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​PROLOGUE
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The old woman sat in her chair and picked at the dried blood beneath her fingernails. 

The physical strain of the last hour left her muscles sore and weak. Not terribly so, of course. Time had been kind to her in that regard. Even in her advanced years, the body still responded to her commands almost as well as in her youth. A well-timed lance of pain chose that moment to sear across a pulled muscle in her upper back.

The old woman winced and thought to herself, Almost as well.

In many ways, the exertion felt like a cleansing ritual, or perhaps a catharsis. Achieving an important goal through the work of one’s own hands was to be lauded, after all. The lingering heat of accumulated lactic acid and the pervasive lethargy of depleted glycogen stores rested on her thoughts like a warm blanket. Even her back pain felt familiar, and the familiar things reassured her. Her body’s reactions anchored her in the here and now, each sensation a gentle reassurance to her place in the universe. For that small gift alone she could endure the physical discomfort without complaint. Physical pain was always now. Now was the most important time, yet also the easiest to lose track of. Nobody lost track of it when they were in pain. Not even her.

The emotional weight, on the other hand, felt like a mountain atop her shoulders. She consoled herself with the necessity of it. She had examined and discarded all other options after lengthy and thorough consideration long before embarking upon this odyssey. There had been numerous opportunities to abort, adjust, or alter her plans up to this point. She chose not to change a thing. She knew the outcomes of any and all deviations from this specific path, and she rejected each as inadequate.

She accepted that this way might not be the only way, but it remained the best way. Or more accurately, the least bad way. Certainly the way holding the greatest chance of a positive outcome. It would hurt to do what must be done, but as long as she held to her plan, most of that hurt would be confined to a few people. She would be one of them, but she could handle that. Hurt held no more dread in her imagination than exhaustion. Both were terrible company, but either was better than no company at all.

She closed her eyes when she felt the first wave of anti-gravitons move the hairs on the back of her arms. Without inertial compensation, acceleration would crush her old bones into powder, so she did not mind this one moment of mild vertigo. It meant that the final leg of her journey had begun. The curtain was ready to rise on the last act of her great tragedy, and she felt ready.

Relaxed. 

Content.

The next phase of her plan would go right or wrong with no input from her. She harbored no doubts as to the accuracy of her calculations, which left nothing for her to do but ride out her trip and hope that the other players made the moves she predicted they would. She used to find these moments exciting. She could think, plan, calculate all she liked, but once the die was cast, anything could happen. That excitement no longer flared with the intensity it once did. Cursed by her own success, surprises became few and far between. The game grew stale, the players all too predictable.

Her mouth, already tight-lipped and drawn, stretched into a deep, deprecating frown with that wry thought. Were that truly the case, were her machinations really that infallible, her situation would not require such drastic action. If she wanted to, she could spend the next few hours of idle jump time indulging in the thousands of recriminations fighting for supremacy across her subconscious. She could examine each and every mistake made, opportunity missed, and indicator disregarded along the way. The old woman owned many of the errors responsible for her condition. Her intellect refused to sanction any obscuring illusions where that was concerned. In all the long years of her activity and subsequent captivity, there had been many such oversights. Yet the old woman knew better than to engage in useless self-flagellation. Of course the mistakes were obvious after one made them. One did not get to her age without figuring out the lie of hindsight. Hindsight is always so clear and authoritative, and clarity provided easy comfort for the weak-minded. If one wanted to learn and grow, then objective introspection was the far superior indulgence. Examine the mistakes. Analyze them. Locate the weakness in logic that birthed each error and excise it, so it does not poison future decisions. This was the path to progress. Not blame and punishment.

Still, she could not deny how tired of it all she had become. She could not help but feel all the things making her chosen path difficult. She remembered a time in her life where she would have done anything to not feel anymore. Despair had nearly been her end once. And after despair faded, rage took a turn at the wheel. To feel was to hurt, and she was oh-so-tired of hurting. Like everything else, the intensity ebbed with each passing day, month, year, decade. If one lived long enough, waiting became easy, patience a reflex.

She looked down at her hands. Smooth and dexterous, her fingers opened and closed a few times as if to relieve a stiffness she did not feel. She had many reflexes, she supposed. The weight of a well-made blade brought some old ones to life, reminded her of a happier time, and a terrible one. All she had to do was change her focus and the memory would shift from one incident to another at the speed of thought. Memories could be mercurial like that. Imperfect recordings connected across time and space as if neither mattered, yet bound to emotional anchors she had no conscious control over. Which memory connected to her hands now? Was it years ago, when she first slipped a knife into an enemy? Or was it an hour ago, when she slaughtered her captors? Two blades, two memories, separated by so many years and light-years, connected in this precise moment to the hands of a single person. She found it all so fascinating.

For now, she resolved herself to be content with her memories and her plans. There was nothing more for her to do now. Nothing but ride alone across the infinite expanse of space and time toward her destiny.

At long last, it was time to go home, and finish something someone else started.
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Capital Gains listed in geosynchronous orbit six hundred and eighty miles above the shimmering lights of Uptown New Boston. At two and a half million tons loaded, Earth’s gravity would rip the vessel to pieces if the half-mile-long freighter drifted any closer to the dim blue haze of the thermosphere. A study in dirty gray and bleak black bulkheads, the largest gate-capable cargo ship in Mercatura’s impressive armada of freight haulers made up for its blunt aesthetics with a cargo capacity thirty percent greater than her largest competitors’ best offerings. Gate fees were expensive, and Capital Gains could move more cargo per gate transit than any other ship in service. Perhaps no real threat to OmniCorp or TransMat, Mercatura’s investment in such a magnificent beast of a vessel kept the plucky SuperCorp competitive with her larger brethren in this one arena.

Grigori Gagarin refused to sit in the captain’s chair, at least not while docking. He stood, legs wide and hands clasped behind his back, a cliche homage to a centuries-old naval officer’s aesthetic. The son of a son of many other sons of sailors, Grigori saw his current exalted position as a birthright. He imagined his ancestors watching him from the afterlife. How proud they must be to know that their scion commanded the largest shipping vessel humanity had ever created on its travels across the infinite vastness of the Milky Way. One hundred and eighty souls worked these decks. One-point-eight million tons of cargo filled these holds. Trillions of credits in merchandise, bound for every corner of Earth, lay safe under his watchful eye and six decades’ experience. No man in history had ever belonged anywhere more than Grigori Gagarin belonged on the bridge of this ship.

He let his eyes wander across the bridge, taking in the main screen for only an instant. He watched his crew with far more care and attention than he did the glowing blue dome of Earth filling the enormous, curved viewing screen. Screens like this were a mere affectation, anyway. Any spacer worth their boots could drive this ship via telemetry alone. Seeing where you were going was not nearly as important as knowing where you were going, and the computers and sensors took care of that. The main screen was a nice touch, and occasionally helpful for scanning and communicating with other ships. Grigori kept his attention directed to the people pushing buttons and turning wrenches across this floating metal leviathan. He trusted his bridge crew implicitly, even the newest addition currently sweating bullets onto the helm console and trying not to show it.

“We have the tower, sir,” said the helmsman. He sounded slightly fraught, though his voice was clear and strong.

“How is the carrier beam?” Grigori’s reply wore the brusqueness of repetition.

“Full green, sir. Signal fidelity and strength near perfect.”

“Attitude?”

“Nominal, sir,” said the helmsman.

Grigori frowned. “Nominal, Ensign? We do not do ‘nominal’ on my ship, son.”

The helmsman flinched. “Aye, sir. Adjusting attitude. Permission to bring axis zulu to one-five-eight, and uh...” The helmsman hunched over his terminal. Grigori felt, rather than saw, the furrowing of the young man’s brow as he agonized over his calculations. “...X-ray to minus zero-six-one?”

“What will that bring our beam angle to?”

“Eighty-eight-point-five, sir.”

“Eighty-eight-point-five is damn near perfect, Ensign. ‘Damn near perfect’ is how I run my ship. Copy?”

“Aye, sir. Programming thrusters. Alerting all hands now.”

Above the bridge terminals, yellow letters appeared and floated in space. “Maneuvering” flashed next to a timer counting down from ten seconds. When the glowing numbers reached zero, the deck shuddered beneath Grigori’s feet. He swayed only slightly as his beloved Capital Gains shifted its angle relative to the navigation tower so many miles below him. The ensign was a good helmsman, but new to this vessel. Smaller vessels were far less sensitive to gravitic stress than Capital Gains. The length and mass of this ship demanded a higher level of precision when docking if one expected the hull and superstructure to have a long and profitable life. She was large, she was impressive, but Grigori knew better than anyone that Capital Gains was not strong. A little extra time and effort spent setting the proper beam angle prevented long refit and maintenance cycles. Mercatura only made money when the ship was hauling cargo. Time spent in drydock fixing stress cracks was time, and more critically, profit, wasted.

“Maneuver complete, sir. Resending carrier beam.”

“As you were, helm.”

“Attitude is eighty-eight-point-five. Tower is green for interlock.”

“By all means then, helmsman. Give the word.” Allowing the youngster to issue the command was a gift. A subtle ‘attaboy’ Grigori knew would fuel the promising officer to greater efforts in the future. He liked this kid. With a little polish and some guidance, he would make a fine bridge officer one day.

The helmsman jabbed a button on his terminal and in a clear, strong voice intoned, “All hands, brace for interlock.”

A few seconds later, the deck twitched beneath Grigori’s feet. A firm but not ungentle tug that told the captain his ship was safely in the grip of New Boston’s main docking beam.

The helmsman confirmed what Grigori already knew. “Ship is docked, sir. Shuttle clearance and schedule on main screen.”

Grigori watched the numbers and words as they filled the large primary bridge monitor. It was going to take almost forty-eight hours to unload, restock, and secure all the customs and tax forms necessary for their outbound routes. The crew would be happy about that, even if Grigori was not. Two days of shore leave in Dockside usually meant decreased performance numbers for a week afterward. He wondered how many crewpeople would even be fit for duty when, and if, they returned. If he had his way, there would be no shore leave at this hellhole at all. Union rules prevented Grigori from giving any such order, though. He contented himself with strict adherence to Mercatura’s aggressive drug testing policies, and he vowed to put at least one person in the brig for a month as a lesson to the others.

Grigori reached down to tap a control on the armrest of the captain’s chair. He did not wait for anyone to answer, rather he spoke into the air once a soft chime indicated an open channel. “Quartermaster, you may release the crew for shore leave on the usual schedule. Remind them that we will be testing everyone upon their return to the ship. No spacer may set foot on these decks if they have any active drugs in their system, and discipline for offenders will be severe.”

A voice replied, “Aye, Captain. It’s in the brief already, but I’ll inform each spacer personally.”

“Exemplary, Lieutenant. Are you going ashore?”

The unseen quartermaster chuckled over the channel. “Gods, no, sir. I’d rather clean the drive coils with a handkerchief than visit Dockside. If I’m ever in the mood to pick up a VD while getting both robbed and shot, I expect there are cheaper ways to do it!”

Grigori laughed back. “I do not doubt it, Lieutenant. I have some meetings to attend Uptown. I’ll be out on the first shuttle. The XO will have the bridge while I’m gone.” He turned to the comms officer. “Lieutenant, relay that information to the duty officer and warrant officers, please.”

“Aye, sir.” The tall woman spun in her seat to poke at her station control panel. “XO has the bridge after first shuttle clear—”

Capital Gains lurched in place, a harsh jerk that temporarily overwhelmed inertial compensation. Grigori fell to the deck, the sound of expletives from his bridge crew in his ears. The ship heaved again, but this time Grigori had a solid grip on the captain’s chair. “Helm! What the hell is going on?”

The young ensign tried to hide his terror and failed. “The docking beam, sir! It’s... it’s modulating all over the scale!” A noise like an old man in pain reverberated across the deck plates and bulkheads. “Dockside has no idea why! But... they can’t stay attuned to our mass signature!”

“Kill the fucking connection, Ensign!” Grigori shouted while dragging himself into the captain’s chair.

“I can’t!” the helmsman shouted back. “Dockside has control! The beam is solid!”

Grigori slapped the controls on his armrest. “Engineering! I need compensatory antigrav!”

The voice snarling back through the speaker held a frustrated growl. “Already done, sir! We’d be in a thousand pieces already if not! That’s a docking beam, at least fifty times stronger than our primary gravitics!”

Grigori knew the engineer was right even as she spoke. That tower was strong enough to move his ship around like a toy. More horrible noises from the superstructure hit his ears like the shrieks of a wounded child. Alarms screamed from every corner of the bridge. Holograms danced above each terminal, flashing dire warnings in three-dimensional terror. He switched channels. “Dockside tower! He shouted. “This is Capital Gains. What the hell is going on down there?”

The voice that came back sounded as shrill and terrified as the crew. “Total malfunction, Capital Gains. The docking beam is modulating full amplitude and we cannot shut it down! You’re at full mass interlock and we can’t stop the graviton flow!”

“What the hell do you mean, ‘can’t shut it down?’ Kill it manually or you’re going to have two million tons of falling debris to deal with!”

“Capital Gains,” the voice was different. This person sounded colder and calmer than the situation warranted. “We have received the order to shunt. Bringing the cargo towers online now. We can hold you for another three minutes, but after that we have to move you.”

Grigori’s mouth went dry. The ship would not survive being shunted. “Dockside tower, this ship is not rated for a shunt. She will break up.” Grigori tried to keep his voice slow and calm. His bridge crew had not panicked yet, but he could feel it coming. He knew what the tower was going to say next, and his heart caught in his throat when the channel came to life with the reply.

“Understood, Capital Gains. Will shunt for SEV. Tugs en route now. Good luck, Capital Gains.”

Grigori inhaled sharply and bit down on an expletive. Twelve gravity beams were about to shove the largest cargo vessel in the galaxy out of its nice, comfortable position while the main docking beam tried to hold it in place. Everyone on the ground had already accepted and acknowledged what that meant for Capital Gains, and there was nothing left to do but ensure the wreckage did not cause any harm in orbit or below. In three minutes’ time, Grigori’s magnificent ship would be destroyed, and its remains shoved into what dockmasters called a ‘Safe Entry Vector.’ It really just meant that instead of pushing them back out to space where they might float safely while the tower fixed its problem, Dockside was going to aim his beautiful ship for the Pacific Ocean. It had to be that way, of course. The ship was going to snap like uncooked spaghetti when all those competing gravity beams played their game of tug-of-war with it. No one wanted two and a half million tons of debris clogging the main docking airspace, not even Grigori. This was the only way, and any captain worth the rank knew it. Grigori refused to slump, refused to sigh, refused to let the crushing despair show on his face. His crew needed him now, more than ever. He punched another channel open and spoke in his sternest command voice. “All hands, abandon ship. Repeat, all hands abandon ship.”

He stood, taking in the bridge crew. “Two minutes, people! Get to your escape pods!”

Abandon ship drills were commonplace on Capital Gains. Grigori’s crew reacted with the precision of endless repetition. The captain’s heart swelled with professional pride when he saw the young ensign correctly enter the proper codes and inputs to the helm console before standing and heading for the bridge escape pod. It showed a lot of courage and presence for one so young. Grigori had been prepared to surreptitiously do the task himself if the young man understandably forgot. Grigori made a note to put the boy up for a commendation and promotion. Then he looked to the rest of the evacuation. If the drills were any indicator, two minutes was twenty seconds longer than his crew needed to complete a full exit from Capital Gains. Fear must have lent a sense of urgency to their movements, because ninety seconds later Grigori Gagarin was watching the death of his beloved ship from the porthole of an escape pod.

The main docking beam warped light, creating a shimmering blue nimbus where it interacted with the mass horizon of the ship’s gravitics. What should have been a soft, shifting haze that wreathed the vessel in gentle shimmering waves blazed like an angry azure aurora. Thick white bolts of lightning lashed back and forth, darting from anywhere the vessel’s gravitics tried to counteract the excess graviton flow from the tower. The dancing arcs of pure energy twisted against each other, electric snakes writhing across the hull in a one-sided battle that left glowing orange trails of molten metal in their wake. The great ship twisted in a slow death roll while her outmatched navigation systems battled the overwhelming forces from the towers below. Gravitic generators, sized for navigation and acceleration, died silent deaths marked only by showers of orange sparks erupting from the hull when each at last gave up the fight. Without the interference of these devices, the freighter bowed along its long axis. Minor at first, the warping took on a wave-like cadence with each ungainly pirouette. After only five minutes of this grotesque death spiral, the structure failed. It began with explosions of blue-white lightning erupting across the length of the hull. Sparks flew, plumes of expanding gas jetted outward in multi-hued geysers before condensing into clouds of dense white vapor. The conning tower ripped free of the main hull and spewed green fire for two seconds before the gravity beam yanked it back to crash into the deteriorating hulk of the ship. The impact opened an enormous hole amidships, further weakening her spine. At that point, Capital Gains snapped into two halves, each spewing debris and condensed vapor into the maelstrom of force and energy binding them.

“The other towers have it now. Get ready for the push,” said his comms officer, betraying the obvious. “Oh, God, it’s going to be awful.”

Twelve docking towers, designed to funnel cargo shuttles safely to the Earth below, concentrated their power into one mighty heave. Though each was smaller than the main docking beam, their combined might proved greater. The spinning remains of Capital Gains heaved sharply in place before shattering into thousands of smaller pieces. The gas plumes and explosions went on for a full minute. The cascade of released energy reduced the once-mighty ship into ugly hunks of scorched and twisted metal while her captain watched, grim-faced and stoic. With the largest pieces still caught in the main gravity beam, the jagged chunks of freighter did not fly off into space. They began to collect and aggregate within the same field of manipulated gravitons that had torn the ship apart in the first place. Gravity waves from the other towers washed the contracting debris field in calibrated pulses, pushing the deadly cloud further from the malfunctioning tower while gathering and pointing the millions of tons of deadly metal in a safer direction. Over the course of the next two minutes, the scorched remains of Grigori’s mighty ship exited the defective tower’s influence and began the undignified trek toward Earth’s stratosphere. To Grigori’s eyes, the cloud of junk moved slowly, though he knew it had already accelerated to many thousands of miles per hour. The atmosphere would consume the smaller pieces in friction-fueled fire. The largest hunks, still recognizable as bits of his beloved ship, would fall safely into the ocean.

All too soon, it was over.

Rescue tugs collected the escape pods as soon as the airspace was clear of debris. He gave his report to the dockmaster over comms, then went to see to the condition of his crew. He did not bother to communicate with his superiors at Mercatura. He would be seeing them soon enough, and they already knew everything he did. The eighty-minute ride down to Dockside gave Grigori far too much time to think. His thoughts were dark, but not so much over the loss of his vessel. He was too old. He knew too much. He understood what had just occurred and what was going to happen as a result.

For himself, he did not worry. The loss of Capital Gains was not his fault, nor was there any action he could have taken to change the outcome. No version of these events could be adversely linked to the competence of his crew or his own leadership, and all the telemetry would support that. The crew was safe, no lives had been lost. Grigori imagined he would probably receive a medal and a promotion at the end of it all. This offered him little consolation, however. He thought of repercussions, of ramifications. This was not just another shipping accident. For the first time in six decades, the main tower at New Boston had malfunctioned, coincidentally killing the mightiest cargo vessel in human history. That tower was going to be shut down for God knows how long while investigators and insurance people determined exactly what had happened. Grigori did some mental calculations on the potential impacts to the Earth’s economy. The cargo towers could handle docking duties for smaller freighters, perhaps up to five hundred thousand tons. But the big ships would be stuck in very high orbit without a docking beam. Unloading and loading times might be quadrupled, costing billions in wasted credits. His mind returned to the sheer, stupid, magnificent coincidence that this random malfunction occurred when the largest vessel possible was docking, thus causing the maximum possible economic impact.

As the pieces of Capital Gains tumbled toward their inevitable doom, Grigori shuddered. 

He did not believe in coincidence.

––––––––
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CHAPTER TWO
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News of the sudden and catastrophic end of Capital Gains dominated information and entertainment networks in every corner of the galaxy. Across the empty void of both space and time, Anson relays buzzed with the sensational story, blasting the data through tiny wormholes to their counterparts light-years away. Even when cheating its way beyond light-speed lag, the news would take a total of ninety-six hours to reach humanity’s most distant outpost nestled in the small mining system of Illium.

The free ship Exit Wound did not need to wait so long. Already knifing through Earth’s home system at several million miles per hour, the sleek corvette received the word within minutes of the disaster. The news added a new flavor of tension to the already frazzled occupants. The captain, a craggy spacer named Fisher, relayed the information to his crew with stern warnings to keep focused on the mission at hand. With his people settled, Fisher leaned back in the captain’s chair and waited for the inevitable chirp of his comm. He did not have long to wait. An urgent beep from the armrest alerted him within thirty seconds of the announcement. He thumbed a control and barked, “Go for Fisher.”

The gravelly voice of his employer grunted five syllables. “Conference room. Now.” No one had ever accused Commandant Christopher Pike of having a surplus of courtesy, so Fisher did not take the rudeness to heart. If anything, Fisher agreed with Pike’s demeanor in this case.

He stood, turned to the comms officer, and said, “You have the con, Comms.”

“Aye, sir,” said the woman at the terminal. “The con is mine.”

Fisher grunted something vaguely affirmative and left the bridge. Exit Wound was fast and well armed, but small by warship standards. It took less than a minute for Fisher to find his way to the conference room. Pike was there already, seated at one end of the oval table and drumming his fingers against the surface in an irritated tattoo. The monocle over one eye buzzed slightly, and Pike’s deep tan features twitched in a tango of interlocking lines. His uniform somehow managed to be in impeccable condition, though the obvious tension in Pike’s brawny shoulders flattened what would have otherwise been perfect creases. Fisher’s decade and a half of employment with Pike’s Privateers gave him plenty of opportunities to observe his boss. He could not recall ever seeing the man this obviously out of sorts.

“Commandant,” Fisher said with a brisk salute.

“Sit,” Pike barked. “Rest of the team’ll be here in a goddamn minute.”

He was not wrong. The first to arrive were Roland and Lucia. Fisher tried not to judge, but he could not bring himself to relax around Roland Tankowicz. It went deeper than the cyborg’s intimidating size or vaguely off-putting appearance. Standing six inches shy of eight feet tall and overmuscled to the point of caricature were things Fisher could understand. Military cyborgs came in many configurations, and he had seen most of them. It was something about the man’s demeanor that made Fisher uncomfortable, not his appearance. Too many soldiers and spacers had walked his decks over the years. Fisher had seen all kinds and sorts of fighting men and women. Tankowicz did not fit any mold he could remember, and it bothered the captain to admit that. Fisher could not say if Tankowicz was a soldier trapped in the body of a machine, or a machine pretending to be a soldier. There should always be a line where the person ended, and the weapon began. That way when the time came and the enemies were defeated, a person might lay their weapons down and go back to peace. Fisher suddenly realized why Tankowicz made him nervous. This man could never lay his weapons down. He was the weapon, and always would be. Fisher shuddered and wondered how any man could stay sane under those conditions.

The big cyborg declined to sit. There were no chairs large or strong enough to support him. He moved to the side and stood against the wall with his face locked in an expression of blank apathy. Following Tankowicz, Lucia Ribiero made her entrance wearing black fatigues and a businesslike scowl. She found a seat without acknowledging anyone else in the room and flipped the magenta stripe of hair off her forehead. A foolish man might call her “pretty,” though Fisher could think of many other adjectives a wiser man ought to consider first. “Shrewd” was the one he liked to lean into. She could be at least as unsettling as Tankowicz, though for completely different reasons. She moved like a stalking cat, spoke like a corporate VP, and by all reports could outrun, outshoot, and outfight any person on this crew. Fisher had deep suspicions about that woman. Suspicions he was far too seasoned to express out loud.

Mindy and Manny arrived together, along with Catrina Caulfield. The tiny blond assassin was a known quantity to Fisher. Her voluptuous frame and ditzy charm provided camouflage for the ferocious killer beneath, and Fisher could understand that. To Fisher’s experienced eyes, Mindy presented few mysteries. She lived with deep rage at old hurts. Those old wounds made her mean and angry. So, in the ultimate act of simultaneous vengeance and rebellion, Mindy chose to monetize her anger by learning to kill. If anything, Fisher respected her the most. Heavily augmented and highly trained, Mindy’s personality flaws were easily overlooked considering her kill count. Fisher would have her on a fire team any day of the week. Too bad she lacked discipline in any discernible quantity.

Turning his attention to Manny, Fisher could not stifle a frown when the long-haired youth sat down with a huff. He was too young to be involved with this crew. If Fisher had his way, that boy would be shipped off to the Academy and made into a proper spacer. Too smart by half, the kid ran circles around professionals twice his age. Fisher did not like to pry, but this was a small ship and people liked to talk. The current rumor circulating the mess hall involved the boy’s potential origins as a spy for Venusian separatists. Fisher hoped that was not true. If so, the kid probably had a lot of nightmares to manage, and nobody his age should have to deal with that. Putting a smart kid like that together with a bunch of Dockside fixers felt like a waste of good talent.

Catrina sat next to Manny, of course. Fisher practically lived on spaceships, and every captain worth a scow knows you can’t put two young people close to each other in life-and-death situations and not have something happen between them. Even if one was a terrorist spy and the other a corporate project manager, hormones and emotions did not respect social boundaries. He wished them the best but kept his expectations low. These were just kids. They should not be dealing with this mess. It made Fisher angry and sad all at once.

Their DECO liaison arrived last. Sweaty, red-faced, and slightly out of breath, James Klebold shuffled into an empty chair with all the grace of a newborn colt. If only to ruffle the DECO man’s feathers, Pike started the brief with no pretext. His anger added volume and vehemence to the speaking voice of a man not big on polite conversation at the best of times.

“You all heard it by now. Somehow the main docking array at Dockside up and goddamn shit itself. In some kind of amazing goddamn coincidence, the strongest goddamn gravity beam we humans know how to make then proceeded to rip the biggest goddamn freighter in the whole fucking goddamn galaxy to pieces. That this is a fuck-up of monumental proportions I hope I do not have to explain. Y’all are probably thinking the exact same goddamn thing I am right now, so starting with the LT let’s just get on with it.” He fixed Lucia Ribiero with a fierce glare that immediately softened when her eyes met his with cool disdain. “Sorry, LT... I’m a bit on edge.”

“Me too, Commandant,” replied Lucia. “I do not believe for one second that tower malfunctioned. It’s too helpful a coincidence for OmniCorp.”

“Gateways is going to lose their shit,” Roland growled from his perch against the wall. “This is some kind of desperation play from OmniCorp.”

“That track with you, Cat?” Pike asked Catrina.

“Yes, Uncle Chris. Gateways probably already knows this was no accident. They’ll be prepping their response before revealing the truth, of course. They’ll need to control the narrative and protect the stock price at all costs.”

“What will they do?” Lucia asked.

“Well, since I am the project manager for this operation, they’ll contact me any minute now. The Dockside project managers will have point for this incident’s response, though. They are going to bring the docks under full corporate security, at the very least. I expect a military-scale occupation of all Gateways-controlled real estate and assets in Dockside.”

“That will be a complete disaster,” Roland groused. “The guilds and gangs won’t go for it. Dockside PD won’t go for it. Are they really that stupid? A shooting war in the middle of Dockside will not help the stock price.”

Catrina matched his tone. “What option do they have? OmniCorp just declared open war on Gateways. As you said, a real shooting war this time. What would you do if you were Gateways?”

Roland had no reply beyond, “Shit.”

Mindy raised her hand. “Uh... how does a real-live shooting war help OmniCorp, though?”

Lucia answered, “I’m not sure it does, but there may be things in play we don’t understand. They know we have the memory core from Prospectus. They don’t know we’ve cracked it. Maybe they’re just giving us something much more dire to work on, so we don’t find out what it is they are hiding.” She shook her head. “We haven’t even gone through the whole thing at this point, and we already have in our hands enough dirt on OmniCorp and the Prospectors to get charters revoked and executives thrown in prison. OmniCorp knows they are losing this game, so it looks like they are kicking the board over and starting another one.”

“A more urgent one,” Catrina added. “One no one can ignore.”

Roland snorted. “Come on. This is a delaying action only. Shortsighted. Gateways can beat OmniCorp, and all they’ll accomplish is sowing chaos while getting a lot of folks killed.”

Lucia shook her head again, harder this time. “OmniCorp thinks they can still win. I think I know why.”

“Do tell,” Pike drawled.

“Gateways is in on it, too.” Lucia let that hang.

Catrina’s face collapsed into a deep frown. “How do you figure that? This is a war. You can’t fake that.”

“You misunderstand. Gateways is not working with OmniCorp. But Gateways knows about whatever it is OmniCorp is caught up in. Gateways wants a piece of that action. That’s what’s been bugging me from the start about this whole fiasco. OmniCorp is flailing as a megacorp right now. They are inches from being downgraded from Mega to Super, and let’s be frank, they are months away from being carved up and sold off. Why the hell is Gateways fighting so hard when on paper they’ve already won?” Lucia slapped the tabletop for emphasis. “Something is going on that will shift the balance of corporate power, and Gateways is willing to descend into the mud with OmniCorp to get at it. It’s powerful enough that even on its last legs OmniCorp remains a threat.”

“What could possibly do that?” Manny wondered aloud. “It’s not that on-ramp tech. That would be profitable, sure, but not enough to goad Gateways into open war.”

“When we go through all the data in that core, I suspect we’ll find out. How far along are we?”

Manny answered, “About halfway through. The only interesting bits so far are Halstead’s manipulation of the executive caste on Prospectus and his specific dealings with OmniCorp. He’s playing a dangerous game.”

“And losing,” quipped Catrina. “Fleming is playing Halstead like a fiddle. It’s embarrassing. He’s getting whatever he wants out of Halstead for little more than pocket change and promises.”

“A fascinating goddamn conundrum, I’m sure,” drawled Pike. “But my immediate concerns revolve around what the hell is going to be waiting for us in thirteen hours when we try to dock. We gonna get ripped to shit by a gravity beam, or just ambushed on the street by OmniCorp goons?”

Fisher at last perked up. “Well, we don’t need the main docking beam, or any beam, really. We can just land Exit Wound in Quinzy.”

Pike nodded back. “An excellent point, skipper. I hate to be that guy, but I’d like to explore other options before forking over the goddamn king’s ransom I’ll get charged for landing a warship on corpo civilian turf.” He looked to Catrina. “Unless you tell me I can bill Gateways?”

Catrina sighed. “I’ll authorize it.”

“Okay,” Pike said. “That settles that issue then. We’ll just bring her down in Quinzy. Gateways and OmniCorp won’t want to piss off the shipbuilders when they are already deep into the shit with each other. So security at the shipyards oughtta be tight enough to get that far without us getting shot to shit. At that point I’ll escort Cat to the Gateways offices Uptown. OmniCorp is going to want to take a swing at all of us, so no civvies going any-goddamn-where without bodyguards, folks. Cat, I’ll take you myself because your mother and your aunt are going to rip my goddamn balls out through my neck if anything happens to you. That’s a freebie.”

“Thanks, Uncle Chris.”

Lucia rubbed her face with both hands, as if very tired. “We will stash Freeman and my dad in Dockside. Plenty of good safehouses there and we still control the turf. The memory core stays with us, for now.” That last part came as a statement, not a suggestion or question. “Catrina, will Gateways give us a problem with that?”

“Almost certainly,” she replied. “But they have no real claim to it, and your team is valuable to them, so they will be cagey at first. If this goes on too long, though...” She let that hang.

“I figured as much,” said Lucia. “Manny, how long until we’ve cloned the whole thing?”

He answered without hesitating. “Once we are somewhere with the right equipment, it will take about an hour. The biggest issue is finding another core with the right format and structure for this kind of data. Captain Fisher did not have any cybernetic memory cores big enough on board, and standard ones will have to be modified to accept Prospector tech. Otherwise we’d have done it already.”

“Okay,” said Lucia. “Let’s condition the battlefield a little before landing then. Mindy, you signal the Lodge and tell them that any hunter who attempts to collect a bounty on us will be killed with prejudice. Also remind them that failing to play nice with Dockside fixers means the Galaxy’s most fertile hunting ground will get extremely hostile extremely fast. Be blunt. If the Lodge wants to enjoy some extremely favorable conditions in the future, they may even decide to be helpful to us. Their call.” She turned to Manny and her father. “You two are to get that core cloned to something more secure. The original is the last remains of a decorated soldier, so we’ll turn it over to the UEDF for burial with honors when you are done. That will keep it out of anyone else’s hands as well as give Chapman the respect he deserves. I see no reason not to share intel with the UEDF once we are on the ground, so let them jump in the fight and earn all those tax dollars.”

Pike guffawed. “Not to mention giving the corpos a goddamn monster to fight.”

“Exactly,” said Lucia. “Let them tangle with the UEDF if they want it. Roland, will OmniCorp hit us as soon as we get off the ship, or will they wait?”

Roland thought about that for a second. “Quinzy is not our turf, so it’s a better spot to take a swing at us than inside Dockside.”

“Do we have friends in Quinzy?”

“We have non-enemies,” Roland replied. “Nobody who wouldn’t sell us out for a shot at greatness, I figure.” He shook his head. “I wouldn’t count on anyone out there to not stab us in the back, boss.”

Lucia nodded. “I’ll call in some favors and have the Fixers and Enforcers Guilds sweep Dockside for us, but it sounds like we need a plan to get from Quinzy to home turf in one piece.”

“Quinzy is not Dockside,” Roland pointed out, “Too much shooting will bring cops that actually give a shit. If OmniCorp tries to roll hard on us, we’ll all be buried in LEO forces before too long. It’s too risky and messy.”

Lucia agreed, “Even if OmniCorp could win a fight against all of us and the Quinzy branch of NBPD, they’ll just get buried in lawsuits and arrests later. Those shipbuilding companies won’t sit by and just let it play out.” She shifted in her seat, looking uncomfortable for just a moment. “What about mercs?” Lucia asked. “They don’t have to use their own people.”

Pike guffawed. “Hah! Mercs? Half of them’ll sing for a goddamn lighter sentence if and—let’s be real—when they get caught. The big guy is right. They can’t just hit us over the head with platoons of goons anywhere near those shipyards.”

“What will they do then?” Lucia’s face had taken on a pinched quality while millions of tiny machines in her brain assembled scenarios and probabilities. “If they can’t just drop a ton of firepower on us, what does that leave?”

“Assassins, contractors, lone wolves, and spies,” Mindy replied. “Small squads who can hit hard and move fast.”

Catrina nodded. “Exactly. James will agree with me on this. The corporate playbook for acquiring things is very basic. If you can afford it, buy it. If you can’t afford it, steal it. If you can’t buy it or steal it, degrade the owner’s position until it can be stolen or bought. We aren’t selling, obviously. So OmniCorp is going to try to steal it from us or wear us down to the point where they can.”

James nodded. “Ah, yes. Miss Caulfield is entirely correct. OmniCorp, and Gateways, too, will already be sowing the area with bribes and grand promises. You will have no friends you can trust once we hit the ground.”

“What about DECO?” Lucia asked. “Can we trust them?”

“Have you ever trusted DECO?” James replied. “DECO will go to great lengths to prevent a corporate war, obviously. But our resources are limited in this phase. I am authorized to provide intelligence and assistance, but DECO cannot get directly involved in a corporate matter.”

Pike waved a hand. “Spooks’d just fuck it up anyway.”

Lucia nodded, her head jerking up and down far too quickly to appear normal. “Okay. So we can expect some targeted bullshit in Quinzy, but nothing too insane?”

“Specialists, small squads of pros, maybe some uppity gangs take a swing,” Roland offered. “Bigger than that and we can expect help from the Quinzy branch of NBPD.”

“Perfect,” Lucia said, rubbing her palms together. “Here’s the plan...”

​

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

CHAPTER THREE
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“Heads up, Mama Bear,” Roland growled into the open channel. “First contenders are stepping up.”

From his vantage point atop an assembly hangar, he could see the large cargo truck pull across the street well ahead of his team in their APC. “They’re blocking the street three blocks ahead of you. Four tangos in armor. I’m engaging now. Adjust your route and send the update to my HUD.”

“Only four?” Lucia’s voice came through his helmet speakers sounding tight and tense. “Feels like a feint.”

“Oh, it is,” Roland said as he started to jog along the rooftop. “They want you to get off the main street.”

Manny’s voice followed. “They’ve killed a section of the traffic grid a block over. I think that’s where they will try to funnel us.”

“Don’t go that way,” Roland suggested. The edge of his rooftop loomed. “Or just sit tight and I’ll clear the street ahead. If the main line is where they don’t want us, maybe we ought to stay there if we can.”

“Stopping feels dumb,” Lucia replied. “How quick can you do it?”

“Under one minute,” Roland said.

“Cocky,” Lucia said. “I like that in a man. Go play. We’ll stall.”

Roland leaped.

No person would ever call Roland Tankowicz agile. His bulky frame hurtled across the gap between buildings with all the grace of a hurled boulder. At nearly half a ton, the big cyborg half-expected to punch straight through the adjacent rooftop rather than landing atop it. These were shipbuilding hangars, however. Brutally strong and overbuilt, the steel roof panels accepted his impact with no more fuss than a loud boom. Roland found his footing within two strides and increased his speed. At the end of the second roof he leaped again, this time aiming for the intersection below and the four hapless armored fools still milling about.

He was not fortunate enough to hit any of them directly. His arrival in the intersection nevertheless scattered the opposition in four separate directions. Because the streets in Quinzy were designed to handle massive vehicles, Roland did not make the kind of crater he was accustomed to. The concrete composite surface accepted the impact without collapsing, but the thundering collision sent a complex web of radiating cracks darting outward from Roland’s boots. A black spiderweb bloomed for thirty feet in all directions, each line leading to the crouching monster at its center. The cargo truck bounced on its suspension and wobbled back and forth for a full two seconds before calming. Roland did not dawdle to watch it. He moved even as his feet found purchase on the freshly damaged surface of the street.

His right hand darted under his left armpit to retrieve his pistol while his left hand snaked outward to snare the closest armored opponent. Roland noted in passing that the armor was some obscure Erberhaus model probably meant for construction in inhospitable environments. Some mechanically-inclined individual had upcycled the chassis to include ballistic plating and a shoulder-mounted cannon of some sort. He hauled the flailing man upward and pressed the barrel of Durendal into the breastplate. The gun barked twice in rapid succession, driving two armor-piercing flechettes through the plate, the man beneath, and out the back in a spray of metal and thick black blood. Roland dropped the bleeding mess without a second glance and turned. His helmet sensors marked the remaining three foes with helpful reticles and scrolling data. All wore similar Erberhaus exoskeletons modified for combat. The work looked to be of decent quality too. An alarm screamed in his speakers, and his HUD highlighted a shoulder weapon on one of the attacking mercenaries.

With no time to spare, Roland dove for cover behind the cargo truck just as a 12.7-millimeter armor-piercing sabot traced a bright white streak through the space where he had been standing. His sensors made it quite clear that the shoulder cannons were powerful enough to punch through his skin and penetrate deeply at close range. A gruff “dammit” slipped past his lips unbidden.

“What’s going on?” he heard Lucia say.

Roland cursed himself for leaving the channel open. “Big-ass mass drivers on these things,” he grumbled by way of reply. “Managing it.”

He moved.

Darting out from behind the truck, Roland sprinted and fired at the same time. Hands and eyes worked in unison with the sensors in his helmet and the computers in his gun. Durendal bucked and spat fire, obscuring Roland’s moving body with dazzling muzzle flashes. Eight times he fired, never failing to find metal or meat with his armor-piercing projectiles. The armored enemies lurched and reeled as tungsten-tipped aluminum darts passed through their improvised protection and perforated the flesh beneath. At such close range, Durendal’s flechettes passed entirely through each foe with gruesome results before spalling off to lodge in the masonry of nearby buildings. One struck the street with a plume of white sparks that sent smoking pieces of itself spinning in every direction.

Roland did not bother to reload flechettes. He thumbed his weapon to fifty-caliber beads and surveyed the writhing bodies for signs of renewed aggression. None of the metal-clad forms appeared dead. Though based on how they twisted and groaned in agony, Roland suspected they wanted to be. His flechettes did not make large holes or create organ-pulping pressure waves out of necessity. Designed to penetrate hardened targets, the hypersonic needles left smaller wounds that spared the enemy from catastrophic destruction. Instead, Roland’s enemies bled in red torrents from long tunnels bored directly through their bodies, awake and aware until the sleep of hypovolemic shock overtook each in turn.

To Roland’s surprise, the armor prolonged the descent. His helmet scanners confirmed that it would be a bit before the life left most of his defeated foes. While the wounded humans slept, armor systems administered clotting agents and painkillers to the dying bodies inside. Roland reconsidered his previous assessment of the armor’s low quality. Complex life support systems were neither cheap nor common. For at least two of the men, this would be moot. The expanding lake of blood beneath each was already far too large for anything but a miracle to make a difference. A flashing blue warning in Roland’s HUD warned him that the armor was calling for help as well. Roland reminded himself for the hundredth time to have Manny install some ECM and jamming gear in his helmet. He had no idea how many friends these hitters had or how close by they might be. It was time to move. 

“Tangos are down,” he grunted into the open channel. “Nobody is dead. Yet. Want me to retrieve one for questioning?”

Lucia answered, “Might as well. Pick the healthiest one and clear the street.”

“Copy that,” said Roland.

He stepped up to the cargo truck and hooked his hands beneath the rear bumper. Grunting slightly, he raised the back half of the truck about eight inches off the ground and started to walk sideways. The vehicle groaned and creaked as it spun in a wide arc. The front tires protested with a light screech at each step. Yet it moved all the same, it's fifteen-ton mass no more than a minor inconvenience to Roland’s synthetic musculature. When most of the truck was out of the way, Roland dropped it. Something in the suspension broke with a horrific clanking sound, and the truck frame sagged almost to the level of the street.

Roland ignored this and scanned the fallen for someone likely to live. He found that one of his victims had taken hits through the abdomen and the thigh. Without medical care, the gut shot would be fatal in a few hours, but the armor had managed to get the bleeding under control. He reached down and rolled the wounded woman to her belly. One good pull ripped the back plate away from the exoskeleton and revealed the machinery beneath. Roland found the primary power cell and removed it. The woman moaned in semi-conscious agony and confusion, then lay still.

He heard the APC pull up before he saw it. The crunching of gravel beneath solid tires was unmistakable even as it approached his rear. He waited for the large black vehicle to stop before securing the unconscious woman with one hand. He brought her to the back door, which opened to reveal his team strapped into jump seats along each side of the armored vehicle. Perhaps more callous than the situation warranted, he tossed the armored form of his captive into the back. She struck the floor with a dull clang and groaned once more.

“I pulled the main power cell, so the armor is dead.” He looked at Manny. As a Venusian, Manny had more experience with power armor than any of them. “It’s decent-quality Erberhaus shit, so I left the life support backup alone.”

Manny nodded back. “Got it. I won’t pull her out until we get a real doctor set up.”

“Exactly,” said Roland. “She won’t last long outside of it right now.”

“Think there will be more ambushes?” Lucia asked.

Roland shrugged and stepped back from the door. “Hard to say. The armor was signaling for help. It might just be a standard thing, but I’m going to assume that somebody is already moving on us. Probably whoever they set up at the other ambush location.” He turned and added, “So we should move too. I’ll stay tight on you guys. I don’t think they’ll try to hit us again considering what I just did to their prepared force. They’ll probably want to collect their wounded though, so we need to get the hell out of here.”

Mindy scrunched her nose. “You really don’t think they’ll attack us again?”

Roland shook his head. “Not this crew, anyway. I just stomped four of them in twenty seconds. These guys are after a paycheck, not a coffin. They’ve already figured out that the money isn’t worth it.” Roland shrugged. “But who knows? People can be thick.”

“Copy,” Lucia said. “Let’s keep moving then.”

The rear door slid closed with a hiss and a clank, and the truck lurched forward once more. Roland curled a lip beneath his faceplate and jogged out in front. When his scanners completed a quick survey of his surroundings
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