      From the second he’d met Moses, Seb had assumed he could beat him; now he didn’t feel so sure.

      As Moses lunged, Seb dived to the side. The snap of the brute’s jaws went off like a thunderclap, slamming shut where Seb had been moments before.

      If Seb’s punches didn’t work, he’d have to rely on his slow motion.

      As Moses sailed past him, Seb caught a glimpse of all the rookies again. They watched on, shock on every one of their faces. When he spun to face Moses, he saw his friends behind him. They stood at the entrance to the room, gathered in the corridor he’d just stepped out of.

      Moses came at Seb again, his mouth open wide.

      Seb avoided him and drove a blow against the side of his face. Like punching a horse dressed in leather, it seemed to have little effect. Until he saw he’d changed the shark’s trajectory. He crashed into one of the upright steel girders dotted throughout the training space.

      While the clang echoed through the hall, Seb looked at his friends. Make sure no one else gets involved. This fight is mine alone.

      The twist of SA’s features showed she’d heard him. She didn’t reply.

      Just in time to catch Moses running at him, hope lifted in Seb’s chest to see the blood glistening on the end of his nose.

      Moses jumped at him again, his mouth a hoop of razor-sharp teeth. Seb darted to the side and caught him with another jab as he sailed past. This time he meant to send him into a girder. A crunch rang through the space, and Moses fell limp to the ground with a dead thud.

      Seb ran at the beast.

      His jaw clenched, his right fist balled, Seb let out a scream. But just before he could land another blow, Moses burst to life again, springing up with a roar.

      Although Seb ducked, the sharp sting of Moses’ bite caught his left shoulder as he leapt past him. It ripped a tear through his top and tore fire through his flesh.

      A few metres separated them when Moses landed, spun around, and smiled again. “You think you can take me down that easily, human? You’ll have to work harder than that.” He charged again.

      Seb stepped in to meet him and drove an uppercut into Moses’ lower jaw. It closed his mouth with a loud clop and halted his progress, but it didn’t knock him back.

      Moses’ snout exposed, Seb piled a flurry of punches into it. One, two, three, four … the fifth one rocked the tall beast, and he blinked several times as if trying to remain conscious. He had him!

      Just as Seb pulled his fist back for the final blow, his arm snapped away from him, yanking him backwards. For the briefest of moments he thought one of the rookies had grabbed him. Then his other hand dragged over with it.

      Seb hit the metal floor fists first. Someone had turned it magnetic.

      Despite his desire to fight, Seb couldn’t move his hands. He fell limp.

      Moses’ deep laugh boomed through the space. “You think I wouldn’t protect myself against you? I saw how volatile you were the second I met you. I knew this day would come.” In his hand, he had a remote, which he waved in the air. “This entire place is magnetic if I want it to be.”

      Panting, Seb spoke through gritted teeth. “So that’s why you gave me metal hands?”

      “Of course. I mean, it makes you a better fighter, but I’ve seen how you look at me. At some point, I knew the pup would try to bite the alpha.”

      “So you assert your authority with dirty tricks?”

      “Easy enough to do when you have an opponent with only one strategy of attack. When will you learn you have more than your fists to fight with?” While closing the distance between them with slow and powerful steps, Moses shook his head and laughed harder. “Besides, there’s no such thing as a fair fight. When all’s said and done, there are winners and losers. The smart and the stupid. The dead and the living. All you need to do is decide which one you want to be? Although maybe you’ve already answered the question.”

      With a two-step run-up, Moses closed the remaining distance between them.

      Seb watched the shark’s face grimace with the effort he put into his kick. White light then flashed through his vision. The very start of a fierce sting bit into the side of his face. Intense and overwhelming, it emanated from the point of impact and spread through his entire body. But before he could truly feel it, his world went dark.
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      Because Moses had kicked him so hard, Seb was certain he could still feel the imprint of the shark’s boot along the side of his face. It felt like he’d left a dent in his skull. As he came to, he opened and closed his jaw. It hurt—damn, did it hurt—but he could move it. Despite the pain, he probably hadn’t broken anything.

      His hands still pinned to the floor, Seb blinked away the fog in his mind. As his vision cleared, he turned to look up at the beast still standing over him. Except it wasn’t Moses. “What are you doing here?” he said to the mandulu from the prison. At least that was what he tried to say. The swelling in his mouth made him slur his words, each one running into the next in an indecipherable mess.

      The mandulu shrugged. “I’ve not gone anywhere, sunshine.”

      The smell of the place ran up Seb’s nostrils, and he took in his surroundings. He looked around at the other beings and saw the ragtag bunch of prisoners he’d seen before. They all stared at him, and he recognised most of them. All of them looked pissed; they looked like they wanted to repay him for the prison break. No doubt Moses had punished them for it.

      A nod at Seb, the mandulu then smiled. “You look like you’ve been on the wrong end of a beating … for once. I’m guessing you’ve upset someone again? I’d like to feel sorry for you, but I’d like to be able to fly too. Some things just ain’t ever gonna happen, eh?”

      As much as Seb wanted to touch his face, he couldn’t lift his hands from the floor. In the magnetised metal complex, he had no power. The taste of copper in his mouth, he spat a lump of rubbery blood in the mandulu’s direction and said, “Screw you.”

      “I’m glad you said that.”

      Just the action of frowning sent shards of pain streaking through Seb’s sinuses. Before he could ask why, the mandulu kicked him on the opposite side of his head to where Moses had. A whiplash snap of his neck and fire exploded in his shoulders from where his hands refused to budge despite the rest of his body flying away from the blow.

      A few woozy seconds passed before his sight cleared again. Now viewing everything in slow motion, Seb saw blood pool on the floor as it ran freely from his mouth. He hung his head and watched a line of it dribble in a continuous stream. A slur—worse than before—clung onto his words. “Know that this is the only way you’ll ever get one up on me.”

      A smile as wide as his fat jaw, the mandulu bounced on the spot, clearly giddy with the power he had over him. “You sold us out, boy. You let us run into the Shadow Order’s training day to take a kicking so you could escape.” First the mandulu looked left, and then he looked right. All of the other prisoners had closed in around them. “I’d say we owe you a few licks each. Don’t worry, we won’t kill you.” His voice dropped to a more sinister tone when he added, “We don’t want it to be over too quickly.”

      Maybe twenty prisoners around Seb, maybe even more, they closed in so tightly on him they blocked out much of the cell’s light. Their stink came forward with their heavy shadows. Even with his nose clogged with blood, he smelled their sweat, their breath, their lust for violence.

      One of the three creatures that had picked up the electric pole the last time he’d been in the cell—the ones with the thick skulls and weak bellies—stepped closer to Seb. It balled a fist, raised it, clenched its jaw, and then brought it crashing down.

      A world still in slow motion, Seb winced away from the blow. But before it could connect, a buzz of electricity sounded out and the beast yelped.

      When Seb opened his eyes, he saw the odd brute slumped against the far wall two metres away. It sat with a dazed stare and didn’t look like it would get up any time soon.

      “What the …?” Seb said, looking up at the others. They’d already started backing away from him. When he saw where they were looking, he suddenly felt it. They had their attention on his neck rather than him. Still recovering his senses, he hadn’t noticed it. Although, now he realised he had a collar on, the weight of the cold metal seemed impossible to ignore.

      A crackling noise came into the cell through a speaker, the small space amplifying the sound. A guard then spoke to them. “We get that you needed to hit him, but if anyone else attacks the prisoner, they’ll get the same electric shock. The voltage next time will be more powerful than a warning.”

      The beasts in the cell all stepped back another pace.

      “Moses needs him,” the guard continued. “We’ve healed all his broken bones from the kicking the boss gave him. We don’t need to be doing it again.”

      The sound of the guard on the speaker rang through Seb’s ears. It joined the tinnitus tone that had been driven into him with the force of the mandulu’s boot. Maybe he’d burst an eardrum, although he still heard the mandulu when he spoke.

      “Looks like you’ve been saved again. Are you Moses’ golden boy or something? How nice it must be to be one of the privileged in the galaxy.”

      Seb would have rather taken another beating than look at the scorn staring back at him at that moment. But he bit back his response. No matter what he said, they’d think he was privileged, that the normal rules didn’t apply to him on account of who he knew. And maybe they were right.

      “So,” the mandulu continued, “what did you do to earn a free pass? Daddy connected to Moses in some way, is he? Thought they’d throw you down here so you could rough it for a couple of days. When you’ve learned your lesson, they can take you back to the real world. Is that it?”

      As much as he tried to hold it back, Seb glared at the brute. “Why don’t you do one, yeah? The only way you can win a fight against me is if I’m stuck to this floor. You’d do well to remember that. Maybe instead of blaming me for whatever’s going on with you, you need to ask yourself why you’re here.”

      When the mandulu didn’t reply, Seb said, “Why are you here anyway?”

      The response came back so quickly it sounded rehearsed. “Multiple murders.”

      For a few seconds, Seb stared at the mandulu in an unspoken calling out of what he’d just said. Whatever he’d been put in the cell for, it had nothing to do with murder.

      Before Seb could push it, he noticed the buzz of his electric collar. Or rather, he became aware of it because of its absence. The mandulu clearly noticed it too. Its eyes narrowed with a predator’s intent.

      The mandulu stepped forward, and Seb watched his boot come towards him in slow motion before it connected with the side of his face again. The deep and stretched-out pain of a slowed-down kick clattered into the side of his head. Blood flew away from him and splattered against the wall. Another whiplash shock as his hands remained pinned to the floor.

      As Seb fought to remain conscious, he heard the buzz of his collar. Whoever watched them at that moment had just warned him to let the mandulu be. After spitting on the floor again, he looked back at the stunted-horned brute, blood flowing like a waterfall over his bottom lip as he spoke. “Not just me that’s protected, then.”

      Seb watched the mandulu back away, comforted by the buzzing around his neck. Although vulnerable on the floor in the middle of the cell, none of the others looked like they wanted a go at him. After a few seconds, he pulled into his mind and said, SA.

      Seb, where are you?

      Moses has thrown me in the prison cell again. What’s going on?

      I’m not sure. I think they want to talk to us all. Explain a few things.

      What? Like how he values profit over lives?

      I think it’s more complicated than that.

      When do they want to talk to us?

      Soon. I think someone’s coming for you now.

      Good. I hate this place.

      Oh, and, Seb? Keep a lid on it, yeah? I think there’s much more to this than we know. We need to give them a chance to speak.

      Seb spat another mouthful of blood and stared at the prisoners around him. I hope you’re right, because if I fight Moses again, it won’t end until one of us is dead.
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      Hard to tell how much time had passed since Seb had spoken to SA. Maybe ten minutes, maybe a little more. From what she’d said, he’d expected someone to come for him sooner than they had.

      For the entire time he’d been pinned to the prison’s floor, his collar buzzed. It warned his would-be attackers to stay back. The mandulu hadn’t taken his eyes from him. It looked like he hoped they’d cut the electricity again. Other than the occasional cough, sneeze, and passing of gas, the cell remained silent.

      Because of the position he’d been sat in, the muscles in Seb’s back ached. Another half-roll of his shoulders did little to relieve the pain. Just as he drew a breath to call out for someone to let him move, the lock on the cell door clicked open. Bright light spilled into the dingy space.

      With his back to the door, Seb couldn’t see who’d appeared, and he didn’t give them the satisfaction of turning around to look. Not that he needed to; the smell of fish and the wide mouths and eyes of the prisoners staring past him told him everything he needed to know. To smile raked pain across his swollen face, yet he still did it. “About bloody time,” he said. “I was starting to get cramps sitting like this.”

      The slightest click pierced the silence, and the magnetic pull dragging Seb to the floor released.

      As Seb got to his feet, he rolled his shoulders in wider circles than before, snapped his head from side to side, and turned to face Moses. “You’d best keep a close eye on that button. The second I get a chance to destroy it, it’s gone. Also, I owe you a kick in the head. I plan to pay that debt.”

      A raised eyebrow, nothing more. Moses then turned his back and walked off down the corridor.

      The prisoners in Seb’s path quickly moved out of his way. Just before he left the cell, he said to one of the three with the thick skulls and weak bellies, “You want to make sure you keep an eye on that mandulu back there. He’s in here for murder.” With a faux wince, which hurt like hell because of his bruising, he pushed through the burning pain and said with mock fear, “Multiple murders.”

      One of the guards then blocked Seb’s way before he stepped out into the corridor. Balled fists, a clenched jaw, and another frown despite his pain, he stared up at the creature. “You ain’t leaving me here again.”

      “Relax,” the guard said as he leaned forward and unclipped Seb’s collar. Seb strode off up the gunmetal grey corridor without looking back.

      The large shark walked at a fast pace, which Seb caught up to and then matched. “SA said you have something you need to tell us. That there’s more to this than we know. Personally, I still think you’re an arsehole, but let’s see, shall we?”

      Although he didn’t look at him, his slightly swollen snout raised, Moses dipped a curt nod. “Look, I understand you’re suspicious of me. I’d be suspicious of me, but you need to hear me out. There is much more to this than you know. Also, I understand you’re scared about the prophecy⁠—”

      “I’m not scared!” When Seb saw Moses had no intention of riling him up, he let his defence go with a long sigh and allowed Moses to continue.

      “It’s a big burden for you to shoulder. You’re the one who can bring the darkness in the galaxy under control.”

      “But it’s you who needs to be taken down. You’re the darkness with your profiteering and murder.”

      “First of all, you’ve got me wrong. Second, save your energy. What you’re about to find out makes me look like a pup. There’s something much larger at play here, and you’re essential to helping get it under control.” Moses stopped and turned to Seb. “You have a lot of weight on your shoulders, and emotions are running high, but don’t let it cloud your judgement any further. Know that I’m here to help. I want us to work together.”

      The desire to argue wound tight in Seb, but he kept his mouth shut as he remembered SA’s words not to lose his head.

      “I used to be a lot like you when I was younger,” Moses said as he set off again.

      Seb moved off with him. “How old are you now?”

      “Fifty-two.”

      “Wow. I’d have never guessed. You don’t fight like you’re fifty-two.”

      “Maybe I do.”

      “Huh?”

      “It always pays to fight smart rather than hard. Sometimes you can avoid using your fists when you use your head.”

      The thought of being pinned to the ground returned. “I would have kicked your arse had you not pulled that cheap trick.”

      “That’s my point. Honour in fighting was created by those with weaknesses. You fight to win however you need to. When it comes to staying alive, rules go out of the window. Why give yourself unnecessary restrictions so you can abide by some bullshit warrior code? Life and death ain’t a sport.”

      To avoid any more of a lecture, Seb changed the subject. “I need to ask you something.”

      While maintaining his brisk march, Moses turned to Seb again.

      “That mandulu in the prison cell told me he was in there for multiple murders … but I didn’t see it in his eyes.”

      Every time Moses smiled, it looked menacing, even when Seb knew it not to be. It stretched from one side of his face to the other. “He’s not paid some fines he owes me. If he’d been caught for multiple murders, I’d have given him some concrete boots and sent him out for a swim. I only keep him here because he’s worth something to me. At least, he has the potential to be worth something to me.”

      “And there’s me starting to think I might have got you wrong. That it isn’t always about profit for you.”

      They arrived at the conference room. When Moses opened the door, he said, “I think by the end of this you’ll see where I’m coming from.”

      Seb peered into the room to see SA and the others already sat there waiting for them. He relaxed. Maybe he should trust him … for now at least.
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      The bite of the air conditioning in the conference room hit Seb the second he entered it. His conversation with Moses had relaxed him ever so slightly, but the nip in the air snapped him defensively rigid again. Maybe a good reminder to keep his guard raised. No matter how convincing the monster sounded, he couldn’t forget what he knew about him.

      When Seb sat down next to SA and smiled at her, she didn’t smile back. It made the already chilly air feel colder. Are you okay?

      Yep. She continued to stare straight ahead.

      What’s going on?

      But before she had a chance to reply, Moses clapped his large hands together with a loud crack. After waiting for everyone to look at him, he said, “The Countess was working for Enigma.”

      “Huh?” Seb said. “Who’s Enigma?”

      Sparks leaned forward in her seat so she could look down the line at him. Her purple eyes widened with what looked like frustration at his stupidity. “Do you know what the word enigma means?”

      A look from his little friend then back to Moses, Seb saw the large shark raise his eyebrows and shoulders in unison. Not condescending, but what more could he say?

      “It could be a code name,” Seb said.

      “It is,” Moses said.

      “And you might know their identity.”

      “We don’t.” After a pause to see if anyone else needed to speak, Moses continued. “We know very little about this organisation, but we know they have dark designs. We also know they’re big into slavery. We know they’re planning to unleash chaos, but we don’t know how. The Countess was one of the most productive slavers in the galaxy, and we know she was involved. What you’ve seen of her up until this point is about a sixth of her operation at most. She had many planets under her control. She pumped slaves into the galaxy on a mass scale.”

      “Good job I shot her in the face, then,” Seb said.

      “Normally I’d agree,” Moses said as he sat down on a seat beside him. “But she was our link to Enigma. The longer we worked with her, the closer we were getting to the organisation.” While pressing the tips of his thick fingers together, he looked to be thinking about his words. “Her death was problematic, to say the least. She was as high up the chain as we’d managed to get. I’m not sure how we’ll take the next step now.”

      Seb thought about everything he’d seen the Countess do to the beings on Solsans and beyond. “So that’s your excuse for letting the Countess behave like she did?”

      “What’s coming is larger than anything you’ve seen so far. There’s a darkness threatening to consume the galaxy. The Countess was our way of finding out where that darkness emanated from.”

      The phrase robbed Seb of any response. He thought he’d gotten rid of the prophecy, and now here it was again. He’d done nothing but fight since he’d been in the Shadow Order, and it looked like it would get worse—much worse—before it got better. He didn’t have it in him. When he looked along his line of friends and the seats beyond, he imagined Gurt sitting there too. Remorse twisted through him. He couldn’t lose anyone else.

      “Also, you need to see this.” Moses waved his hand to bring up footage on the screen behind him. It showed the slums of Solsans. They looked better than when Seb and the others had been there last. “When we’ve been able to go in without blowing our cover, we’ve gone back and helped the planets affected by her brutality. We fund charities to do the clean-ups. We don’t do it ourselves because we don’t want Enigma to know where our sympathies lie.”

      Seb shook his head. “And you think that’s enough? Donate a few credits to send a company in with mops so they can wipe the spilled blood from the streets? Have you seen what she did to teenage males when she wanted to take them in? Do you know how many have died because of her?”

      A heavy sigh, Moses sagged in his seat. “We’re all too aware of how many deaths there have been.”

      “So why let it happen?”

      Moses fixed Seb with his
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