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      Mari Moonrazor adjusted her ocular implants to simulate normal human eyesight as she gazed over the forest of evergreens toward the rising sun. Pinks and oranges burnished the blue sky, the sight gorgeous and still novel to someone who’d spent most of her life on spaceships and habitats. She couldn’t, however, help but wonder if she was truly seeing the sky as unaltered humans would. Her mother had surgically installed numerous chips and cybernetic implants in her before she’d been a year old, and Mari couldn’t remember what it was like to be fully human.

      As she watched the sky slowly change colors, an increasingly familiar sense of hiraeth crept over her. Why did she keep coming up to this clifftop to look at the sunrises when they kept stirring up emotions that could only get her in trouble? Emotions that prompted her to take action. To leave.

      With her mother’s plans to assemble an ancient wormhole gate and lead their people to another system recently thwarted, Mari’s life’s work seemed insignificant. What need did the astroshamans have for a terraforming scientist, or the technology she made, now that they were hunkered in an underground base on a planet that already had the rich atmosphere, soils, and climates of Old Earth?

      Behind her, heavy feet crunched through the foliage on the clifftop. Her augmented hearing had no trouble picking up the noise over the hum of the generator that kept a camouflaging shield over their base to hide it from the network of satellites that orbited Odin. It was her mother’s crusher, a huge tarry-black combat robot that could liquefy and re-form into any shape. Its approach had to mean that her mother was also coming.

      Concern stirred in Mari’s gut, though she wasn’t doing anything wrong. Not yet. Surely, even beings who longed to integrate themselves with machines, if not eventually give up their biological bodies entirely, could appreciate the aesthetical appeal of a sunrise.

      “It is not the worst view one could have for a secret base,” her mother said, stepping around the crusher and up to the edge of the cliff to join her. Her short white hair stuck up in all directions, as if she’d just roused from bed, though it always looked like that, and implants made her eyes appear the same whitish-blue as Mari’s. Her skin was bronze, a few shades darker than Mari’s, who had the coloring and slim build of the father she couldn’t remember, a father long gone. “I should know. I’ve spent much of the last twenty years hiding in one place or another.”

      “It’s an improvement over the ice base on Xolas Moon,” Mari said, “but can we truly consider it secret? The land was a gift, right? At least one person in the Star Kingdom government knows we’re here.”

      “It was not a gift but a prize acquired through negotiations. And it is only temporary, until we can build a gate from scratch with the data we gathered—” her mother waved to the ground, indicating the complex engineering project their people had started in the freshly excavated base built under the cliff, “—and resume our quest to travel beyond the Twelve Systems and find a new home, one not impinged upon by humanity’s spread. A place where we will not be judged for seeking the next logical evolution.”

      Mari didn’t point out that astroshamans were as apt to judge normal humans as vice versa. “When? Shall I continue my research?”

      “Of course. Our allies in System Geryon are manufacturing an automated ship that will take our finished gate to the new system we’ve chosen, install it, and link it to the existing network, so we can quickly travel there ourselves. If you’ve completed work on your prototype terraformer, we can build more of them and send them along on the ship to create a world suitable for biological matter. Since our people have not yet been able to agree collectively to give up our original forms—” Mother waved at her mostly human body, “—for entirely machine-based bodies, that will be necessary.”

      Mari grimaced. She hadn’t yet told her mother that she’d lost the terraforming device. It had been in her lab on the Celestial Dart, one of the spaceships that had battled the Kingdom Fleet in their Arctic Islands and crashed. She’d had instructions to grab everything valuable before transferring to a transport vessel that wouldn’t go into combat, but there had been too much to take and not much time. She’d forgotten her prototype.

      “Do you think it’s necessary for us to leave now that the Kingdom is under more progressive rule?” Mari asked to change the subject. “Perhaps we could stay here and be…”

      “What? Welcomed with open arms?” Mother snorted.

      Mari knew that was unlikely, but she couldn’t help but think of the list she’d made on her eighteenth birthday. The Human List.

      It was full of things she had never experienced and only read about in books, things that were frowned upon in the astroshaman community because they appealed to “base human emotions.” Drinking caffeinated and alcoholic substances, air-bike racing, hang-gliding, kissing, having sex, eating chocolate, even walking barefoot on a beach with sand squishing between her toes. They were all things she was curious about but had never been permitted to do.

      “Even if we hadn’t gone along with high shamans Chatelain and Cometrunner,” Mother continued, “and attacked this world, the Kingdom never would have accepted us. They never did before. Even those in progressive systems call us freaks and weirdos, always making it clear that we do not belong. If you doubt that, all you have to do is go out among them and walk in their streets with your implants visible.”

      “Can I?” Mari smiled to make it a joke, but that sense of longing returned. Her mother had never given her or her siblings the opportunity to go out among normal humans. But it would be easy now that they were living on this world. Even though she couldn’t see the distant capital of Zamek City, not even with the binocular setting on her implants, she knew it was there, a mere two hundred miles to the east. Mari envisioned Glasnax-windowed skyscrapers glinting pink in the rising sun.

      “No.” Her mother turned a horrified expression on her. “Especially not now. They’re still repairing their cities from the bombings. They would kill you on sight.”

      That would be unfair. Mari hadn’t had anything to do with the bombings, nor would she threaten any humans if she went among them. All she wanted was to experience the items on her Human List.

      “Give up such notions,” her mother said, as if reading her mind, “and focus on perfecting the terraformer so we can make more of them.”

      It struck Mari that if she confessed to having lost it, she might have the excuse to leave. If their lost ships hadn’t been salvaged, someone could fly up and retrieve the device. She could volunteer. Oh, the frigid Arctic Islands weren’t anything she longed to see, but while she was out, maybe she could also visit one of the cities on the mainland. Since her people had few working transport devices, maybe she would even need to go to a city first to acquire a small craft to fly up there.

      “I should have told you earlier,” Mari said, “the prototype was on the Celestial Dart.”

      Her mother grimaced. “You didn’t take it with you when we left?”

      “There wasn’t much time, and I didn’t even think of it. I left it in a cabinet in my lab.”

      Her mother radiated displeasure.

      “I hadn’t truly believed our ships would be defeated.”

      “They shouldn’t have been,” her mother growled. “If I had been in charge, I wouldn’t have underestimated Casmir Dabrowski and his pesky clone.”

      “Perhaps I could go up to the crash site and see if the terraformer survived. I had it tucked away in an insulated box.”

      Her mother squinted at her. A suspicious squint?

      Mari raised her eyebrows, turning her expression into what she hoped looked like a desire to be helpful, not a scheme to escape.

      “It would be easy to find it,” Mari added. “I know you prompted the other ships to self-destruct when you and the survivors fled, so that the Kingdom wouldn’t get our technology, but I found the Celestial Dart on their satellite imagery.”

      “It was also supposed to self-destruct, but the program failed, or the equipment was too damaged by the crash. The rest of us were too injured and concerned about surviving and escaping to go back to finish the job. By then, their troops were crawling all over those mountains.”

      “The terraformer was locked in a cabinet. Scavengers might not have found it. I can—”

      “No. It is too dangerous. They have a military outpost near the crash site, and unscrupulous salvagers are likely still fighting over the pieces.” Her mother’s mouth twisted in distaste. “I assume you have the schematics. You can build it again.”

      “The raw materials—”

      “Make a list. I’ll find a way to acquire whatever you need.”

      “But Mother. Shouldn’t we at least check?”

      “It’s too dangerous,” her mother repeated, her voice hard. “You may not go.”

      Mari clenched her jaw. She was twenty-four. Had she been a normal human born into a human household on almost any planet or habitat in the Twelve Systems, she would have been considered an adult, free to make her own decisions. Free to go where she wished.

      “It is for your own good, Mari,” her mother said, her voice softer. “They would see you as a spy if not a saboteur, and they would kill you. If I thought you merely wanted to sneak in and out of the crash site without being seen, perhaps I would say yes, but I believe you want more than that. As you’ve admitted before, you want to walk among them, a scientist experiencing the culture and curiosities of the indigenous people.”

      Mari’s cheeks warmed, and she looked out upon the forest instead of meeting her mother’s gaze. She shouldn’t have been so frank about her desires in the past.

      “Perhaps they would not kill us,” Mari said. “Perhaps one could prove that one had no ill intent and might be permitted to explore their world.”

      Just proving she didn’t have ill intent might not be enough. What if she was willing to share her knowledge about terraforming with the Kingdom? Her prototype was far more advanced and faster working than the equipment they used. If she could find it and show it to them, maybe they would want to hire her. Or even grant her asylum.

      “Just because Minister Dabrowski is willing to turn enemies into allies doesn’t mean the rest of them will see us as anything but threats to be destroyed. He is not in charge of their people. The very fact that we must remain hidden—” Mother pointed upward toward the camouflaging shield over the base, though it was only visible when Mari shifted the setting of her implants to detect energy instead of light waves, “—is a testament to that. Their military would destroy us if they knew we were here. You will stay here in hiding, as we all will, until it’s time to leave the Twelve Systems forever.”

      Mother glanced toward the rising sun, then turned her back on it and headed to the tunnel that led into their base. A temporary base on a temporary planet.

      Forever. The word haunted Mari. If she didn’t go out soon and experience humanity and what it was like to be one of them… she would never get a chance.

      For her entire life, she’d obeyed her mother and the elders. But as she looked toward the rising sun, she decided she’d had enough. She would take her chances and trust she could keep herself alive among potential enemies. It was time to leave her people.
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      “I never thought I would rob a greenhouse.”

      “These buildings are experimental seed and plant germination centers,” K-45 said in his robotic voice.

      “I never thought I would rob a germination center.”

      “Are you having misgivings about this mission?”

      “You might say that.” Kenji Chisaka—who went by Kenji Backer, in the vain hope that neither the Kingdom Guard nor Zamek City Police would find out he was the son of a terrorist—pushed his hands through his hair hard enough to dislodge strands. “When we were robbing from the corrupt nobility, who are hell-bent on keeping commoners enslaved in a backward system, it seemed right and just. But these are Queen Oku’s greenhouses, and she’s in charge now. By all accounts, she’s a progressive academic who remembers the names of the little people, and she’s dating a commoner.”

      Kenji didn’t want to rob anyone at all. For the last eight years, he’d been doing honest work, whatever jobs he could find without being chipped and in the system. Just when he’d eked together enough physical currency to bribe a spaceship captain to take him out of the Kingdom so he could start a new life, not one but two invading forces had come to Odin. They’d dropped bombs all over the planet, including onto the apartment building where he’d been squatting in the basement. He’d lost all of his meager belongings; he’d almost lost his life.

      “Minister of External Affairs Casmir Dabrowski was cloned from the legendary war hero Admiral Mikita,” Kay said, “and, in the aftermath of King Jager’s death, was awarded a position in the nobility.”

      “Yeah, but he was born a commoner and raised in an apartment in the Brodskiburg District. That’s as common as it gets.”

      “I was born in Refuse Collection Bin Thirty-Seven,” Kay said, “but I am uncommon.”

      “That is true. I used to take classes from Minister Dabrowski. He was Professor Dabrowski back then.”

      “You were accepted into an institute of higher learning?” Why did his robot companion sound surprised?

      Kenji wished he could legitimately say yes, but… “I squatted on campus for a while and sneaked into classes in the huge lecture halls where nobody took attendance.”

      It was unlikely Dabrowski had known he existed.

      “Backer!” one of the thieves standing guard outside the greenhouse whispered harshly. “Quit yapping with your junkyard of a robot. This isn’t the coffee house. You’re supposed to be standing guard. Alertly.”

      Kenji sighed and focused on the parking lot across the field from the greenhouses. He was stationed next to an irrigation shed halfway to the lot, and his duty was to delay the authorities if any shuttles or ground vehicles flew or drove in.

      His stomach growled, a reminder that he had few crowns in his pocket, and it had been more than a day since his last meal. He didn’t want to rob anyone, but he needed to eat.

      “I am also having misgivings about this mission,” Kay said in a lower tone of voice. “My materials may have been acquired in a junkyard, but like human beings, I am worth more than the sum of my parts.”

      “Yes, you are.” Since Kenji had assembled Kay, he wouldn’t disagree, though even he admitted his multi-metaled bipedal companion wasn’t the most state-of-the-art robot in existence. None of his parts were dented or rusted, but the service panel on his back that allowed access to his internal wiring did not look like anything other than the toaster door that it was. “I’m sorry I let myself get talked into this. If I had money to rent a shuttle, we’d be up in the Arctic Islands, scavenging the wrecks from the big battle there. It’s rumored that some of them were astroshaman ships. Even if they’ve mostly been picked over by now, can you imagine how much we could get for even a few smidgens of their technology?”

      Kenji picked up his borrowed DEW-Tek rifle, prepared to do his duty if police or the Kingdom Guard showed up. He tried to hand a pistol to Kay, but the robot closed his mechanical fist, refusing to accept it.

      “You’re not willing to help out?” Kenji asked.

      “You know what my foundational programming is.”

      Yes, when Kenji had been building the robot, there hadn’t been many free options for embedded operating systems. He’d wanted Kay to be able to help him with the mechanic job he’d been holding down at the time, but the only foundational programs that had been available were Kitchen Assistant and Academic Tutor. Figuring the kitchen-assistant operating system would have left Kay prone to chopping and roasting everything in sight, Kenji had opted for Academic Tutor. For the most part, it worked fine, and he’d been able to add numerous engineering and repair programs afterward, but Kay did have a tendency toward lecturing. Even worse, he often opined on philosophical and moral matters. Such as robbing greenhouses.

      “I am incapable of acting in a violent manner toward human beings,” Kay added.

      “You could shoot out their tires.”

      “I am incapable of acting in a violent manner toward tires.”

      “I had no idea tutor robots weren’t allowed to do that.”

      “We are programmed to be serene role models for impressionable young humans.”

      “Will you at least wave a wrench menacingly if someone threatens me?” Kenji asked.

      “I will consider this.”

      A police shuttle flew along the border of the park, its distinctive green and blue lights identifying it even on the dark cloudy night.

      Kenji leaned into the shadows of the irrigation shed. Against his advice, the gang of thieves had shot out the lights around the shed and the four big greenhouses before sneaking in, but their flashlight beams were visible through the glass walls as they searched for the “special seeds that would go for a fortune to the right buyer,” as the leader had put it.

      Kenji held his breath until the police shuttle flew out of view beyond the trees edging the grassy fields. Maybe they hadn’t seen anything. Maybe this would work.

      So long as shooting out the lights hadn’t activated an alarm somewhere. Even though the greenhouses had been secured by nothing more than padlocks on the doors, Kenji had a hard time believing there wasn’t an alarm system, not if the contents were as valuable as the gang thought.

      “If we make as much as the guys think, our five percent could be enough to finally get us passage out of the Kingdom—and away from my father’s inimical legacy.” Kenji wiped a hand on his trousers, as if he could wipe away the blood that had once been there, blood of the people he’d been forced, as a boy, to help his father kill. If the authorities ever found him and ran a DNA test…

      Two police vehicles swung into the parking lot, lights flashing. Damn it.

      “Police,” Kenji whispered into his comm unit. “Everyone out.”

      “We’ve almost got the seeds. Lay down cover!”

      The police vehicle doors flew open, and officers in gray combat armor leaped out. Kenji grimaced. That meant that even if he dared shoot them, they would be protected.

      His teammate at the greenhouse door fired at the police and their vehicles, crimson DEW-Tek bolts lighting up the night. As expected, the energy blasts bounced ineffectively off the armor and the armored vehicles.

      As Kenji pulled out one of the three grenades he’d been given, the police shuttle flew back into view.

      “Abort,” he whispered into the comm. “There are more coming. Abort now.”

      “We only need thirty seconds! Keep them busy!”

      The fearless police officers charged across the grassy field toward the greenhouse. Kenji threw one of the grenades, aiming well in front of them. He wanted to deter them, not hurt anyone.

      The grenade blew a crater, the boom echoing across the park, hurling grass and dirt in all directions. Unfortunately, the officers ran into the smoke, navigating the smoking crater easily in their armor, and kept coming. They would soon pass his shed on the way to the greenhouses.

      “This is unacceptably violent.” Soft clanks sounded as Kay did the robot equivalent of wringing his hands. “I do not approve, Kenji. You should not have involved yourself in such a scheme.”

      “No kidding. You need to run. Get a head start. Meet beyond those trees over there.”

      The robot didn’t need to be told twice. He clanked away from the shed and the parking area. One of the officers must have noticed his movement, for he shifted his rifle in that direction.

      Kenji stepped away from the shed and lobbed the second grenade in the officer’s path.

      Shots fired from another direction, and glass shattered as one of the thieves blew a hole in the back of the greenhouse they were in. Four members of the gang sprang out through it, some carrying sacks of seeds, two carrying what looked like potted ferns with huge balls of fruit dangling from the fronds.

      They would have to run hundreds of yards across a field to the trees and the getaway vehicle parked on the road on the other side. Kenji was even farther away from that escape.

      Though instincts told him to flee, Kenji knew the thieves wouldn’t be able to outrun the authorities, not when the officers’ armor gave them greater strength and speed than typical. He had to try to delay them further. They’d gotten out with hopefully valuable goods. This job could still be worth it—if they could escape.

      As the second grenade blew, Kenji lifted his rifle and fired at the police officers. He targeted the seams in their armor at their knees, shoulders, and ankles, keeping his aim steady though his heart pounded. If he got caught, he’d be screwed for more reasons than shooting at the police and robbing a greenhouse.

      His aim was pinpoint, thanks to his father’s training and a few not-quite-legal enhancements his parents had made to his genes before he’d been born, and one of the police yelped and grabbed his shoulder. He stumbled to the side and out of the formation, but two other officers spotted Kenji in the shadows.

      “Get that one!”

      Two men veered toward him as the others continued after the rest of the gang. As Kenji sprinted away in the opposite direction, he threw his last grenade over his shoulder. It landed by the shed, blowing it to pieces and pelting the men with wood and metal.

      Doubting that would slow them for long, Kenji raced across the field, not toward the getaway car but in the direction Kay had gone. Trees loomed up ahead. If he could reach them, maybe he could lose his pursuers and escape.

      He had to. He couldn’t be captured, couldn’t take the chance of being identified and linked to his father. If that happened, he would be charged not with a misdemeanor but with murder, and spend the rest of his short life in the penal asteroid mines.

      Kay, who clearly had no objections to fleeing, kept running, his mismatched legs propelling him with impressive speed. Kenji glanced back, worried about the lack of cover as they raced across the open field. But his grenade had either deterred the pair of men pursuing him, or they’d realized the main group was the bigger threat. Maybe Kenji could get away.

      As he neared the trees, a dark figure in black armor leaped out of the branches.

      What the hell? This wasn’t one of the policemen.

      A silver logo above the faceplate on the man’s helmet gleamed in the night, the letters ME standing out against the surrounding black. Kenji groaned. He’d heard of this guy.

      Kay halted so fast that he clattered, his bulbous head jerking forward. He flung up his arms in surrender, but the armored figure grabbed him and hurled him twenty feet through the air.

      Kenji pointed his rifle at the man, but he couldn’t keep from gaping. Even with strength-accentuating armor, that was an incredible feat. Kay wasn’t light.

      With a thunderous crash, the robot struck a trunk hard. Kenji gritted his teeth as anger surged up in him. Kay wasn’t indestructible either.

      “You bastard,” Kenji snarled, firing at the man’s armored chest. “That’s my friend.”

      He kept himself from saying his only friend, since that was pathetic. Even if it was true.

      The armored man focused on him, his face too shadowed to make out behind his helmet’s faceplate. As they had with the police, the energy bolts bounced uselessly off him. Kenji shifted his aim to the neck, again hoping to find a seam, but that looked like much more expensive—and higher quality—armor than the police had.

      He should have run, but where? His genetic enhancements were modest; he couldn’t escape this man. Kenji’s only hope was to damage that armor enough to deter him.

      But the man sprang at him, powerful legs taking him through the air as if he’d leapt off a trampoline. Kenji jumped to the side, turning his rifle into a club at the last second, hoping vainly to smash through his foe’s faceplate.

      A hand snatched the rifle out of the air, tearing it from his grip. So fast Kenji didn’t know what was happening, he found his legs knocked out from under him. He hit the ground hard, landing on his back, his head thudding against the earth. A weight landed on his chest, pinning him. The armored man’s knee.

      “I surrender!” Kenji jerked his hands up.

      He had no idea if the capital’s new self-proclaimed superhero known only as the Main Event killed criminals, but with all the weight on his chest, and his ribcage creaking, Kenji worried the guy would crush him to death by accident. The Main Event was reputedly cybernetically enhanced, giving him strength and agility even beyond what the armor offered, and it would be easy for someone like that to carelessly snap a rib—or a spine.

      The man paused, looking toward the police and the other thieves. The leader and someone else had been captured before they reached the getaway vehicle.

      “I didn’t seriously hurt anyone.” Kenji struggled not to panic at the crushing weight on his chest, and the fear that he’d scraped by his whole life only to die helping thugs steal seeds. “I didn’t want to do this mission, but I’ve got no job and can barely buy food. My home and everything I have was destroyed in the bombings.”

      He doubted the Main Event cared.

      But Kenji’s captor kneeled back, the painful weight coming off his ribs. He hefted Kenji to his feet, a steel grip not letting him go.

      “The city has shelters and offers jobs to those who need them,” the Main Event said in a passionless but surprisingly cultured voice. He sounded like a noble.

      “Only if you’re chipped and in the system.”

      The Main Event looked at him, his face still too shadowed by the night—or was he wearing a mask?—to see. “You can get chipped and get into the system.”

      “No, I can’t. Uhm, family troubles. That would be a really bad idea for me. I have a father who’s, ah, he didn’t treat us well.” Why was he babbling and explaining this to some justice-fighter? “A real scum. Mom’s dead because of him. I don’t suppose you know what it’s like to come from a bad family?”

      Surprisingly, the man barked what might have been a laugh. It also might have been coughing up of phlegm. Something that was hard to spit out when one was in combat armor.

      “I also really don’t want to have a blood test done by the police,” Kenji went on, hoping he could somehow talk his way out of this. “You’re into anonymity, right? You’ve got to get it.”

      Another firefight broke out in the trees across the park. A couple of the thieves had made it to the getaway car and grabbed bigger weapons. One turned a hand cannon on the police officers. That might be powerful enough to cut through their armor. Kenji willed his captor to go help the police and leave him alone.

      An alarmed yell came from the firefight. One of the police? That was the first hint that the encounter might be going poorly for them.

      The Main Event released Kenji but only to pick up his fallen rifle. He flexed his armored arms and snapped it in half. All right, that was impressive. Kenji’s thoughts of having his spine snapped returned.

      A faint rattle came from the other direction—Kay trying to get to his feet. The Main Event glanced at him but only tossed the pieces of rifle to the ground.

      “I’ve dedicated myself to protecting this city, boy,” the Main Event said.

      Kenji bristled at being called a boy—he’d just turned twenty-four—but if his youth might lead this guy to be more lenient, he would keep his mouth shut.

      “I’m watching out for it. Thieves who shoot at police officers aren’t welcome. If I come across you in Zamek City again, I’ll drop you off at Police Headquarters, and you can burble tales of family woes to them.” Without waiting for a response, he took off across the field toward the fighting.

      Not questioning his good luck, Kenji ran to Kay and helped him up. His robot buddy was a whiz at repairing everything from kitchen appliances to vehicles to spaceship engines, but his junkyard body, as one of the thieves had called it, wasn’t evenly weighted, and he struggled with things like standing up and climbing stairs.

      “Are you badly damaged?” In the dark, Kenji couldn’t tell how smashed Kay was after being hurled against a tree.

      “My housing is dented in numerous places, but my circuitry and skeletal framework appear sufficient for fleeing this odious place, which I dearly hope is next on our agenda. I will do a full diagnostic scan shortly.”

      “Yes.” Kenji helped him through the trees and away from the park, frowning at the robot’s lopsided gait, though his hip ached, and he was also limping after being hurled to the ground. “When I get some money, I’ll buy you better parts.”

      Whenever that would be.

      “Most thoughtful, but unless I am mistaken, you will not be receiving a five-percent stake from tonight’s mission.”

      “I know, but there’s something else I’ve been thinking about. Something that could be more lucrative.”

      “You are not going to sell me, are you?”

      “No. Friends don’t sell friends.” Kenji didn’t point out that he would have had to pay a junkyard owner to take an ancient K-45 off his hands, especially one with toaster parts.

      “Excellent. I concur. What is your new plan?”

      “Since we can’t stay in the city…” Kenji glanced back, but neither the police nor the Main Event were in sight. “Maybe it’s time for that salvage mission in the Arctic Islands that I’ve been dreaming about.”

      “You said you couldn’t afford to rent a craft to take us up there.”

      “We’ll borrow one.”

      “From a friend?”

      “From a shuttle-rental service with lax lending standards.”

      Kay rotated his bulbous head, his oval-shaped optical sensors looking at him. “I am concerned for your future, Kenji.”

      “It’ll work out.”

      “Who will I converse with if you end up in a detention center?”

      Kenji didn’t mention that, as his personal property, Kay would end up deactivated and stuffed in a storage locker in the same detention center. “We’re going to make it work this time, Kay. We’re going to make enough money to get out of the Kingdom and start new lives. You’ll see.”

      “I do hope so. I believe one of my toes just fell off.”

      “I’ll build you a new foot. Once we’re on the way to the Arctic.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            2

          

        

      

    

    
      The wan sun did nothing to warm Mari as she sped over ice fields and away from the military outpost on a rented air bike, the wind needling her even through multiple layers of clothing. Her fingers were numb inside her gloves, and she could barely feel her toes, but she didn’t care. She had done it.

      She’d sneaked away from her mother’s base, sabotaging the security system long enough to slip out without leaving a trace. After a few miles of walking, she’d found and taken over an automated logging vehicle, altering its programming to give her a ride to a mill on the outskirts of Zamek City. Once in the capital, she’d located a rental shop with a clerk willing to take her money without asking for identification. She’d checked out a bike from him, ridden to a military base near the city, and used a couple of her hacking programs to unlock a hatch on a cargo ship heading to the Kingdom outpost in the Arctic.

      Mari smirked as she imagined what her mother would think of her using the engineering and computer knowledge all of her people were educated with to become a serial stowaway. It had been easier than she’d expected. Oh, she’d expected to be caught at any point along the way, but after dealing with her people’s ultra-secure networks, getting into and navigating the Kingdom networks, even the private ones, hadn’t been that difficult.

      The harder part had been avoiding scrutinizing stares from people in the city who’d noticed her implants and must have wondered if she was an astroshaman. Normal humans sometimes got cybernetic upgrades, and most of them had embedded banking and network chips, but few people had their working eyes replaced with implants or the equivalent of a circuit board with ports and an extra bank of chips stuck in the side of their head. Mari had kept her shoulder-length blonde hair combed over that the best she could, but it was noticeable.

      She hadn’t dared shop for food or to experiment with any of the items on her Human List. Once she had her terraforming prototype and could offer it and her knowledge in exchange for asylum, she could explore the world. She just had to hope it was still in the wrecked ship and that it hadn’t been destroyed. And that the Kingdom government would want what she offered enough to overlook that her people were their enemies.

      Jagged white mountains rose up ahead of her, the sun glinting on their frosty slopes. According to the satellite imagery, the Celestial Dart had crashed on a cliff on this side of them.

      She increased the magnification of her ocular implants, looking for any hint of a ship’s hull amid the snow and ice. Also searching for signs of people—especially the soldiers from that outpost. Hopefully, they didn’t run patrols out here, but she didn’t know.

      Even though her mother had negotiated something of a truce with Minister Dabrowski, and he apparently owned the land they’d constructed their new base on, Mari doubted the planet’s military had instructions to leave astroshamans alone if they saw them. More likely, they would try to capture and interrogate her.

      As she tilted back on the handlebars to lift the nose of her air bike and climb up into the mountains, an alert blinked in her vision, a silent ding sounding in her mind. Her implants had detected an anomaly in the terrain. It was atop a cliff, as she’d expected. The wreck.

      She sped up. This was it.

      An unexpected tangle of emotions filled her as she came upon the wreck, what had once been a great spaceship capable of housing hundreds of engineers and researchers now buried under numerous feet of snow. The Celestial Dart hadn’t been her only home, but it had been the ship she traveled on when her people were not staying on one base or another, doing their best to avoid human civilizations. She’d studied and researched aboard that ship, been raised with her siblings, and learned the religious and secular ways of her people. It had been a more permanent part of her life than most of the homes they’d fleetingly lived in.

      Loss and regret and sadness made her slow down as she surveyed the mess. Moisture filmed her eyes and dampened her lashes until they froze, little crystals battering her cheeks every time she blinked. Since her tear ducts had never been altered, she had no trouble crying, but she rarely did. As her mother and others had told her so often, intense human emotion was a reminder of their biological evolution and a sign that one was regressing toward a more primitive state. Rational computer-like beings did not cry.

      “Just be glad you weren’t on board when it crashed,” she muttered, navigating around the snow-covered wreck and looking for a spot where she might gain access to the interior.

      In addition to a few weapons for protection, she’d brought a toolbox that included a plasma cutter, but as she eyed the white drifts piled atop the mangled remains of the hull, she wondered if it would be enough. She navigated toward a spot on the windward side of the cliff where the mounds of snow were less substantial and lucked across a hatch. Scorch marks marred the hull around it, as if some scavenger had tried to force his way in but failed.

      “Open,” she told the hatch and wasn’t surprised when it didn’t budge. There wasn’t likely any power left to run the computer system.

      Mari removed a glove and rested her hand on a panel, resisting the urge to jerk it back at the icy chill. The hatch hissed open with the breaking of a seal. At least the battery-powered mechanisms still worked.

      The hatchway led into a corridor near the crew cabins. Would she be able to find an intact route to the laboratories? And would they be intact? They were in the interior of the ship, next to sickbay, and well-protected, so maybe. But finding a navigable route to them would be difficult.

      After putting her glove back on, Mari pulled out her plasma cutter and nodded to herself. She could handle difficulties. If she wanted asylum here in the Kingdom, she had to have something valuable to offer in exchange. She would find her terraformer and also take any other valuable technology she came across that she might be able to trade. At least, unlike the scavengers who had already been here, she had a rightful claim to the devices inside the ship.

      The wind howled across the cliff, tossing snow over the side. Before climbing through the warped hatchway, Mari scanned her surroundings to make sure no soldiers or other craft were nearby. She also guessed that her mother had found out she was missing by now and might have sent someone after her. Hopefully not that crusher. With her tools and weapons, Mari believed she could defend herself against most humans, but a nearly indestructible combat robot was another matter.

      Fortunately, the barren landscape was empty. Good.

      Mari climbed inside, grunting in annoyance when a collapsed ceiling and caved-in bulkheads stopped her right away. She ignited the plasma cutter. This was going to take a while.
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      “Have you previously been educated on how to fly aircraft?” Kay asked from the copilot’s seat of the shuttle.

      It was Kenji’s first time traveling out of Zamek City in years—and his first time taking Kay anywhere. He assumed the robot’s skepticism had more to do with their conveyance than his piloting skills. As they’d entered their seventh hour of flight, an ominous rattle and a puff of black smoke had come from one of their thruster housings. A readout next to a flashing yellow light on the navigation console kept insisting they service the engine. Earlier, Kenji had commed the rental place about the alert. The man working there had said it was fine and to ignore it.

      “My father taught me how to pilot everything from a flyer to a galaxy charger spaceship. I’m a little rusty, but if we crash, I won’t be the reason for it.”

      Per the man’s instructions, Kenji tried to ignore another puff of smoke wafting from the thruster. Since they were flying over an iceberg-filled sea, there was no place to stop and do maintenance.

      He’d been so pleased to find a rental service clerk who would wheel and deal with him that he hadn’t questioned his luck. He’d promised to pay after he got back and sold some of the salvage he was determined to find. Surprisingly, the man had agreed, so long as he brought double the usual fee. Maybe he’d only agreed because he’d known the shuttle would crash, and he hoped to make an insurance claim.

      “You have not spoken of a father,” Kay said. “Are you close?”

      “No.”

      “If he taught you to pilot, that suggests an interest in your education and ability to care for yourself as an adult.”

      “He wanted me to be able to fly the getaway craft after he bombed buildings, stations, or habitats.”

      Kay’s bulbous head rotated toward him. “Did you say bombed?”

      “Yes. He’s a terrorist. He wanted me to be his little acolyte.” Kenji didn’t mention that he had been his father’s acolyte, or at least his assistant in his vile endeavors, until he’d turned sixteen and mustered the courage to stage his death and run away. To this day, he didn’t know if his father truly believed he was dead or simply hadn’t cared enough to track down a son who didn’t want to serve him and therefore had no purpose.

      “I thought you said you came from a noble family.”

      Had he told Kay that? Maybe one night when he’d been drunk. Drinking took the edge off. “My mother did, but she’s been gone since I was eight. He might have done it. I never had any proof, but she kept trying to keep him away from me. He didn’t like that. I’d been his idea, you see, the gene cleaning and enhancements and everything. A little scion to the business. You want to know the funny part?”

      “This is a funny part? I am not an expert on human emotions, but your tale appears to lack in humor.”

      “No kidding. But he hated King Jager and having a senate comprised of nobles. He always railed about all that, and how the common man had no power, and also the idiocy of genetic engineering being outlawed in the Kingdom. He was trying to make statements, blowing things up as a way of fighting the system.” Kenji eyed another puff of black smoke and checked to see how far they were from land. “That was how it was in the beginning anyway, at least according to my mother. I guess she silently supported him back then. Even though she was a noble, she didn’t approve of the system. But later…” Kenji shook his head, memories popping up of dead people—murdered people—and blood everywhere, including on his own hands. “I think he liked it. Likes it. He’s still alive out there somewhere, but not in System Lion, I think. He had a couple of close calls with knights who’d been sent to hunt him down, and it’s been a few years since anyone saw him here. He’s reputedly a thief, bounty hunter, and who knows what in another system now, but the Kingdom hasn’t forgotten his crimes. They want him dead.”

      And they would happily take out the son who’d assisted him too. Kenji had to get out of System Lion. He couldn’t keep flirting with the authorities. And now that damn self-proclaimed superhero.

      When Kenji had checked the news, he hadn’t been surprised that the rest of the greenhouse-incursion party had been arrested. He was still shocked that the Main Event had let him go. He wouldn’t press his luck and return to the capital longer than it took to drop off the shuttle. Even though he’d lived in Zamek City for years and knew it well, Kenji could make the money he needed to charter a space flight elsewhere.

      “Such as right here,” he murmured, spotting white land coming into view on the horizon. “We’re going to make it.”

      “I am most relieved,” Kay said.

      “Me too.”

      The trip back might be dicier, but while he searched for valuables, Kenji would have Kay perform any repairs that might be possible without spare parts. Earlier, he’d seen a toolbox in the back.

      “There is a military outpost on this island,” Kay said as they flew over a glacier, a herd of walruses near the water, startled by the shuttle’s passing—or the plumes of smoke. “Will they not object to salvage operations taking place near their compound?”

      “We’re not going to ask for their permission. And we’re one man and a robot, not a salvage operation.”

      “Do you seek to acquire more trouble for yourself?”

      “No. We’ll be circumspect.”

      “I have concerns.”

      “If anyone asks, we’ll say we came up here to hike,” Kenji said.

      “Robots do not participate in recreational physical activity.”

      “You can fix the shuttle while I recreate. Don’t worry. I think the wrecks are several miles from the outpost and in the mountains.” Kenji banked to head toward the snowy peaks on the horizon.

      He had been doing research on the network, learning everything he could about the battle and the likely locations of wrecks. Too bad there wasn’t more information. Reports that Military Intelligence and Royal Intelligence had filed about the conflict had been classified, leaving the media outlets to share only opinions and guesses. Kenji hoped what he’d gathered from those sources would be enough.

      He fished his glasses out of his pocket and put them on, activating the network interface and display to bring up the maps and data he’d bookmarked. The research would have been easier if he’d had a chip in his temple wired directly into his brain, as was typical for people in the Kingdom and most of the Twelve Systems, but the government could use such devices to locate a person, so his father had never had Kenji embedded with one. And after Kenji had run away from the old man, it had seemed wise to continue to stay off the grid.

      “Watch the scanners, will you?” Kenji asked. “Let me know if any other ships are in the area.”

      “Certainly.” Kay tilted his body forward at the hip to peruse the limited instrumentation. They would be lucky if the dilapidated shuttle could detect obstacles in their flight path, much less other ships in the area, but maybe the scanners were more advanced than they looked. Kay scraped at something brownish and gunky on a display with a finger. “I believe this is food detritus.”

      “Looks like mustard. The last copilot may have been into ham sandwiches.”

      “Did he not grasp the merits of cleaning up after himself? This is a societal courtesy that those of us in the tutoring industry are programmed to impart to our charges.”

      “Not everybody has a robot tutor when they’re growing up.”

      “Very unfortunate. Still, one would think that sanitation protocols would be implemented between one rental party and the next.”

      “Not when one doesn’t pay in advance or share his identity with the clerk.”

      “I do hope you will succeed with this mission and achieve your goal to reach a more financially elevated rung of society.”

      “So you don’t have to scrape week-old mustard off the consoles of future aircraft that we rent?”

      “Precisely.”

      Kenji piloted them past the small military outpost, staying well south of it, and continued west until they reached the mountains. The chain ran roughly north-south, and he turned them north, assuming most of the fighting had been near the outpost. The shuttle hiccuped and spat another plume of black smoke.

      “Another aircraft is entering the local airspace,” Kay said.

      “Military?”

      “This equipment is not sophisticated enough to differentiate between military and civilian vessels, but it is coming from the southwest rather than the outpost. It is possible it is flying to the outpost.”

      “What’s off to the southwest?” Kenji mentally retraced their route. They’d come up the coast from Zamek City and flown northwest over the sea. There were a few towns in the inland mountains of the northern continent, but the majority of the population centers were along the eastern and southern coasts. The far distant western coast was prone to tsunamis and had few towns of size.

      “Little,” Kay said.

      “Hm.”

      They flew over a snow-blanketed cliff with a lumpy surface that might have been rock or might have indicated something buried under the snow. The scanners were ineffective at determining if wreckage lay underneath, but the equipment did detect one anomaly. Kenji squinted over at Kay’s console.

      “Is that an air bike parked on top of that cliff?”

      “Actually, that is a large mountain directly ahead of us.” Kay pointed at the forward display.

      “Don’t tell me someone else has already been here scavenging.”

      “I will tell you that you must veer to the side promptly.” Kay’s hands twitched toward the navigation controls, as if he meant to take over.

      “I see it. We’ve got plenty of time.” Kenji adjusted their course to swing around the mountain, so he could come back and check on the air bike.

      “Few humans would consider 4.3 seconds until impact plenty of time.”

      “And few robots, apparently.”

      “Indeed.”

      As the shuttle flew around the mountain peak, the scanners detected the air bike flaring to life behind them. Kenji adjusted the display to bring up a visual off the shuttle’s rear. A white-cloaked figure who almost blended in with his or her surroundings jumped onto the air bike and flew down a steep slope and toward the east.

      Toward the military outpost? To report him?

      No, that cloak wasn’t a part of any military uniforms he’d seen. It looked like it had been chosen specifically for camouflage. The white backpack the figure wore also blended in but not so much that he couldn’t see it bulging. As if with choice scavenged parts plucked from a crashed astroshaman ship.

      “Someone beat us here,” Kenji grumbled.

      “Given that the battle was weeks ago, it is likely that many people—or salvage operations—beat us here.”

      Kenji sighed. Well, he wouldn’t chase someone off across the ice to mug him. Just in case it mattered later, he used his glasses display to record a video of the bike, including stickers on the back that read Lease to own! and Blazing engines! Someone else was making use of rental vehicles for the trip up here.

      “I’m going to see if I can find a stable place to set us down.” Kenji flew toward the clifftop, activating the shuttle’s hover feature. The craft shuddered and bucked before obeying. “Let me know if that other ship you detected comes this way. I hope it doesn’t. It’s hard to believe this place is so delightful that everyone is visiting it at once.”

      “If the wreckage contains a plethora of valuable materials to salvage, would that not cause a human to find it delightful?”

      “I suppose it might.” Kenji frowned as they descended, noticing a lot of boot prints and evidence of landing skids from numerous types of vehicles in the snow. “It definitely might.”

      Had he been delusional to think that this was an original idea? Maybe a steady stream of salvagers had been up here since the battle.

      “There might not be anything left inside,” he admitted, guiding the shuttle gingerly down next to the snow-covered wreck. There wasn’t a lot of space between it and the edge. “Let’s hope they overlooked something, and we’ll get lucky. If we even found enough to cover the rental cost and the supplies we bought for the trip up here…”

      He wouldn’t say that would be enough. It wouldn’t. Why couldn’t he catch a lucky break?

      Wherever his father was skulking these days, Kenji hoped some Kingdom agent would soon capture him and deliver him to a penal asteroid for years of arduous mining by hand. Possibly while being beaten up by prison toughs who didn’t like terrorists.

      “You may wish to hurry,” Kay said. “The other aircraft is continuing in this direction.”

      “Wonderful. While you wait, see if you can give the shuttle a tune-up, will you?”

      As soon as Kenji stepped outside of the climate-controlled interior, he realized how ill-prepared he was for an arctic excursion. The sun was bright, almost blinding as it glinted off the snow all around him, but the air wasn’t remotely warm.

      He should have brought cold-weather clothing and emergency camping gear, but he didn’t own either of those things, nor would his meager funds have covered their purchase. He would have to work quickly and hope the shuttle didn’t break down fully and lose power. If it did, he would be forced to trek to the outpost and beg for shelter.

      “This is why I’m a city boy,” he said, teeth chattering as he walked along the wreckage. “A city boy from a temperate climate zone.”

      His boots crunched on detritus in the snow as he walked around the area. Pieces of warped metal from a spaceship hull. This was the place.

      The snow was packed from other people’s feet, so Kenji didn’t need special shoes to get around, but he grimaced at this further evidence that this spot had already been thoroughly scavenged. He stopped at a hole in the hull, the dark interior warped and broken with pieces torn from the ceiling to dangle down. It reminded him of a stalactite-filled cavern he’d once seen on a vid.

      Most of the boot prints led to this spot. Kenji continued around the wreck, hoping to find a less obvious place where he might enter and find choice items that hadn’t yet been looted.

      His comm beeped.

      “Already?” he answered.

      “If you wish to know if that aircraft is already approaching,” Kay said, “the answer is yes. It is coming here, not to the outpost.”

      The breeze shifted, carrying the distant roar of an engine. Frustration bubbled up inside Kenji as he glowered at the southern sky where an unremarkable gray shuttle had grown visible. It did appear to be heading for this clifftop.

      “Do you wish to flee?” Kay asked.

      “No, damn it. We just got here, and this is Kingdom land, a park open to the public. We’re hikers exploring an interesting wreck in the middle of these geologically interesting mountains that naturally draw tourists such as ourselves. We’re not doing anything wrong.” His self-righteousness might have been less pronounced if that had been a military or Kingdom Guard shuttle approaching.

      “Do you want to know if I wish to flee?”

      “Not really.”

      “Your disregard for the feelings of robots is noted.”

      “Just watch my back if a bunch of thugs in combat armor spring out of it and attack me.”

      “Do you wish me to wave my wrench menacingly at them?”

      “Yes.” Kenji continued to tramp around the wreck, but he tugged a rifle off his shoulder, an old-fashioned firearm full of gunpowder cartridges. It had been all he could scrounge up after the Main Event snapped his previous rifle like a stale breadstick. “And then pilot the shuttle over to land on them.”

      There were fewer footprints on the back side of the wreck. Only one set, small and maybe belonging to a woman. They appeared fresh, and he looked in the direction the air bike had gone, but it had disappeared from view.

      The shuttle continued its inexorable approach. Kenji hoped he wasn’t being an idiot for staying, but the incoming craft didn’t have weapons or appear that threatening. It might even be another rental shuttle. If it carried another scavenger—or hiker—maybe they could share the wreck.

      Kenji spotted an open hatch and climbed up a drift toward it. A gust of wind kicked up snow—the shuttle was hovering right over the wreck now. He eyed it warily, hoping it didn’t have weapons that he’d missed on first glance.

      In case the pilot was looking down at him via a display, Kenji smiled up and waved. “Might as well be friendly with the competition, right?”

      “Was that question for me?” Kay asked, reminding Kenji that their comm link was open.

      “No, but I trust you agree.”

      As he scrambled up to the hatch, the gray shuttle landed not far from Kenji’s rented craft. It was about the same size, its sides dented and its paint faded with age. The name of a competing rental company

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
    

  

OEBPS/images/asylum_ebook.jpg
LINDSAY Bum@xBER
e A






OEBPS/images/break-section-side-screen.png





