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      It’s kinda hard to start a story with a gun when I didn’t have a single functioning weapon on me. All I had was the mangled shape of my warlock, which Aunwhal had allowed me to continue carrying. I think he must have known its constant weight gave me comfort.

      “Are you sure about this?” Aunwhal asked, his steadfast face wearing the lines of concern he’d carried since I’d first told him about life beyond the Black Gates.

      I nodded. “I have to go back. I have to find Katherine.” I threw a glance at the others who had gathered to see me off, though there weren’t many. There didn’t need to be. Those who were present would share the memories of the experience. Within a few chrons, anyone who wished to know would.

      And as Aunwhal had told me, there were a lot of people who would want to know.

      Aunwhal shook his head. “I am sorry, my friend. It seems a terrible burden they have forced upon you. I do not see the justice in it.”

      I didn’t say anything about the burden that had been forced upon him when the Maunhouser ship came through the quarantined gate after me.

      He held out a small package for me. “I regret we were unable to repair your war-lock.” His thick, proper accent always made the weapon sound even more exotic. When I opened the gift, I found the blued blade I’d carried when I first came through his gate.

      “I had it sharpened for you,” he added. “And had a suitable sheath crafted.”

      I wasn’t sure how to thank him. In so many ways he had been my shepherd since I had arrived in what I’d come to call Civilization. He was the first to hear my story, the first to recognize its importance. He’d been a constant advocate and supporter. And when the Collective had refused to allow me to return through the gate, Aunwhal’s had been one of the first voices raised in protest.

      He smiled at me. Maybe he already knew what I was thinking. It often felt like he did. “Good luck, my friend. I do fear you will need it. But I also hope we will see each other again.” He gestured to the others gathered to see me off. “We will continue what you started.”

      I nodded and gave him a wane smile. “I know. And thank you.”

      Then, with a last nod of farewell to the others, I climbed into the cockpit of the small, angular shuttle Aunwhal had given me and prepared to leave Civilization.
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        * * *

      

      It was only a few moments after my little shuttle appeared on the far side of the Selma IV Gate that I realized my mistake. I was already dreading the long haul to reach Selma III, where I could ask Quatra for help. I didn’t have a Q-com and the general comms on the little shuttle were too advanced to pick up basic chatter, so I’d figured I might as well start the long run from the closest gate.

      But if I’d thought about it more carefully, I’d have asked Aunwhal to send me back through the Selma II Gate. Let’s just say I’ve had a few encounters with Fayatt Corp, the corp that controls Selma IV, and they have a history of aggressiveness.

      As such, I didn’t receive any warning messages. It only dawned upon me the situation I was in when a Fayatt interceptor-destroyer began moving to block my course. And a moment’s inspection revealed two more Fayatt ships beyond, also moving to intercept.

      Needless to say, I wasn’t in the mood for delays—to say nothing of corporate detainment. So, I cranked up the engines on my little shuttle and launched forward.

      And I will say, that little thing is fast. I mean really, it’s the single fastest ship I’ve ever seen, aside from Commander Umbstard’s research ship, which we last saw cruising away faster than light.

      As my shuttle rushed past the first Fayatt ship, the others behind it opened fire, angry blue tracers marking the EM rounds they had chosen. But that didn’t matter. I’ll give your people credit. They were smart enough to harden the shuttle against electromagnetic interference, and subsequently, EM rounds.

      Well, that just gave me one more reason to dislike Fayatt. But without any weapons, I was helpless to retaliate. Instead, I rolled my course to put a little more distance between me and the firing ships, then focused on pushing as much speed as I could. A few more flashes came close, but within subchrons I was well out of the Fayatt ships’ offensive ranges.

      After that I took a deep breath and settled in for the long haul to Selma III, still impressed by just how fast the little shuttle could move. By the time I arrived, I figure I must have covered the distance in a quarter of the time it would have taken the Essta, which is a rather swift ship in its own right.
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        * * *

      

      When I hit orbit around Selma III, I didn’t feel like taking the time with the general port, particularly considering the challenge of my advanced communications equipment. Instead, I blitzed right past the main port of the Citizens Unincorporated Municipal Area and forced a landing in Quatra’s small private port. This, of course, without any communications caused something of a commotion with Quatra’s security team, and I was grumpy enough I didn’t help matters. But after one of them was willing to relay to Quatra who it was that had landed at her private port, she quickly set things right.

      After that, a couple of her people escorted me into her building, and I was surprised when we entered the elevator and went down rather than up. I was so accustomed to the show rooms at the top of her grand tower, I didn’t even realize she had belowground infrastructure as well. The small, utilitarian room they left me in didn’t appear terribly inviting and was a sharp contrast to the airy, grand exhibit hall she preferred to host in at the tower’s top. Instead, this was a room easily secured from prying interests.

      I approved.

      Quatra and another man entered a few subchrons later, but before I could say anything, Quatra held up a hand.

      “One moment, Hunter dear.” She moved to a small electronics console on the wall where she worked for a moment. “There,” she said, turning back to stare at me with a critical eye. “Now we can talk.”

      I shot a suspicious glance at the man still standing in the doorway. He was tall and thin but carried himself like someone with a lot of combat training.

      “Baratold Greene,” Quatra introduced. “My new head of security. He doesn’t have ties to Fayatt Corp.” There was more than a hint of bitter sarcasm in her voice, which was fair considering her previous head of security had been selling her shipping routes to Fayatt. But I had other things to focus on.

      “Do you know where Katherine is?” I asked.

      Quatra’s eyes narrowed a little, as though working through how to interpret the question. Then she gave me a slow nod.

      “From what I’ve been able to gather, Maunhouser has her. I’ve been trying to collect some information on where, but Maunhouser security has been rather… well. They had an incident with their prized research installation some while back, so they’ve been revamping all their security measures. It’s made things difficult for me.” Quatra paused, then gave me that penetrating look again. “But where have you been? It’s been subrevs since I tried to talk you out of that foolhardy assault on Maunhouser’s secret gate.”

      I shot another glance at Greene, who was still standing impassively by the doorway.

      “It’s fine,” Quatra said. “He already knows.”

      I nodded then took a deep breath, returning to Quatra’s question about where I’d been. It was, of course, a question I’d been expecting. I’d even spent most of my time in transit working through the best way to explain it all. And I figured if anyone would believe what I had been through, Quatra would. Even so, I wasn’t quite sure how to begin.

      “Katherine’s plan worked,” I started. “I managed to hold off Maunhouser’s forces long enough for her to get their secret gate, the 28th Gate, operational. But then she told me she couldn’t go with me—she’d planned from the beginning to stay behind while sending me through. By that point, it was too late to call it off. I was already drifting into the gate. Even so, I figured I would reach Oversight and they’d shut down Maunhouser before they dared do anything to Katherine. But the problem started when I didn’t arrive where we thought I would.”

      Quatra nodded. “I had Kyrshaw waiting for you near the Alopa Gate. When he never spotted you, I worried something had gone wrong.” She gave me that look again. “Do you think Katherine messed up?”

      I shook my head. “No, it wasn’t her fault. She didn’t know the gates have a secondary safety. If any gate becomes omni-programmable, it overrides control and defaults to a specific gate.”

      Quatra paused, trying to follow what I’d said. “So, you had to find your way to Oversight from somewhere else?”

      I shook my head again. “The gate I was sent to isn’t on our network.”

      This time Quatra’s eyes narrowed. “How is that possible?”

      “We don’t have the only network,” I replied. I took another deep breath. I still hadn’t worked out the best way to say it, so I just started in. I told her what Aunwhal had told me about what we call the end of the Gate Age, and about how it had formed what he called the Black Gates. I told her about the spread of the virus that destroyed most of what we once had and about Civilization’s decision to cut off the affected gates to save humanity.

      “That’s the thing,” I added. “We all know the major corps compete for access to gate programming research because they hope to be the first through to a new gate where they can lay claim to planets with untouched ancient tech. But the other gates out there aren’t untouched. We aren’t the surviving remnants of humanity, Quatra. We’re the outcasts who were quarantined and left for dead when a biotechnological disease swept through whole systems, jumping through the gates. When Katherine reactivated the 28th Gate, she triggered a series of fail-safes Civilization had left behind, so that if the virus ever tried to come through to one of the untouched gates, they’d be able to trap it. Instead, they trapped me.” I glanced at Greene again, who remained stoic. “After they ran tests on me, they realized I didn’t carry the virus. I suppose that’s the only reason they didn’t kill me right then. Anyways, that’s where I’ve been all this time, trying to convince them to come back here and help me save Katherine. And everyone else.”

      It took her a moment to process it all, and I understood. If anyone had told me all that, I doubt I’d have believed them. I certainly hadn’t believed Aunwhal the first time he told me.

      After a moment, Quatra took a step toward the door as though she were leaving, but then she stopped and turned back toward me again. She stood that way for another moment until she finally stepped forward and sat across the table from me.

      “Where are they now, then?” she asked. “Why is this the first we’ve heard of them?”

      Maybe she didn’t believe me, but I guess we had enough of a history for her to give me another chance to explain.

      I allowed myself a bitter scowl. “Because they refused to help,” I replied. “They’d never imagined there could be survivors of the plague or whatever it was, which was why they hadn’t sent help before. They’d made the decision that it wasn’t worth risking all of humanity to check on the status of the disease. So, they left our gates disconnected from the real gate network—that must be why our gates defaulted to their own ring network. But Civilization never stopped developing technology. They have tech the likes of which we haven’t even dreamed,” I told Quatra. “All this time that we’ve been struggling to salvage and scrape together the technology from the Gate Age, and they’ve been building from it. They don’t even use the massive space gates now. They have personal sized ones on planets that just pop you from place to place. They have a few ships, but not many. It took me this long to get permission to take the one I flew here in. They could change our lives, save countless millions, but they wouldn’t help.”

      Quatra sat there quietly, listening, waiting for me to continue. Waiting for me to explain.

      “It’s complicated,” I added with a sigh. “They almost didn’t let me return at all, but I fought with them to let me come back.” It wasn’t the entire story, but I didn’t think Quatra needed all of it just yet. I didn’t want to push too hard because I needed her help rescuing Katherine before anything else. “So, they gave me the little ship and threw me back through the gate, with the warning that they’d be taking further measures to prevent anything from coming through again.”

      Quatra gave me another skeptical look. But then her gaze focused again on my left eye. Quatra knew about the artificial eye I had received from Maunhouser. I’d even let her run scans of the thing as payment once. So, when her gaze focused on my left eye now, I knew she was making the connection, because my left eye was no longer artificial. Well, I guess it still is artificial, in the sense that it isn’t the eye that I was born with. But it was clearly not the mechanical implant she had always known.

      I’m still impressed by the team Aunwhal assembled to do the work. They managed to make the eye appear a perfect match to my right. Of course, it isn’t. In fact, it’s even better than the mechanical eye had been. I can see more clearly, and at greater distances. It might not cover quite the same range of wavelengths, but it still sees a lot farther than my right eye. At the time Quatra was staring at it, it also felt different, though it’s a bit difficult to describe. Almost like the mechanical eye had placed pressure on my socket, a subtle nudge that was always there and faded to the subconscious. But the pressure was gone, replaced by an eye that had been grown for me from my own genetics and then biologically enhanced.

      “Your eye is different,” Quatra finally said, though her tone almost made it an accusation.

      I simply nodded.

      “You got it from there? And it’s biological?” She leaned in and stared at it more critically.

      “Yeah,” I said. “Fully biotic. They debated whether to replace both of them to prevent an imbalance in visual acuity but didn’t like the idea of carving up healthy tissue to do it. So, they just replaced the implant.”

      “Can I make a scan of it?” she asked, her tone carefully neutral.

      I considered telling her no, but I decided that it wasn’t the time to be haggling over advantages. I needed her help.

      So, I nodded. She could disbelieve my story—since it was, in truth, hard to believe—but she wouldn’t be able to ignore the fact I had a new eye. And if it meant giving her a few free scans, that was well worth it. “You can take a look at the shuttle, too,” I added. “It’s like nothing I’ve flown before. I’m gonna need it back, but if you agree to help me rescue Katherine, you can make all the scans you like.”

      I wondered for a moment if my offer might have been just the sort of thing that you people in Civilization had been worried about. That individual drive, greed I suppose, would rule decisions more so than helping others. And I knew Quatra. She certainly drove for a deal that would leave her better off after than before, which might well seem like self-interest.

      But I also knew she was more complicated than that. She has always used her personal ambition as the means to build things greater than herself. She was interested in the tech I offered because she could use it, certainly. But I think she was also interested in it because I had offered it, even after I already knew she’d been working to find Katherine before I returned.

      Maybe in my making the gesture, I was showing her that I wasn’t trying to keep it for myself either. But we still had to remain true to our long-established relationship.

      “I’ll need scans of the ship and unfettered access,” Quatra countered, falling into our usual haggling game.

      “You get the scans and then your people are free to access the ship whenever it’s here, but I still take it when I need it,” I replied.

      She paused a beat, then nodded. “Done. I’ll have the scans started while we work out our next move. So. What do you need?”

      The funny thing about the question is I had been so worried about how to convince her to help me—how to convince her I was telling the truth about everything I’d been through—that I hadn’t considered the next step. I had been so focused on the fact I needed to get back to rescue Katherine that I hadn’t really considered how to do it.

      But I no longer had that luxury.

      “I’m going to need to get my ship back,” I started. “The Essta, I mean. My Q-com has a contact we’re going to need. Katherine and I left the ship hidden in the asteroid field around Maunhouser’s moon at Tegra III. If I’m lucky, it’s still there.”

      Quatra made a face and shot Greene a look. “That’s going to be difficult,” she said, turning back to me. “Shortly after your… adventure, Maunhouser sent a full fleet into the area, including one of their largest battleships. The problem is it has since disappeared. No one knows where it’s hiding. I’m sure they’re planning something, I just don’t know what.”

      I shook my head. “That won’t be a problem.”

      Quatra gave me a hard look. “Hunter dear. I know you didtain Maunhouser, but if they have a battleship guarding that gate, it will be a serious problem.”

      I sighed. I had hoped to avoid telling them. I’d hoped to avoid even thinking about it. But it looked like that wasn’t really an option.

      So, I told them.
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        * * *

      

      After I’d shared my story with what I considered Civilization’s leadership, the Collective, they began asking me questions about the gate ring and the corporations and Oversight. Once I had answered their questions as well as I could, I finally returned with Aunwhal to his guardian installation to wait while the Collective deliberated.

      “Would you mind a few more tests?” Aunwhal had asked me after we stepped through the small minigate connecting the facility to every other minigate in Civilization.

      “Still worried about the new bioimplants?” I asked him.

      “No, no. I am satisfied with those, and you seem to be recovering well. I am merely interested in following up on some anomalous readings we encountered in your bloodstream’s plasma. We knew you had foreign material from your corporate enhancements, as you say, but we detected some dormant particles that appear to be of an independent design.”

      When I offered no objections, he led me back to the facility’s laboratory.

      There were a few others there working in silence, but they had become accustomed to my conversing aloud with Aunwhal and had learned how strange I felt it was when everyone around me talked in silence through bioware I didn’t have. I didn’t think much as he sat me down and began taking more readings, letting my gaze turn to the large wall of windows across the lab, which looked out over the massive gate the installation guarded.

      Aunwhal was murmuring to himself—a habit he said he’d picked up from talking with me—when the gate activated.

      Aunwhal’s head snapped around and his expression shifted to the odd look of concentration I’d learned meant he was in the link, talking with others who weren’t there.

      An instant later, a ship emerged from the enormous gate, and as the gate’s light faded, the facility illuminated the bold curves of a battle-rated warship of a design I recognized all too well.

      A Maunhouser first-rate battleship.

      “Aunwhal, that’s a⁠—”

      “They aren’t responding to us,” he interrupted without even looking at me.

      In the harsh light, the battleship’s engines glowed sharply as the ship struggled to move, but the facility’s superior technology held it fast, just as it had been intended to do.

      The ship’s lateral lights flashed in a quick, strobing pattern.

      “That’s a warning pattern,” I added.

      The forward mounted particle cannons of the battleship started to glow as the large ship’s massive array of weapons came online and began charging.

      “Aunwhal! They’re about to⁠—”

      They fired.

      Three piercing slices of destruction lanced out from the battleship, the brilliant light obscuring all else for a blinding instant. At the same time, the station rocked from the impacts. Aunwhal stumbled but maintained his balance, while I heard a crash from behind us as the others in the laboratory staggered against one of the lab benches. Beyond the observation windows, a plume of debris hurtled from the site of impact a few decks below us.

      Aunwhal’s response was almost instantaneous. The guardian facility returned fire.

      It started as two pinpricks of light on the hull of the battleship, but with astonishing speed, they expanded, flat swirling lights that blossomed until they merged, engulfing the entire ship. Then, with a brief flash like an implosion grenade, the light collapsed in on itself, vanishing into its own afterglow.

      And the entire Maunhouser battleship, one of the most formidable weapons of my known world, vanished along with it.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      After I finished telling them, Quatra sat silent for a moment while Greene remained impassive.

      “That’s why I say the battleship won’t be a problem,” I added. “Because I already know it’s gone.”

      “So, there’s no way Maunhouser can use the gate?” Quatra asked.

      I shook my head. “Not unless they find a way to get around the fail-safes, which were set up by people who understand the gates far better than we do.”

      Quatra frowned. “So, that’s why Katherine’s plan failed. And why Maunhouser hasn’t sent more ships through. They can’t.”

      Then Greene finally spoke. “Have you considered that a slight modification to her original plan might still work?”

      Quatra turned to cock her head at him and then broke into a smile.

      But I frowned. The last time I had thought about it, Katherine’s plan had not only failed to accomplish the goals we intended, it had made everything worse. “You mean try to warn Oversight about the gate?”

      “In a way,” Quatra replied coyly. “I think what Greene means, Hunter dear, is that you should threaten Maunhouser that you’ll tell Oversight about the gate. After all, you know they have it, and they know you know. But no one else will believe you. If, however,” and her smile grew, “you had irrefutable evidence to present, then you could offer Maunhouser a trade—the evidence for Katherine’s freedom.”

      “You mean blackmail?” I asked.

      “Leverage,” Greene replied with a grim smile.

      I nodded, considering the possibilities. “It could work,” I allowed, “though it would leave Maunhouser in the clear. I don’t doubt that it’s worth it to free Katherine, but I still don’t like the idea of handing over all the evidence against Maunhouser.”

      Quatra scoffed. “Oh, that is cute. But I don’t think you quite understand. You hand over the evidence, and you get Katherine back,” she explained, breaking into a grin. “Then another source happens to make a public release of similar evidence, triggering a mass investigation of Maunhouser’s operations.”

      I’ll admit the idea surprised me. I had forgotten Quatra could be so underhanded. But then again, she had managed to keep her business independent despite multiple major corps trying to overrun her, so I guess she’d had a lot of practice.

      “That, I like,” I replied with a matching grin.

      “Mmm, I thought you might, dear.”

      “Alright,” I said, ignoring her as she slipped back into her playful tendencies. “That just leaves us with getting the Essta. It has the surveillance equipment to gather the evidence we need and then get out again.”

      Greene frowned. “Even if Maunhouser is looking for the ship?”

      I shrugged.

      “Well,” Quatra added, “getting to your ship will be the difficult part, but I think your new shuttle might come in handy.” Then she stood. “Greene will have one of his aides bring down the latest reports on the resources Maunhouser has stationed around Tegra III. You might be able to use them in deciding how to get yourself back aboard your ship. I’ll let you consider your options while I get started on the scans of your shuttle.”

      Greene nodded once in parting before he stepped out the door. Quatra started to follow, then paused at the doorway. “Is there anything else you need?” she asked gently.

      She probably intended the question to be about my emotional state, though I can’t know for sure. Regardless, there was one other thing that had occurred to me. I suppose you could even say it bordered on being an emotional need.

      “Yeah,” I replied with a crooked smile. “You think you could find me another warlock on short notice?”

      Quatra leveled a reproachful glare at me. “Where is the one I sold you?”

      I pulled its mangled shape from the holster on my thigh. It still pained me to see it like that. The gun had served me well. But I was going to need something functional.

      Quatra’s face contorted when she saw the gun’s rent shape. “What did you…? Do you realize how hard those are to find?” She shook her head with a little irritated noise. “I’ll see what I can do. But that’s going on your tab.”

      I gave her a grin as she vanished through the doorway.
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        * * *

      

      A short while later there was a knock at the door, and a young man delivered the reports Quatra had mentioned. I could have linked with them and read electronically, but the new neural architecture had been giving me headaches when I tried that on the shuttle, so I just settled for using the visual display there on the table.

      As I started looking through the information, I was again struck by how detailed Quatra’s intelligence reports were. She had information on not only the number of ships Maunhouser had sent to the Tegra system, but also the composition of the fleet, including general schematics for Maunhouser’s ships of those classes. In a few cases, she even had specific ship ID tags and detailed reports on the last known commander. I even lingered for a moment on the tag of the Maunhouser battleship they’d sent after me, the MCS Appegio. Then I continued scanning. Much of the information wasn’t necessary for my purposes, but knowing which classes of ships to expect in the area was invaluable.

      Without Quatra, I expect I’d have just flown in there, figuring I’d deal with whatever I encountered. In this case, that would have been a grave mistake. Maunhouser’s fleet composition, which was skewed toward attack craft and interceptors, suggested they were creating a wide area of coverage to stop small vessels from entering their restricted zones. It meant I would have difficulty getting to the Essta, even with the speed of my new shuttle. And my assessment only got worse.

      As I continued scanning through the info Quatra had, I found a collection of deployment reports written by someone on Tegra III tracking Maunhouser’s ships in orbit. The reports confirmed that Maunhouser’s fleet wasn’t simply deployed for general coverage. The unnamed observer had noted their positioning was too asymmetrical for that. The smaller ships patrolled routes that always left them near two others at any given time, but these routes only covered one side of the planet. A few larger ships were stationed on the other side of the planet, giving the appearance of general coverage. And since those smaller ships were near the asteroid field around Tegra III’s moon, it created the appearance that the fleet was keeping the larger ships away from the stray debris near the moon.

      But I knew better. The larger ships were for balance while Maunhouser had the smaller ships deployed to use triangulation signals. They were in a hunting pattern, and I knew exactly what they were hunting for—the Essta.

      The only question was whether they knew my ship was already there, or if the elaborate fleet deployments were intended to ensure I couldn’t use it to breach their security.

      I quickly scanned through another observational report with a later timestamp. This one also confirmed the small hunting ships were confined to the edges of the asteroid field, patrolling its perimeter. So, either the field itself made things difficult for their search, or they didn’t realize they should be searching within the asteroid field.

      Either way, I felt some relief, hoping the Essta was still safe. But Quatra had been right. I would have a beast of a time getting to it.

      I guess that was when I decided I needed to try something new. It wouldn’t even be enough to have a plan this time. I would need to practice it, too.
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        * * *

      

      Obviously, my new shuttle was the primary tool I had. But it was still unarmed, and I didn’t relish the idea of taking an unarmed shuttle against an entire Maunhouser fleet. So, after Quatra had the first of her scans, I asked if some of her people would look into arming the thing. Even a simple pulse laser would do.

      It took them a few rotas until I was able to get back in it and start practicing. See, aside from the brief encounter around Selma IV, I still had no experience piloting the craft in anything like combat conditions. I’d also heard there were some difficulties installing the pulse laser, so I really wasn’t sure what to expect from the new weapons systems.

      Once I had permission, I launched into orbit. I didn’t even bother with the port’s ALA to boost me into orbit since the sleek, angular profile of the shuttle had no difficulty slicing through atmo. After I was in space, I found myself some distance from the planet and started pulling basic maneuvers with the low-level interface.

      I was quickly impressed.

      I hadn’t done much in the way of interfaced flying on my trip from the Selma IV Gate to Selma III. I’d still been worried about the new bioimplants, so I had made do with as basic a connection as possible. And with my mid-grade Maunhouser implants gone, I wasn’t sure what to expect from the shuttle in terms of response time. I’d even heard from Quatra that her people couldn’t interface with the thing at all, despite attempts to rig compatibility layers.

      I should have known better. Aunwhal wouldn’t have let me leave with mismatched tech.

      When I finally initiated a full interface, it was unlike anything I’d experienced before. I’d managed
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