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      Saddle up, MechWarriors, because it’s time to dive into Shrapnel: Year Two, the sophomore year of the Official BattleTech Magazine!

      Although the first year got Shrapnel on everyone’s radar, I believe our second year of publication was when we really hit our stride. As I mentioned in the Year One introduction, I had no idea whether we’d be able to publish more than four issues, so during that first year, I took some chances, played around with the format and features a little, and just hoped we could survive that year and just maybe get a second one. By our second year, not only was Shrapnel surviving, it was thriving. We’d ironed out the bumpiest parts of the first year and were going strong into the second with a tried-and-true format featuring the most successful aspects of those first four issues.

      One of the notable aspects of our second year was the overwhelmingly positive response to our open call for submissions. By the time I was putting issue #5 together, submissions were rolling in on a regular basis, not only from classic BattleTech novelists and veteran authors who had helped carry the torch of BattleTech short fiction during the BattleCorps days, but also from seasoned authors who had never written BattleTech before and brand-new authors whose Shrapnel stories were their first professional fiction submissions. The number and quality of submitted stories during the second year made it certainly easy to fill each issue with great, memorable tales.

      One of my favorite developments in Year Two was that, starting in issue #6, I was able to commission brand-new story-specific art. This was something I’d wanted to do since the beginning of Shrapnel, to evoke the days when BattleTech novels published in the ’80s and ’90s and certain BattleCorps stories featured black-and-white art. Issue #6 served as a proof of concept for this idea, featuring the first two pieces of original art by Natán Meléndez. These pieces really impressed us all, and from #7 onward, we’ve featured a minimum of four original pieces of art in each issue. There’s a lot of aspects about this job I love, but working with our stable of artists on each bespoke piece of artwork ranks really high on that list.

      As for the stories themselves, here are my personal highlights from each issue in this Year Two omnibus: From issue #5, “Ghosts” by Lance Scarinci, “The Fox Patrol” by Bryan Young, “An Ice-Cold Dish” by Paul Sjardijn, and “Breach” by Tom Leveen; in #6, “Point of View” by Jason Schmetzer, “Almost Sounds Like the Guns Themselves” by E. Clark Avery, “One Door Closes” by Blaine Lee Pardoe, “Ace Darwin and the Sidewinder Canyon” by James Bixby, and “Moving Forward” by Daniel Isberner; in #7, “Shards of a Broken Sword” by Julian Michael Carver, “Anchors Aweigh,” by J. D. Neal, “The Thirst for Vengeance” by Curtis O. Thompson, and “Protector of the Blood” by Charles Gideon; and in #8, “Better Days” by John-David Karnitz, “The Old Rules of Hire” by Jason Hansa, “The Great UrbanMech Uprising” by Eric Salzman, and “Farewell Song” by Jeremy Ciccone.

      As you read through my introductions to each issue, here are a few things to keep in mind, as they have changed or no longer apply since the issue was originally published:

      
        
          	
        Year One’s serial novel: Michael A. Stackpole’s If Auld Acquaintance Be Forgot… (Part 4) is mentioned in the intro for issue #5; however, we included that in the Shrapnel: Year One omnibus instead, so it is not actually included in the Year Two omnibus.
      

      	
        Year Two’s serial novel: In the same spirit, instead of making you wait until the Shrapnel: Year Three omnibus is released, we have included Craig A. Reed’s Vengeance Games (Part 4), which originally appeared in issue #9, so that the entirety of this serial novel is included in this omnibus.
      

      	
        New downloads page: We’ve rearranged some of our online presence, so all downloads for each Shrapnel issue can now be found here: https://battletech.com/shrapnel/
      

      	
        Fan art: We are unfortunately no longer accepting fan art. Although we loved seeing the things you sent us, featuring fan art was one of the Year One experiments that we were unable to maintain.
      

      

      

      I hope you enjoy this omnibus collection of our sophomore year!

      
        
        —Philip A. Lee, Managing Editor
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      At ease, MechWarriors! Let’s get the good news out of the way first…

      Oh, wait, it’s all good news this time around! Firstly, to kick off the second year of Shrapnel, the long-awaited conclusion to Michael Stackpole’s Kell Hounds serial is finally here, and is well worth the wait. I wouldn’t blame you if you wanted to skip straight to it to see how the Kell brothers fare, but just know there’s plenty of good stuff that comes before it.

      Speaking of good stuff, the other major piece of good news: this is our biggest issue yet, and in more ways than one! Not only were we able to fit more stories, articles, and game features between these covers than ever before, but for those of you picking up the print version, you’ll notice that we also made the text slightly bigger for ease of reading, which enlarged this already-big issue to an even greater size. I hope you all like this change.

      Do you recognize the scene on the cover of this issue? Yet another wonderful piece by the talented Ken Coleman, this image, titled Fire Burn and Cauldron Bubble, breathes life into a specific event documented in the novel Hour of the Wolf and in the forthcoming IlClan sourcebook. If you haven’t read Hour of the Wolf yet, what are you waiting for? It’s a huge book filled with plenty of ’Mech combat during the ultimate battle for Terra that wraps up the Dark Age and catapults us into the new ilClan era.

      For short stories in this issue, we kick off with “Ghosts,” an espionage-filled offering from Lance Scarinci. (Can you guess who the protagonist of this story is?) We also have “The Fox Patrol,” a follow-up to Bryan Young’s “The Secret Fox,” which was featured in issue #3, and Craig Reed brings us another Tale from the Cracked Canopy, a long-awaited return to the series he spearheaded in issue #1. And lastly, we have a few more new short-story authors in this issue. Veteran BattleTech contributor Paul Sjardijn shares what happened on Outreach at the dawn of the Word of Blake Jihad in 3067; Matt Alexander shows us the true cost of a mercenary’s survival during the Third Succession War; and in “Breach,” Tom Leveen gives us a glimpse at a moment of peace threatened by outside forces.

      Game-related offerings in this issue include a look at peculiarities plaguing Black Box “faxes” in the 3150s; an in-depth look at how to survive if you happen to find yourself in the Capellan Confederation’s servitor caste; a conspiracy theory about the true nature of Clan Sea Fox; a selection of submachine guns from all around the Inner Sphere; and a detailed overview of how anti-’Mech infantry operates. Also, we have a technical readout of the CRD-10S, the new Clan-tech Crusader, which holds a special place for me since I drove a CRD-3R in my very first game of BattleTech decades ago. Two other game features that deserve special mentions are a planet digest of the Lyran Commonwealth world of Kandersteg and a technical readout of the SM5, a new Kell Hounds toy; both of these offer tantalizing glimpses of the forthcoming Tamar Rising sourcebook, the first BattleTech sourcebook set in the new ilClan era.

      As always, we thank you for your continuing support as we move into our second year of Shrapnel! Keep those submissions and fan art pieces (fanart@catalystgamelabs.com) coming in!

      
        
        —Philip A. Lee, Managing Editor
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        MULE-CLASS DROPSHIP EL JEFE

        INBOUND TO TERRA

        REPUBLIC OF THE SPHERE

        3 SEPTEMBER 3090

      

      

      I don’t know at what point I lost my faith in humanity. Maybe it was the Jihad, maybe the Civil War, maybe earlier. I just know that by the time I saw my son torn to pieces by one of those damn cybernetic Manei Domini monsters, I had so little left to give that I barely wept. By that time, death no longer affected me, not even that of my own flesh. It was just the latest wrong that I couldn’t make right.

      “Touchdown in fifteen, Major Roth.” One of the bridge officers had a hand on my arm, guiding me to a seat. “Better strap yourself in.” I wasn’t a major, but some ships kept up the old tradition of brevetting guest captains; only one captain aboard ship. I wasn’t a Roth either, but he didn’t need to know that. I nodded my thanks and buckled up. He checked me and smiled approvingly, as if fastening a buckle was that much of a chore and I had exceeded his expectations. He was blond, mid-twenties, and reminded me a bit of my boy. But then I saw Stephen in just about every lad these days.

      Stephen had enlisted as soon as he started growing whiskers. He was good enough for the Avalon Hussars, and that made him better than me, which is all a father can ask for. It didn’t make him better than a Wobbie Tau Zombie. Sheer luck had me on the same world, though the Dove would have said it was God’s plan. Some god, making me siphon up what was left of my firstborn and deliver him back to his mother in a box. I couldn’t even cry at the funeral. Not a tear. My wife never forgave me for that, and neither did her new husband, as this little scar on my lip can attest. His scar is a bit bigger, and my wife won’t ever forgive me for that, either.

      “Steady on course.” The girl at the helm flipped a few switches. “Touchdown in five…four…three…” She was good. I barely felt the bump as our ship hit ferrocrete, and that’s quite a feat for a loaded Mule. She was young, too. God, they were all so young, but that’s what happens when all the veterans are dead. The girl let down her hair from its tight, spacefarer’s bun and shook out a surprisingly long brown mane. I had a daughter once who had hair like that.

      Strange the way my mind functions. I can keep perfect track of those around me, and still give audience to my guilt. No one sees the hell raging inside my skull. These people see only Captain Simon Roth of Republic Armed Forces Procurement and don’t question a thing, and that’s exactly why the Dove recruited me. I don’t give them a reason to look under the surface. It takes a special kind of person to spot a ghost. Or a Ghost Knight.

      “I can see the port authority coming already. Suppose I’d better go meet him.” That was Captain Steen, the one member of this crew who looked anything over thirty. She sighed wearily, unstrapping herself from the captain’s chair. “Leftenant, you have the bridge. Try not to blow up my ship.”

      No, she didn’t remind me of my wife. God only ever made one of her, thankfully. I suppose the way things turned out was my own fault. I thought I could have a normal life, with a normal house and normal family, and get up and go to work like a normal man. But I don’t have a normal job, do I? I told my wife I was a safety inspector, which helped explain the long hours and the longer trips, but eventually she cottoned on that something was amiss. That sharp mind was one of the things I loved about her. At first she accused me of living a double life, but when the man she hired to tail me wound up “disappearing” for a few weeks when he started staking out the MIIO safehouse I led him to, I had to come clean.

      At first she was all right with it. No, that’s not true, at first she was in denial, but eventually she had to accept the truth of it, if not the reality. She never could stomach the idea of my job being more important than hers. So I eventually had to leave it behind because it was too dangerous, that there were the children to think of, and how could I be so selfish, running off to play spy while she sat home and worried? So I retired. That lasted all of five months, because now I was a lazy, worthless bum who sat around all day while she slaved away. No matter. The Dove still needed me.

      Captain Steen stepped forward to shake my hand. “Glad to have had you, Major. You want me to call you a car?”

      “I can manage. Thanks for the ride. And now that I’ve experienced it firsthand, I’ll see about bumping you up a few places for that new galley upgrade.” I meant it, too. This wasn’t the damn thirtieth century; no one should have to eat like it was.

      A few more platitudes were shared, then I was off. Geneva was cool this time of year, the crisp air a welcome change from that stuffy DropShip. I never liked the taste of recycled air. I took a couple shuttle buses and a car on a circuitous route to the Hotel Duquesne. I didn’t think I was being tailed, but old habits keep you alive.

      I took a room, hauled up my luggage, and spent the next half hour stripping off Captain Simon Roth and storing him for later. The padding for his midsection went into one case, his thick glasses into another. The gray washed out of my hair easily enough, and the beard came off. I kept the mustache, though. I’ve always wanted to twist the ends into a handlebar, but that kind of thing sticks out. People remember handlebar mustaches, and no one should be remembering me. Ah, the sacrifices we make.

      When I finally saw a new person in the mirror, I wiped down the room, packed everything up, and moved three floors up to the room I’d booked and paid for while inbound on the El Jefe. Marion Standish occupied that room, as far as anyone knew. Now the mustache came off, my hair changed to a graying auburn, and I practiced a limp until I remembered how to do it properly. And I waited.

      
      
        
        GENEVA, TERRA

        REPUBLIC OF THE SPHERE

        4 SEPTEMBER 3090

      

      

      The Dove was no spring chicken when I’d met him some thirty years ago, back when the Clans were the biggest threat the Inner Sphere had ever known. Things change. The old man was even older, but still sharp. Daggers don’t lose their edge with time. Sage wisdom, proverbs deep and bold, often fell from his lips, and some of them even sounded true. “God does not judge,” he liked to say. “Man judges, and sends other men to God in judgment, but God forgives. Free will is an illusion. Sin is an illusion. You cannot go against God. Everything we do, no matter how horrible, fits into his plan. If you are a monster, it is because God made you one.” That was his first big lie. It wasn’t God who had made me a monster.

      He also told me that good and evil were points of view, which I’ve come to know is only half a lie. Good is subjective, but some deeds are evil no matter what side you’re on. Evil is pure, evil is eternal. When a man lies to cause harm, that is evil; when a man steps aside and allows harm to occur, that is also evil; and when a man uses others to harm innocents, that is the worst form of evil. And that is why I am here.

      This visit needed to be a surprise, and to that end I had dug my little friend out of storage. It still worked, thank God. As Star League lostech went, this was one of the apex items: an M-11J personal cloaking device. Rarer than a trustworthy Capellan, the number of remaining M-11J’s could be counted on the digits of one hand, and when those are gone it’ll be forever. We still don’t know how it works, much less how to make new ones. I don’t think even the Word of Blake ever figured it out. I’d gotten this one from the Dove a few years back, and reported it lost on a mission. Gibson was a dangerous place, so it wasn’t unlikely I’d lose things. He took it in stride. “Jaime Wolf himself gave that to me,” he’d griped on more than one occasion when he wanted me to feel guilty. I never was sure whether I’d gotten away with my little theft, or if he’d just allowed me to.

      The M-11J slipped over my skin like a glove. It didn’t make me invisible to the naked eye, but it fooled every known security device. This suit was a smuggler’s dream, and just now I wanted to smuggle some frowned-on items into a very sensitive place. I acquired a paunch stuffing everything in, and the M-11J made it all look natural, like body fat. The beer gut goes back for millennia. One day I hope to grow one naturally, but my wife would probably disapprove.

      The seat of the Republic government is a busy place, even without the tourists. Everyone entered through an unobtrusive scanner disguised as a pair of marble pillars, and guards waited on either side to pull anyone out of line if the scanner called them false. If my little M-11J friend had died in its time in storage, I’d find out now. I shuffled through between a group of lower-level employees and a trio of Nova Cats still in awe at being on Mother Terra. The guards never gave me a second look.

      The public areas bustled with harried employees and tour groups full of wide-eyed children and gullible fools who bought wholesale into the Republic’s propaganda. One old Outback-looking type waved a miniature Republic flag, a look of beatific stupidity on his pudgy face. He smiled at me, showing off all seven teeth. I grinned back, letting that emotion into my eyes. That’s where it tells. Most people can’t feign emotion, and their hollow smiles betray them. I’ve been faking it every day for over a decade.

      I went up a floor to get away from the crowds, to an area where I knew there to be a little-used head with private stalls. I stripped off my clothes and stuffed them into the trash. From my artificial gut I removed a custodian’s uniform, a verigraphed name badge, and my pistol. I combed the false color from my hair, peeled the blue contact from my real eye, and readjusted my augmented eye to match, and now I was a dead ringer for that name badge. I looked at it and recalled who Antonin Dashhan was. It wasn’t hard.

      No one challenged me, even when I let myself into the restricted areas. People don’t like to look at a janitor, especially one with the hopeless, hangdog expression that comes with realizing your life has failed and all you’re good for is picking up after your betters. It makes people uncomfortable to see that, as it damn well should. The Dove’s office lay behind one of dozens of identical doors, leading to dozens of identical offices. The differences lay underneath, in layers of soundproofing and white noise. He’d have armored the walls if he could do it inconspicuously.

      The name on the door wasn’t his, of course, but I knew it as a favorite alias. I let myself in without knocking. There was never a secretary, just him, seated behind an unostentatious desk. The dove motif prevailed in here, taking wing from holoportraits, statuettes, and the pattern of the carpeting. It wasn’t a style choice but some sort of subliminal feng shui, the ancient symbol of peace to put guests at ease. What a joke. He wore a dove pin on his lapel, the only rank insignia to be found. Without it he was just some old man in glasses, well-dressed and smelling of cologne a half-century out of style, and with a perpetually delighted grin, like some beloved old uncle. His trimmed eyebrows never even raised as I shut the door and locked it.

      He frowned at my name tag. “A bit of a low blow.”

      “Family is a liability, remember? Even long gone, they can be used against you.”

      “Did I say that? I suppose so. Sounds like one of mine.”

      I couldn’t tell if he was feigning his nonchalance. I’ll bet even he didn’t know. When mastering your emotions is so ingrained that you can suppress the shock of seeing your own dead grandmother saunter into the room, how can you know? Yes, in case you were wondering, he did pull that trick on me during my training. I envied the cool he showed now, with my gun in his face and the intent to use it written all over mine.

      He smiled all kindly and grandfatherly, like some benevolent Santa Claus. How could anyone hurt such a sweet old man? How could anyone expect that his heart was as black as his hair was white? “Well, sit down. Tell me how Lamon went. It seems to have left you none the worse for wear.”

      I didn’t sit. I walked around the side of his desk so I could see all of him. My gun never left his face. “Yes, none the worse for wear, despite having to extract myself.”

      “And your target?”

      “Have I ever failed to execute a mission?”

      “No. No you haven’t. It’s one of the reasons why⁠—”

      “You left me there!” I punctuated this by grabbing his collar and yanking him out of his fluffy chair. My gun went under his chin. “LIC came sniffing. Someone tipped them off. Tell me it wasn’t you. You made me and left me to die!”

      “Yet I am pleased that you didn’t. Yes, I am. Not only because you are an asset, but because you are the closest thing I have to a friend.”

      “Am I supposed to feel special? Like I’m not one of your pawns? A friend until it’s no longer convenient?”

      “I never said you were a friend, just close to it.” He smiled at his own humor. “You have something none of the others have. It’s the reason you’re here.”

      “A grudge?”

      “A conscience.”

      I dropped him back into his seat. Such roughness wouldn’t be good on his old back, but I didn’t care. It didn’t seem to bother him, the way he just kept going on in that damn grandfatherly tone. “You’re not angry about being left out to dry. You’ve been aware of that risk since your first mission. It’s the target you object to, isn’t it?”

      “Explain to me how they were a threat. Use small words.”

      “They weren’t. Not yet. But they could have been in the future. Writing articles critical of our Republic’s annexation of Lyran worlds is only the first step. Divisive words and rabble-rousing follow, and soon the path to anarchy is illuminated and awaiting its first traveler.”

      “And was there any particular threat posed by the children? And don’t give me any nonsense about them growing up to avenge their parents.”

      He shrugged. “It had to be a tragedy to be believable.”

      I never wanted to kill a man as much as I did at that moment. The deaths didn’t matter, but the injustice burned in my throat. “Who approves these things? Stone?”

      “Even the Exarch doesn’t ask me about everything I do. I have followed my own agenda since 3068. That so much of it coincided with Stone’s was serendipity. Today, I do things that must be done to maintain our Republic, and I do them so Stone doesn’t have to.”

      “What about oversight? Someone to tell us when we’ve gone too far. We are not above the rule of law.”

      “Law?” He looked hurt, if you can believe that. “Laws are guidelines. Little more than suggestions, when you get right down to it. There has never been a government that didn’t ignore its own laws when the situation called for it.”

      “That’s the language that makes republics fall. When we stop being answerable to our people, we lose our right to exist as a government.”

      “Oh, don’t be so dramatic. This is the way things have been done since people lived in huts beside a river.”

      I felt my lip curl. “We're at peace. The Jihad is over. When are you going to stop fighting it?”

      “There will always be threats, external and internal. Blame the Chancellor, if you like, or one of the Captains-General. Loyalties shift, and in time your closest allies will turn to enemies. People from Prefectures Eight and Nine were once Lyran. It might take only a slanted article in a fringe publication to remind them, to make them pine for the old days. Our relocation programs helped alleviate some of the problem, but not all.”

      “You can’t be that ignorant. Forced integration has never worked. It doesn’t bring people together, only deepens tension and resentment.”

      “You think the purpose was integration?” He gave me his expectant look, the one he used when he thought he was teaching something. “Quite the opposite. It was about separation. Separation from one’s own kind. Lear was practicing a lesson Kerensky failed to learn in the Pentagon Worlds. Old loyalties tore apart his brave new society before it was even properly born. Those same loyalties lie like weeds in our Republic. Let them grow, and they will strangle all we are trying to build here. But to grow, they need numbers, and we have taken that from them. When your family is of Davion heritage, but your neighbors are Lyran and Capellan, you don’t speak out. Resentment is everywhere, and it’s much safer to resent your neighbor than your government.”

      “Safer for the government.”

      “In a Republic, the government and the people are the same thing.”

      That almost made me laugh. “Is anything you ever told me true?”

      It was a rhetorical question, but he answered anyway. He’s like that. “Of course there was truth. There is always truth sandwiched between the lies. It adds some necessary flavor, makes the lies easier to swallow. I don’t need to tell you this. Lies come as easily to you as they do to me. If it pleases you, I gave you exactly what information you needed to do your job. What does it matter to you whether this bit or that was true?”

      Why did it matter? Why did this assignment drop the last straw? I could still see that family, smiling, happy, unaware that their lives were at an end because the mother had dangerous opinions. Father, mother, son, daughter. “When was the last time you had a look at yourself? Not this grandfatherly mask you wear, but the real you? You don’t do what you do for loyalty, or a better world. You’re afraid of losing your power, of not getting your way! You are a scared old man living in a tower, hiding from the future. And in your fear you had me murder innocent people.”

      “Death sends a message. The death of innocents, a loud one.”

      That was that. So casual about all the collateral damage he’d caused, all the families he had ruined. I leveled my pistol at his wrinkled, spotted forehead. “And what message will your death send?”

      “You’re a strong man. I’ve known that for years. You adapt well, no matter what God throws at you.” He turned away from me to look out the window. Not sudden, but casually, as if this were a normal conversation. Bad part was that now I couldn’t see his hands. “But do you have the fortitude to shoot a friend in the back? To shoot me in the back?”

      POW!

      I should have scattered his mind right out the window, but it was only a warning shot, over his shoulder and into his bulletproof glass. Chips peppered his face, but he didn’t cry out.

      “How about this: I might not not shoot you in the back.”

      That rattled him; he’d finally realized there was no talking his way out. He slowly raised his hands. Good move. “So you have me, then. What do you plan to do now?”

      “How does a trial before whatever court you answer to sound?”

      “That would be the Council of Paladins, and the Exarch.”

      “Get on the line, then. You must have a direct link to the Exarch. Use it.

      Chuckling, he turned back to face me. “One does not simply call Devlin Stone for a chat. Not even me. Besides, any accusations would be your word against mine, and who do you think Stone would believe? Devlin Stone goes with what he knows, and he does not know you.”

      “Does he go with evidence? A vid of this conversation, perhaps?” I peeled aside a small flap beside my eye, revealing that something more than what nature gave me lived inside my skull. “It’s been recording since I entered the building. Buffered, so your white noise isn’t even a tickle.”

      I’d never seen him surprised before. It made me smile a little. “A cybernetic eye? That was never on any of your medical checkups. Whenever did you do it?”

      “After Gibson. You remember Gibson? The first place you left me to die? Prince Titus’ SAFE picked up a few defecting Blakists who were happy to get into someone’s good graces. Last place you’d ever look for them, Regulan SAFE. I’ve got years of your secrets locked up in here.” I pinched the flap shut.

      “I think we can still work something out.”

      “The only thing left to work out is what prison⁠—”

      “Tyra’s alive.”

      I nearly dropped my gun at that. If any one thing could have derailed my train of thought, that was it. “You—what?”

      “Your daughter. She’s still alive.”

      I stared at him with my mouth gaping like a fish, then I whacked him with the butt of my gun. Three times, four, five. He’d earned that, if not a bullet. When I was sure he’d gotten the point, I hauled him to his feet and threw him onto the desk. “Of all the lies you could have picked to save your life, that wasn’t one.”

      “Yet it will work because it is not a lie.” Blood covered the left side of his face. He raised a shaking hand to straighten his bent glasses. “If you’ll be so kind as to help me sit up, I’ll show you.”

      How long had he been saving this tidbit? I wanted to demand the answer, but I knew if I did then I’d shoot him, and anything he knew would be lost. The son of a bitch had found a weakness in me, the only thing that might save his ass, and he knew it. That didn’t mean I had to play it his way. With my gun pressed to the nape of his neck, he opened a drawer and removed a holodisk.

      “This vid is less than three weeks old. It is a Capellan Confederation reeducation facility on Gei-Fu, what we might call a prisoner of war camp, only the inmates fought no war. Some are captured off-worlders like your daughter, but most are political prisoners. Capellans whose disapproval of the Celestial Throne grew too loud.”

      “Why are they still alive?”

      “Contrary to what you may think, Sun-Tzu truly does love his nation. These are his citizens, his wayward children. Not a burden but a responsibility. In that camp they receive a proper dose of Capellan nationalism, while their labor benefits the Confederation.”

      “And their ideas can’t spread. I’m surprised you disapprove.”

      “I never said I did.”

      It wasn’t much to look at. The holo was grainy and 2D, and bounced around a lot. Whoever took it did so clandestinely. It showed me a factory tour, led by a pretty, properly dressed woman who smiled a lot. She proudly touted typical Capellan working conditions, extolling the joys of the sixteen-hour shift and a strict diet, and finally gave a review of the laborers. The hidden cameraman went down a line of people in identical jumpsuits, all standing at attention. And there she was, between a pair of older Capellan women. I backed up the vid and paused.

      Tyra, my daughter, named for that Rasalhagian pilot who’d stuck it to the ilKhan back in 3050. It was her all right, no mistaking it. My little girl. All of her mother’s looks, but none of the attitude. But she’d died in the Jihad, when the Capellans destroyed my home and wrecked my family. Hadn’t she? My heart told me yes, but my eyes were telling me something else. Everyone has their doppelgänger, but there were ways to tell. That scar over her left eye from when she’d leaned on our poor old dog’s arthritic hip when she was six years old. He hadn’t meant to hurt her, just acted out when she’d hurt him. One tooth caught her on the brow. Any lower and there would have been serious damage, but she only lost part of an eyebrow. Not noticeable to most people, but I could always see it. I loved that dog. Hardest bullet I ever spent.

      “If that is Tyra, and you’re not playing games with me…”

      “No games.” Blood was running into his rapidly swelling eye. “I’m an old man. I no longer have time for such things.”

      “I’ll give you that lie for free. Just one more, and I’ll kill you.”

      “Well then. I suppose if I said I was sorry, I’d be shot. I’ll just ask you to forgive old habits. I’ll help you get your daughter back, if you’ll help me one last time.”

      He was the one who was bloody, but I was the one who was beaten. How could I refuse? Even if it was all some elaborate lie, I had to take the chance. I looked at Tyra standing there, eyes lowered and blank. I had to. “Send out your orders. I’ll find my own way to Gei-Fu.”

      “It will be done within the hour. When you return, we’ll talk about what you owe me for this.”

      I leveled the gun at his face again. “Will I return? Will I really?”

      “I sincerely hope so.”

      With difficulty, I let go of the trigger. “Make your arrangements. When I get back, we will have our reckoning.”
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      No one would ever mistake me for Chinese, but I could pull off a fantastic Russian. I learned the language as a kid, and enough Tikonov nationals still harbor Capellan fantasies to make it a believable cover. The best lies are the ones you never have to tell. Today I was Dmitri Rostov, a man unexceptional in every way. Just the way I like me.

      Even deep in the Confederation, the Dove had contacts. This truck, this uniform, the stuff I was hauling, all of it came from a dour little man who said almost nothing to me, just frowned as if I was unworthy to set foot on his world. Great thing about Capellans, they’re consistent. Whether it’s foreigners or an unpopular Chancellor, their disapproval is all the same. At least there were some who hadn’t bought into Sun-Tzu’s cult of personality. They may not strictly count as allies, but the enemy of my enemy and all that.

      I always liked driving hovercraft. Such a smooth ride, even over the worst roads, like the dirt path that led to the camp. Two other hovercraft were hidden below me in the river basin, and when I needed them they’d cruise right up this same road, only they wouldn’t be stopping at the gate. It was well lit, which was unsurprising, and lightly manned, which was. I coasted up and disengaged, settling the truck down on its skirts. Men in the watchtowers eyed me but kept their guns down. Though it was nighttime, this was still a scheduled delivery. Capellans tended not to make a fuss about things if they were kept to a plan. Like I said, consistent.

      A guard approached and squinted at me, si-ben-bing by his rank insignia. “Who are you?”

      “Rostov.” I handed him the ID the Dove’s man had provided. I felt a fleeting moment of doubt, but the si-ben-bing just nodded at me and asked for the truck’s manifest. Five minutes later, the gate opened and I coasted into the compound. It was easier than I thought, but that didn’t worry me. Guards got lax when trouble was infrequent, and the Dove’s information said there hadn’t been so much as a hunger strike here for years.

      The compound contained about two dozen buildings of various size and function, spread out over a fenced and guarded square kilometer. There was a factory building, some warehouses, and a few barracks. I eyed these as I sped toward the warehouse the guard had directed me to. I didn’t really expect to see Tyra standing in the window like some display model, but coincidence has made fools of men for as long as there have been men.

      “Nemo to Phantom,” came a voice on my earpiece. “Welcome home.”

      That was my backup, breaking radio silence just to tweak me. “Where are you, Elim?”

      “Why must I have a code name if you refuse to use it?” He chuckled over the comm. “I am close, watching over you from the inside.”

      “Inside?” My bowels clenched. “Don’t do anything stupid!”

      “Such language, Phantom. Fear not, the magic will wait for your call.”

      I’d recruited Elim and his team for their skills. Their inability to take the job seriously was something I had to get used to. If it were up to them, we’d have gone in shooting and damn the consequences, and I couldn’t risk that. Not with the stakes so personal.

      I pulled to the back of the warehouse, where a man directed me to a loading bay. Procedure said they would unload my truck’s supplies, then refill it with whatever they made here. That gave me about half an hour. I hopped out and asked one of the supervisors if I could hit their mess. He frowned but pointed me in the right direction. Didn’t even assign me an escort. The base commander definitely had a lecture about laxity coming down the pike.

      It took only a moment to mark the guards on the walls, and the few patrols zooming around the compound in little battery-powered carts. Easily predictable, easily avoidable. Elim would neutralize them seconds after I gave him the go ahead. Because I felt I was being watched, I actually did duck into the mess. There were only a few soldiers in here at this time of night, huddled over their meals. I ignored them and poured myself some coffee. God, I hate Capellan coffee. It tastes like failure.

      “Where is your badge?”

      I looked around, and found a woman sitting by herself staring at me. “I’m sorry?”

      “Are you assigned to this camp?”

      “No. Just making a delivery.”

      “Then you need to have a visitor badge to be in here.” She was a young girl, might have been pretty if not for the incredible air of bitchiness that leaked from her like a miasma. I know I’m not supposed to let emotions get to me, but I felt a very visceral urge to shoot her. “The guard at the front gate should have given you a badge.”

      “Sorry, I guess he forgot. I’ll be sure to grab it next time.”

      “You’ll grab it now.” She looked at me expectantly, so I saluted and left. The last thing I needed was to have everything fouled by some prissy idiot obsessed with regulations. Besides, now I had an excuse to wander back toward the gate.

      As I closed on one of the barracks, I slowed my pace. No patrols in sight, no one on the wall looking my way. I rang the buzzer, and a moment later the door slid open. I entered a large, mostly empty foyer. To my left, a guard sat behind a desk, and this one wasn’t a fool. He squinted at me, hand on his hip, or on the pistol holstered there. “I thought you were Mira.”

      “No, Rostov. I brought you some coffee.”

      “I don’t want⁠—”

      But he got it anyway. I threw it in his face, and let him taste the failure. Before he could do anything but sputter, I nailed his jaw and he went down. That’s what he gets for being on point. He was the only one here, but there was a second desk nearby that didn’t look unused. I rifled his pockets and found a key card to the prisoner’s area. The door slid open, and I slid in.

      I read an article not long ago on some of Stone’s more controversial programs. The author compared Stone to some pretty vile historical dictators, and ended by calling him a fascist. I wanted that guy here right now, so he could see what a real fascist would have done to him for daring to publish his drivel. If he could see this, he’d be kissing Stone’s foot.

      There were about sixty people in a barracks built for twenty. Bunks were stacked three high, with the top bed only centimeters from the ceiling. Sheets hung like curtains around some bunks, and a few wide eyes peered out at me from behind these illusions of privacy. Though these people were effectively slaves, they weren’t treated like dirt. Their government wanted to use them as long as possible, and that meant caring for the equipment. No one looked malnourished or beaten, but many did have the broken, haunted look of one who has given up. They’d resigned themselves to living out the last of their lives in this hell, their labor benefiting the very Confederation that hated them, that put them here for daring to think contrary to the Chancellor. Sun-frakking-Tzu. Great for his nation, terrible for his people, and his son Daoshen was proving that the rotten apple hadn’t fallen far.

      Routine was the sole comfort these people had, and I had just shattered it. I needed to establish control. “You people have a leader among you?”

      A few of them glanced around nervously, but most heads turned in the same direction. A lady with iron-gray hair and suspicious eyes rose to her feet. She stared at me hard, unblinking. Good. This one was unbroken. “We want no trouble here.”

      “Sad to say, ma’am, but trouble has wants all its own. Fortunately, it’s not aiming at you. Stay out of my way and no one gets hurt, at least not by me. Help me, and your lot could improve mighty quickly.”

      The Iron Lady’s poker face never wavered. She looked to a few of her fellows. These people had long ago developed their own forms of communication. A droopy eyelid here, some flared nostrils there, and she turned back to me. “What do you need?”

      “Not what, who. A girl—a woman. Tyra DeMarco.” She had taken her mother’s maiden name. God, that still kills me. “Do you know her?”

      “Of course we know her. What is she to you?”

      There’s a time for lies, and there’s a time to keep them behind your teeth. “She’s my daughter, and I’ve come to take her home. Help me out, and there’s a spot on my ship for you and anyone else who wants to tag along.”

      “Tyra always said her father was MIIO.” A man at the back looked at me expectantly. “She said he’d come for her one day. We never believed her. People make up all kinds of fantasies in here. It gets us through.”

      The Christians among them had been allowed to set up a tree of sorts. It was a mop wearing a green jacket, with a few bits of metal shavings for tinsel. I grabbed it up. “Well pinch yourself, because Santa’s here and he brought you Kerensky as a present.” I saw something dangerous in them then: hope. If they let it sink its claws in, it could kill them.

      “Will you take us home?” A woman who looked prematurely gray lowered her eyes when I looked at her, ashamed she had spoken.

      “I don’t know where home is, but I guarantee where I’m going is better than here.”

      There was some excited muttering, but the Iron Lady silenced them. “We are Capellans. Our nation may hate us, but our love for it is no less. What place is there for us in the Federated Suns? Here we are dogs, but we are also dogs to the Davions, and the Haseks. Would life be better for us with the devil we don’t know?”

      “I’m not taking anyone to the Federated Suns. I was MIIO once, but I serve a new nation now. A nation of acceptance.”

      “Republic?” She whispered the word as if it were taboo. “We’ve heard rumors…”

      “How long have you been in here?”

      “The last Chancellor I saw in power was Romano. I owe Tsen Shang my gratitude for not following through on all of her paranoid execution orders. Most people here opposed the St. Ives absorption, or were loyal to the Sarna Supremacy or Saiph Triumvirate. Sun-Tzu deemed us all equally undesirable.”

      “The Republic’s not going to judge you for any of that.” I even felt like that wasn’t a lie, like anyone I brought back wouldn’t go through weeks of debriefings to weed out any Maskirovka moles. Like they wouldn’t be “relocated.” “Anyone who wants to come with me can have a new start, a new life. But you’re going to have to fight for it. We still need to leave here, and your benefactors aren’t going to take kindly to that. There’s likely to be some shooting. If you’d rather not risk it, rather live out your days in here, then keep your head down and stay out of my way. That’s not a suggestion. Now, where is my little girl?”

      Turns out Tyra was part of another group, on a different work shift. The people may sleep, but the factory never does. Her group was a day shift and currently in their barracks. Workers with certain status had leeway, and it wasn’t uncommon to see them out even at night. Being good little prisoners allowed them to roam the compound on tasks the guards deemed beneath Capellan soldiers. The Iron Lady and three others had such status, so I pulled them into the foyer for a briefing.

      “This seems like a nice, orderly place. That’s too bad. Chaos is about to come ream it in the rear, and when it does we need to make sure the only people panicking are the guards. I want one of you to go to each of the other barracks and the factory. Warn the other inmates to be ready, but do it quietly. If any of you alerts the guards, even on accident, I’ll shoot you myself.”

      A sagging stack of boxes leaned in a corner. I figured my charges would look better carrying something, so I thrust a box onto each of them. One split and spilled its contents, a pile of patterned shirts. I picked one up. Emblazoned on it was Daoshen Liao, looking noble and regal, just like he doesn’t in real life. “What the hell is this?”

      The Iron Lady smiled sardonically. “This is what we make here. Propaganda for the masses. Ironic, no?”

      “No. Sickening.”

      “The Maskirovka thinks exposure will bring us around to a proper Capellan mindset, but you are right. Familiarity brings contempt.” She spat on the shirt.

      The outer door slid open. We all stared at the new arrival, and she stared at us. She recovered first. “Did you not get a badge? I told you to go get a badge. You will follow procedure, or I will have you removed.” Then she registered all of the prisoners out of their bunks, and her partner lying unconscious on the floor. Her hand went to her headset comm. “Security⁠—”

      If things were going to go pear-shaped, it would be on my terms. I drew my pistol and shot her in the face. Her eyes dulled as the laser bored through her head, and she fell with a satisfying splat. I dragged her corpse by the heels into the barracks as my escorts stared wide eyed. “Welcome to the reality of a jailbreak. If you can’t handle what has to happen, go back inside.”

      The Iron Lady shook her head. “Killing isn’t a problem. It’s just that…I have wanted to do that for a long time.” She was a woman of few words, but all of them were gold.

      I relieved the guard of her sidearm. It was a tiny thing, more toy than weapon, but it was what we had to work with. “Who knows how to use this?”

      One of the men raised his hand. “Two years with the St. Ives Janissaries. Small arms qualified.” I handed him the gun, and he checked the cartridge and popped one into the chamber. Good.

      I flicked my comm. “Tabbies One and Two, time to bring the cats in. Nemo, count ten and do your thing.” A trio of acknowledgments, and my heart began to pump. It was time, and no matter the stakes I can never fully contain the excitement. Was this how Elim and his folk felt every time, or had it become blasé to them? I’d have to ask later.

      I pointed to the other three barracks, still quiet for now. “One of you to each. Don’t run, don’t attract attention. You have ten minutes.” I looked at the Iron Lady. “Will you get Tyra for me?”

      She nodded.

      “Go.” I swept them all out the door, except the guy who had the gun. “Plan’s changed, you stay with me. Someone’s bound to come investigating this one’s call to security.” I nudged the girl’s corpse with my foot. “If anyone raises an alarm, we shoot first. We seize the initiative and we don’t let go, understand?”

      I cut the lights and took up position by the door. My partner took the opposite side, and we watched our three messengers vanish. No alarms, no patrols. I checked the time. Only two minutes. “Ever notice how at times like these, each minute takes ten minutes?”

      He smiled, wide and fake. I put it down to nerves.

      “Is it safe?”

      A woman from the inner barracks had poked her head out. I turned to usher her back inside, and that’s when the son of a bitch shot me. I don’t know if he was just a lousy shot, or if I got lucky and turned at the last second, but the slug took me in the shoulder and lodged somewhere behind the blade like a flesh-eating beetle. It lacked the power to reach my heart, though. Thank God for low-caliber rounds.

      I went down like timber. Action vids want to tell you that getting shot is no big deal, that you can just shake it off and keep running. One day I’m gonna find a tri-vid producer and kneecap them just to laugh at their tears. When you get shot, you don’t want to run or turn around and punch the person who shot you: all you want to do is lay there and feel sorry for yourself until you die. But if I did, then I would, and I couldn’t go out knowing some jackass had gotten away with shooting me in the back.

      He kicked my gun away. “The Mask is going to love you. You may finally be my ship off this hellhole.” He tripped an alarm on the wall, and sirens started to wail.

      I was angry, but not surprised. There’s always a worm. No matter how badly they’re mistreated, there’s always a prisoner who sides with the guards. The best ones can play both sides without their fellow inmates ever suspecting. Maybe they think it will get them some kind of special treatment, but some lines can’t be crossed, and the one between oppressors and oppressed is a thick one. No one respects a traitor.

      Ways to get out of this situation hadn’t even begun to form in my head, when the other inmates found one I’d not have considered in…ever. The woman who had stuck her head out a moment ago stabbed the traitor with their Christmas mop. It didn’t have a point on it, but it did the job. He cried out and his gun discharged, but the bullet ricocheted away. Biting the pain, I dove into him and slammed him against the wall. Grappling for the gun was agony, but my disarmament training outmatched his grip, and the pistol clattered to the floor.

      Normally I’d have wiped the floor with him, but you may recall that I had just been shot. He got a leg up and kicked me away. Then Daoshen Liao got me; I slipped on a wayward shirt and went down. He was on me immediately, rearranging my face with his fist, but he made one big mistake: he had quite forgotten that we were not alone. A dozen hands seized him, lifted him off of me, and dragged him away screaming. His screams turned to gags, then stopped. Looks like he picked the wrong side.

      The girl with the tree-mop helped me to sit. “Now he doesn’t have to worry about this hellhole any longer. Nor will any of us. I will leave this place or die trying.” She inspected my shoulder, then made a quick bandage out of a few Daoshen shirts. “You’ll need a doctor to remove the bullet, but at least you won’t bleed to death.”

      “Thank you.” Three muffled booms sounded, then the alarms really began to wail. I retrieved my gun. “There will be a hovercraft here in a moment. You make sure everyone gets aboard.”

      “Where are you going?”

      “This place could use a little more havoc, and I’m feeling inclined.”

      The factory complex and several of the warehouses were already aflame; Elim’s work, a distraction so the Tabbies could close. My shoulder screamed, and I couldn’t breathe deep without feeling like someone was standing on my chest, but I ran to the warehouse where I’d left my truck. No one was there, and those efficient Capellan workers had completely unloaded it. Good, I needed the maneuverability. I was about to board when I felt the first rumblings of real trouble.

      Footfalls, giant metal footfalls.

      I looked out the door just in time to see it emerge from a garage. I was actually disappointed. To garrison this facility, the Chancellor had spared exactly one Guard SecurityMech, a big metal spider with 12.7mm-caliber pincers. Nowadays any ’Mech was an extravagance, but that thing was a walking punchline. Its machine guns could cow unarmed inmates, but my truck probably outweighed it, outpaced it, and sported more armor. But I had no weaponry, and that made the Guard king.

      “Nemo, we have a ’Mech!”

      “Eh, technically. More of an insect, really.”
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      “Well, we need to step on it before it reaches the Tabbies. Where are you?”

      “Too far to help. ETA three minutes. Hold it for us!”

      “Hold it. Right.”

      The ’Mech turned toward the main gate, so I hopped in my truck and zipped around to the barracks. A great big honking hovertank sat in the middle of the road, its missile launcher swiveling in my direction.

      “Hold your fire, Tabby One! That’s me you’re sighting on.”

      “Aff, Phantom. Should we engage the ’Mech?”

      Shapes were spilling from all of the barracks now, and Tabby Two was just rounding the corner. “Negative. You load the prisoners, but feel free to exercise your frustrations on any guards. Nemo and I will handle the ’Mech.”

      The Tabbies were the latest model Maxim hovertanks, with an infantry capacity like a clown car. Their missiles would make short work of that stupid excuse for a ’Mech, but the Guard would get a few shots off, and its machine guns would not be kind to the inmates. The Dove had driven the concept of acceptable losses into my brain decades ago, but one of those fleeing shadows was not an acceptable loss, not again.

      I raced toward the main gate. Shapes ran in the night, but whether inmate or guard, I couldn’t tell. I turned a corner, and nearly ran headlong into the SecurityMech. The pilot had given up on the gate, and turned back to the barracks. They spotlighted me, and I raised a hand, my windscreen the only thing between me and those machine guns. Luck kissed me. The pilot saw a man in a Capellan uniform driving a Capellan truck and called it good. They waddled past me, back down the alley.

      I didn’t have much room to turn the truck around, but I managed it with only minor collateral damage. I had to stop that ’Mech. One more corner and the ugly metal spider would have a line of sight to Tabby One. I opened up the throttle and buckled my restraint. This was going to hurt.

      The sound of the impact set my ears ringing. The Guard didn’t fall, but it wobbled. Steam spewed from my engine, and the truck fought me as I tried to back away. The Guard turned toward me, machine guns buzzing. It worked. Now the problem was all mine.

      I took off away from the barracks and flicked my comm. “Now would be a good time, Elim.”

      “You seem to have the matter well in hand. I never like taking another man’s kill.”

      Bullets pinged through the rear of the truck, and it listed slightly. “I am very willing to share the glory!”

      “Ah, very well. You Spheroids…” I would have cursed him for laughing, but he’s bigger than me. “Turn left and lead it towards the factory.”

      I hauled left. The truck sideslipped and slammed into the wall of a warehouse. I gunned the engine, but the fans whined like sad puppies and I went nowhere. The Guard wandered into view and began peppering me again. One bullet found the cab and shattered my windscreen.

      “That piece of crap doesn’t get to end me! Move it!” I gunned it again, and slowly the truck began to slide—diagonally, but at least it was moving. It was like running on ice, but I steadily gained momentum and began to outpace the ’Mech again.

      I had to lead it without looking like I was leading it, which meant taking a few hits for appearances. Every one of them felt like another nail, and eventually one of them had to seal my coffin lid.

      I was alongside the burning factory now, weaving through smoke and running forms. The Guard sprayed indiscriminately, and some of those fleeing shadows went down. A Capellan soldier with more patriotism than brains stood in my path and shot at my cab. I guess he thought he could solve the problem with a well-placed bullet. He was wrong. Getting run over by a hovercraft isn’t always fatal, but with that ’Mech on my tail, I didn’t have the luxury of going back and trying a few more times.

      The ’Mech finally scored a decent hit, and my truck nosed into the pavement. Well, I still had my laser pistol. This would be fun. I stepped out and prepared to face it.

      The crack of Gauss rounds stung my ears, the Guard’s knee exploded, and it nosedived just like my truck had done. Elim and one of his mates jumped off the factory roof to land on the ’Mech’s back. I heard the sound of metal tearing, and the driver—I couldn’t bear to call them MechWarrior—was dragged out of their cockpit in the claw of Elim’s Void battle armor. They struggled like a newborn, kicking ineffectively and, I could see even from here, pissing themself. Laughter came over the comm. Elim threw the pilot to the ground, and encouraged them to run with a spray of bullets. Elim’s partner kept on encouraging the poor fool until they ducked into an outbuilding and refused to show their face again. Nova Cats. This was just an outing to them, these Capellans not even worth killing.

      Small-arms fire sang in the night, and I couldn’t forget that my daughter was out in it. “Tabby One, sitrep.”

      “Under control, Phantom. Many of the guards are dead or fled, the rest appear to be rallying to their commander. Some are suiting up in battle armor. The laborers are still loading, but a few are reluctant to go.

      “Forget them. If they lag, they stay. Tyra DeMarco. Do you have her?”

      There was a slight commotion on the other end. “I’m here! I’m here. Daddy, is that really you?”

      For a moment I couldn’t say anything. God had lit a fire in my belly that spread a warmth to every corner of me. After years of taking all I had, he had finally given something back. “Tabby One, I know you may not understand, but you get my girl to safety no matter what, you hear? No matter what.”

      “We hear you, Phantom. And we understand. Our bay is full. We can head for the rendezvous site immediately.”

      “Go. We’ll be right behind you.”

      Elim’s partner jetted away to ride shotgun on Tabby One. Elim sidled up to me and popped his visor. “Good little scrap. Not what I would call a battle, but fun. Why are you wearing Daoshen Liao on your shoulder?”

      “I got shot.” I turned to show him. “Least I could do to bleed on the Chancellor’s heir.”

      “Mosquito bite. We can⁠—”

      I don’t remember what happened next. I remember a flash and a whole lot of pain in my face, then waking up in the dark bouncing against something hard and cold. I couldn’t see, but I felt footfalls; Elim was carrying me over his shoulder. I slapped his back until he put me down.

      “Good. I thought he got you.”

      “What happened?” I coughed and dabbed at my face. Sight was returning, but only as a vague yellow blur.

      “A sniper, but a poor one. Pinged my shoulder, and some armor fragments hit you.”

      “Oh hell. Show me a light!”

      “I am shining one in your face.”

      I don’t know if Elim fully understood the string of obscenities that came from my mouth, but he got the gist. “That was my eye! My real eye! God damn it, Elim, tell me you got the bastard!”

      “Getting you to safety seemed more important, but I can go back if you wish.”

      “No time. Get us out of here.”

      He carried me like a man taking his bride over the threshold. I could feel blood running down my face, but had no more Daoshens to bandage myself with. My augmented eye begged for a reboot. Between thought commands and a couple taps on the side of my head, I got it going. All the light fizzed out. Great. My natural eye was a total loss. A moment later the feed kicked back on, grainy and with a blank spot in center left, but I could see.

      We reached Tabby Two, but instead of getting inside like a normal person, Elim bounded onto the roof and dropped me near the turret as the hovercraft began to move. “The laborers are all aboard. Capellan battle armor incoming. Head down, Phantom!”

      I ducked just as the Maxim’s missile launcher fired. Smoke and hot exhaust washed over me, and I screamed.

      Elim’s MagShot cracked as the hovercraft gained speed. “Racking up an impressive array of scars, eh, Phantom?”

      “Yeah. I think I’ll die now, if that’s okay with you.”

      He just laughed again, the joyous bastard.

      We zipped out the main gate, scattering the few remaining guards. Ineffectual fire pinged off Tabby One’s armor. A single high-caliber round whipped by, so close that its passage knocked me over. Elim checked on me, saw I hadn’t been hit, and shielded me with his body. The camp faded, a smoldering perdition glowing red in the night.

      The comm squawked on an open frequency, and a cold voice leaked into my ear. “I will find you. Whoever you are, I promise I will find out, and you will suffer.”

      Through my fritzed vision, I could make out a lone figure standing atop the fading wall, his long rifle held at rest. “Good luck. Hope you like chasing ghosts.” I flipped him a salute as the hovercraft sped away. Last I saw he was still standing there, watching his workforce vanish into freedom. With any luck, the Chancellor would soon find another camp for him. To work in.
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      My shoulder barely ached now. That was Clan medicine at work, just as it was Clan medicine that was regrowing my eye, and would replace my cybernetic one. I’ve never been completely comfortable with that eye, never 100 percent sure there wasn’t a Blakist somewhere watching everything I do, seeing everything I see. I think I like having the Clans as allies.

      We were still a few jumps from Republic space, but I’d arranged an unofficial rendezvous to transfer a couple passengers whose names managed to miss inclusion on the manifest. I escorted Tyra and Kim Jian to the hangar bay, where a shuttle waited for them. Kim Jian. Turns out I have a son again, if just in law. A Buddhist monk had officiated for them, and their bunkmates had witnessed. When they’ve settled, they’ll be making it official, and Tyra DeMarco will become Kim Tyra. I’ll have to get used to the idea of a Capellan in the family, but he seems like a good man. He kept my girl safe from frisky guards in that camp for years, and that’s something. And I think I like the idea of one day being a grandfather.

      “You’re not coming with us?” Tyra looked so crestfallen it almost broke my heart all over again. I wished I could, but that bridge had been burned years ago.

      “My mission doesn’t end here, just your part in it. I’m sending you back to your mother. Tell her I’m sorry I could never give her what she wanted, but I can give her something back. Maybe she’ll…she’ll…”

      I really had no idea what I was trying to say, but Tyra did. She wrapped her arms around my waist, and I held her tight, breathing in the smell of her hair. Eventually I had to let her go. My nose was beginning to drip. It wasn’t much, but it was more than I thought I could ever give. The Dove had done this for me. Maybe to save his own life, but somehow I don’t think that was the only reason. I kissed Tyra’s brow and watched her go. She’d have a life now, a family of her own, and peace.

      Kim Jian shook
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