
        
            
                
            
        

    Praise? for Supremacy’s Bounty
“This is the team I'd want to rescue me if I got in trouble. I just hope they wouldn't blow me up on accident. They blow up everything else.”
—Sherri Cook Woosley, author of Walking Through Fire
“Not since Dirty Pair has such a well-armed duo been so clueless, yet so lovable.”
—T. C. Weber, author of the Betterworld trilogy
“If you like this sort of thing, this is something you’d like. And the best part is, now Eric thinks I’ve read his book.”
—David Mack, The New York Times bestselling author of The Dark Arts Series
“A much better title than Son of Supremacy or Supremacy II: The Quickening.”
—Tom Doyle, author of the American Craftsman trilogy
“Oh god, he wrote another one?”
—Mike Kern, author of Dark Winter
“The best and only book I’ve read this year!”
—A.Z. Anthony, author of Servant of Rage.
“This is a book where people wear suits and stuff happens; the more stuff happens, and then it ends.”
—Derek Tyler Attico, author of “The Third Law” in the Thrilling Adventure Yarns anthology
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01: Competitor


MACKENZIE’S FIRST CLUE someone had entered Cordoba's estate ahead of her was the guard slumped by the gate. A cauterized hole ran through the man and his thin flexsteel armor. That was the work of a heatsword, about as subtle as a brick.
The man's murder raised several questions Mackenzie couldn't answer. First, if you were going in heavy, why stab this man instead of shooting him? Second, why didn’t the estate alarms go off when the man's heart monitor stopped? And finally, was Cordoba still alive?
Of these three questions, the last bothered her the most. Because if Cordoba was dead — if whoever killed this man without raising the alarms had killed Cordoba, too — she wasn't getting paid. Her bounty was very clear about that.
Mackenzie kicked off her heels, smoothed down her slinky black dress, and opened the unlocked metal gate. “Jinx? Didn't you tell me you had Cordoba's estate locked down?”
“Yes ma'am,” Jinx said, through the sub-aural implant imbedded in Mackenzie’s ear. “I have everything.” Jinx was her support, communications, and tech expert, and she was sitting in a warm shuttle a half klick into the forest. “Alarms disabled, camera feeds cloned, comms monitored. Is there a problem?”
Mackenzie pulled the weapon off the dead guard — a Tech Sixteen submachine gun — and found it still cool. “Did anyone lock the estate down ahead of you?”
“Ahead of...?” Jinx went silent for a moment. “No ma'am. At least, no one I can detect. We're the only ones in the system.”
Jinx was good, very good, so anyone she couldn't detect would have to be better. That narrowed the list of competitors considerably, and Mackenzie didn’t know any fellow bounty hunters who used heatswords. Bringing a sword to a gun fight was a great way to die holding a sword.
Given her alternate outfit for tonight’s abduction had been a three-meter-tall suit of powered armor, Mackenzie now regretted her fashion choices. She had planned to pose as an escort and abduct Cordoba quietly, because he had a fetish for tall Latin women who looked muscular enough to break him in half. Now, her plan was not to get stabbed with a heatsword.
She kept off the main path, moving from shadow to shadow across estate grass, and encountered a disturbing lack of private security. The huge white globe of Ceto's sister planet, Phorcys, gleamed in the dark sky, lighting Cordoba’s estate even well past sundown. Mackenzie could do with a bit less light, personally, but it wasn't like Phorcys was going anywhere.
“I need eyes on the estate,” Mackenzie said. “Fire up those telescopics for me, would you?” The signal returned to Jinx was linked to her mouth movements, so her own voice was less than a whisper.
“Yes ma'am,” Jinx said.
Mackenzie kept moving as she waited for Jinx's updates, bare feet treading on wet grass she couldn't feel. One downside to cyberized feet: while they looked perfectly human, they were actually mechanized prosthetics. Great for kicking in doors, less for wiggling toes in grass.
“I don't see any active security,” Jinx said. “I don't see any movement in the courtyard, except you.”
Mackenzie might still find Cordoba before her competitor did, because she knew about his safe room. Her competitor might not, because they didn’t have Jinx’s impressive ability to reverse engineer security systems. If they moved fast, they could still take this bounty.
“Keep those eyes on me,” Mackenzie mouthed. “Let me know if anyone wanders by.”
“Got you covered, ma'am.” Jinx remained adorably formal when they were on a bounty. She also did the ma'am thing in bed, which was sexy but a little strange.
Moments later Mackenzie found another dead guard, crumpled in the shadows by the wide stairs leading to Cordoba's sprawling mansion. This guard, too, had a hole where his heart had been. His hand still clutched his Tech Sixteen, and like the first guard, he hadn't fired it.
Was her competitor wearing mimetic camouflage? That was hard to come by these days — when the Supremacy pulled back to Phorcys, they took their toys with them — and that exonerated every hunter she knew. Her competitor had to be connected to the Supremacy, fond of heatswords, and tech-savvy, and she didn't know anyone who met all those criteria.
This bounty smelled worse by the second, but Mackenzie hadn’t earned her rather legendary reputation by letting minor setbacks discourage her. Besides, she’d paid the Network for an exclusive window on Cordoba’s bounty. If her competitor seized it illegally, the Network’s recourse involved everything from seizing their assets to assassination. One step at a time.
Instead of climbing the wide white stairs like an idiot, Mackenzie crept into the rising shadow on their east side. The estate plans Jinx had hacked out of the public records bureau showed a locked security door below these stairs. Breaking open that door would set off an alarm, of course, except Jinx had disabled the alarms.
She found a third guard by the closed security door. This one had a dagger in the top of her head. There had been no reason to kill her, since her competitor obviously bypassed this guard by using the stairs, so tossing a knife down was just mean.
Mackenzie checked the door — locked, of course — and set her bare feet in a wide A. She pressed one palm to the door, wrapped the other around the handle, and turned it, or tried. Servos whirred inside her cyberized arms and shoulders. The handle popped off in her hand.
She grimaced and tossed it aside. No choice now but to go loud. She stepped back, raised one leg, and kicked the door with one cyberized heel.
Her kick smashed the door in with a bang, because that's what happened when a cyberized foot encountered a standard security door. She lunged through the doorway with the Tech Sixteen before the three men inside could draw their weapons. One tried anyway, of course. She put a bullet through his hand.
The injured guard’s scream split the shocked silence as blood spurted on the round green table in front of him. She had interrupted a poker game. That suggested these men had no idea the other guards were dead.
“Guns on the table, please,” Mackenzie said. No reason to be impolite.
The others withdrew pistols from inside suit jackets, slowly, and set them on the table, slowly. The man she'd shot clutched his hand and hyperventilated. He wouldn't bleed out for another hour or so.
“What'd you do to Wilson?” the man behind the table asked.
The speaker, Elijah Clayton, was Cordoba’s newest head of security. Mackenzie recognized him from Jinx’s preparatory hacking. Clayton had a rugged jawline, dark skin, and fuzzy black hair. He also had a tattoo of crossed swords on his neck, marking him as an ex-Patriot commando. So that was interesting.
“Was Wilson the woman on the door?” Mackenzie asked.
“That's her.” Clayton didn't seem all that concerned she had a gun pointed at him, but being a former Patriot, he was probably used to it. “You kill her?”
“I didn't, but whoever walked in ahead of me did. They also killed the man on the south gate, and the one by the courtyard stairs.” Had they really missed the whole thing? “Someone's come to kill your boss, and it's not me.”
“She's lying!” the other guard said, a man who’d been stupid enough to wear his sunvisor indoors. “She shot Kevin in the hand!”
“Because he drew a gun on me,” Mackenzie said, “when I already had a gun on him. You don't draw a gun when someone has a gun on you, Kevin.”
Visor bared his teeth like a yappy dog. “We're not telling you anything!”
This idiot was wasting time Cordoba didn't have. “Listen, cowboy—”
“Let me check with central,” Clayton said. “We won't mention you just yet, okay?”
Mackenzie rewarded him with a smile. “Let’s do that.”
Alerting Cordoba's security to the intrusion was a big risk, but a bigger risk was letting her competitor get to Cordoba and kill him. After all, if Cordoba lived tonight, she could always abduct him later.
Visor glared from behind his reflective rectangle, constantly glancing at the pistols on the table. Mackenzie considered shooting him too, a leg wound, maybe, but then she'd have two people groaning and moaning, and one was already giving her a headache.
“Help me,” Kevin whispered. “God, help me!”
“You can bandage his hand,” Mackenzie said. “Actually, please do that.”
A new player was muscling in on her bounty, someone with motivations she didn’t understand and behaviors she couldn't predict. She couldn't let these men become distracted. Bleeding distracted people.
Clayton touched a hand to his ear. “Central? Mind running a diagnostic on our alarms?”
Visor glowered as he stalked, hands raised, to a cabinet with a red cross.
“Central?” Clayton asked again. “You hearing me?”
Mackenzie suspected “central” wasn't going to respond. Her competitor had taken them out, too, which meant they might already be closing on Cordoba. She had one more card to play.
“Jinx,” she mouthed, “set off the alarms, please.”
“Ma'am?” Jinx must think that was a bit odd.
“The alarms will warn Cordoba to flee into his safe room. Our competitor can't kill him in his safe room.”
“Oh,” Jinx said. “Okay.” A moment later, she added, “Uh oh.”
So there was someone else in the estate's security system, and that person was actively suppressing the alarms. How were they doing it in a way Jinx couldn't detect? Just who were they up against tonight?
“Central's not answering,” Clayton told everyone.
Visor jammed a finger her way. “She's talking to someone! I saw her lips move!”
Mackenzie resisted a mighty urge to roll her eyes. “I'm talking to my partner, genius, because we're all fucked if whoever's after your boss gets to him before I do.” She focused on Clayton. “Do you have some way to warn Cordoba manually? A hard line?”
“Not down here,” Clayton said.
Visor yanked gauze out of the medical station like a man in need of toilet paper. “This bitch is playing us! She's keeping us busy while her partner kills Cordoba!”
“If this woman was here to kill Cordoba,” Clayton said, in a tone that suggested he didn't like Visor very much, “we'd all be dead right now.” He glanced Mackenzie’s way. “There was a woman scheduled for Cordoba tonight. Mariana Lopez?”
Mackenzie incrementally inclined her head. “You can call me that.”
“All right, Miss Lopez. We have a hardlink to alert Cordoba if the system goes down—”
“Shut it!” Visor shouted.
“—but reaching it requires me to leave this room and climb the stairs,” Clayton finished. “It's on the foyer's south wall, beside the door, behind a painting of a lady in a white dress.”
“Great,” Mackenzie said. “Off you go.”
His brow furrowed. “You're letting me go up there?”
“Does it look like I'm stopping you?”
After a moment, Clayton hurried up the mansion stairwell. Belatedly, Mackenzie considered returning his gun. Soon there was a loud thump, followed by silence. Whoever had killed the other guards had just killed Clayton, too, and Mackenzie honestly felt bad about that.
Her murderous rival was in the foyer upstairs, meaning all that separated Mackenzie from her bounty was one stairway and a hall. Given the shenanigans going on with his alarm system tonight, Cordoba was likely still waiting for Miss Lopez. So she could call in Jinx and escape, without her bounty, or head upstairs to fight an invisible killer with a heatsword.
Mackenzie was almost out the door when Jinx spoke again.
“Gosh darn it! I've figured out who hacked the estate ahead of me. It's a Supremacy satellite intrusion, a brute-force electromagnetic override. Doesn't that violate our treaty with the Advanced?”
“It does,” Mackenzie mouthed, turning right back around, “which means this must be one of the Supremacy's black ops.” Supremacy involvement explained the mimetic camouflage and everything else. “It also means they know I'm here.”
The Supremacy was a planetary government run by a spacefaring society of genetically-engineered dickheads known as the Advanced: humans who had modified themselves. While the Advanced all lived on Phorcys, Ceto’s sister planet, their government had occupied Ceto for more than ten years under the auspices of “improving” it for everyone else. To thank them, freedom fighters called the Patriots of Ceto started blowing things up.
That endlessly fatal clusterfuck ended three years ago when the Supremacy pulled out for no discernable reason. They signed an armistice with Ceto’s shocked politicians and withdrew their assets practically overnight. In addition to returning Ceto to its people, the treaty between Ceto and Phorcys forbid the Supremacy from conducting military operations on Ceto, which is what they were doing right now.
Why was killing Cordoba worth possibly starting a war?
Either way, Mackenzie knew the Supremacy was here, which meant they now considered her a security risk. Being a security risk didn't work for her. She had to let whatever Advanced officer was running this Supremacy op know she could keep her mouth shut, before they murdered her.
Visor finished wrapping Kevin's hand. Kevin looked miserable and tired. She could kneecap them both and walk away, but she didn’t see the need.
“Get out of here,” she told them. “And Kevin, sorry about your hand.”
As they stared, not leaving, she carried their guns up the stairs. She doubted they’d follow now that the Supremacy had someone stabbing people’s hearts out. She tossed the guns one flight up, because waving around a Tech Sixteen hadn’t done any of the other dead people any good.
“Jinx, warm up the shuttle. Don't lift without my orders.”
“Yes ma'am!” Jinx’s voice trembled. “Please be careful!”
Mackenzie found Elijah Clayton collapsed on the steps leading into the foyer, unconscious and breathing, which was odd. Why knock him out when they’d stabbed everyone else? Had the Supremacy tagged him as a former Patriot of Ceto? Did they want to abduct and interrogate him?
That wasn’t her problem. None of this was her problem. Mackenzie stepped over Clayton’s still-breathing body. “I’m not armed!” she yelled. “I just want to talk!” She crept into the foyer. “Don’t fucking stab me, please!”
She found the foyer empty save for a couple of tasteful potted plants by the locked front doors. Hardwood floors shined in the light coming from the foyer’s large front windows. A supremely tacky rug sprawled in front of the grand stairway leading to the second floor, to Cordoba’s bedroom.
“I know who you are and why you’re here!” Mackenzie informed everyone. “I’m also very good at keeping secrets! Let me live, and no one has to know what happened here!”
No one spoke up, but also, no one stabbed her, which she considered a net positive. If her competitor was hiding in the foyer, they were listening. Mimetic camouflage suffered visibly if its wearer moved too rapidly, but if they didn’t move, she’d probably never see them.
“If you know who I am,” Mackenzie said, “then you know how much attention killing me might draw. You don’t want that, but Cordoba's all yours. Let me go and I won’t say a thing.”
As she moved toward the stairs, the paneled floor creaked under her cyberized weight. A creaking floor could work for her. She let her eyes relax and worked with her ears instead.
A creak that wasn't Mackenzie's sounded behind her. She spun, hands raised and empty. A glowing heatsword lopped her hand right off.




02: Bargaining


MOST PEOPLE, WHEN SOMEONE CHOPPED OFF their right hand, howled bloody murder and collapsed. Mackenzie punched with her left instead, where her attacker’s jaw should be, and felt a satisfying smack. The mimetic hood covering her attacker’s head flashed rapidly white and black — mimetic cloth was easily damaged — and allowed Mackenzie to launch a door-breaking kick at where her assailant’s body should be.
The floating, flashing headgear tilted backward beneath Mackenzie's scything leg, suggesting the rest of the owner’s body had done the same. Mackenzie flowed with her momentum and kicked back into the flat of the attacker’s heatsword. The blade powered down as it went flying, flipping end over end like a gymnast, to clatter into the stairs.
Her failed assassin sputtered and backed up, clawing at haywire headgear before ripping it off to reveal short pink hair, light brown skin, and painted purple lips. “How did you do that?” Her attacker was now a floating head. “I just cut your hand off!”
Mackenzie raised one fist and one metal stump. “Fake hand.” She kept herself between the woman and her extremely dangerous heatsword. “Why are you after Cordoba?”
Her opponent tossed an open-fisted punch, or rather, Mackenzie assumed she did. Fighting a head balloon was more than a bit challenging, but Mackenzie still slipped aside — barely — and sliced back with extended fingers. Though the Advanced woman stepped out of range, her whole suit shimmered visibly. Rapid movement had it overloaded.
“Who's Cordoba?” the shimmering pink-haired woman asked.
“The man who owns this mansion?” Mackenzie jabbed again to keep them moving, to keep the woman visible. “The man whose private security you just poked full of holes?”
None of Mackenzie’s punches came close to landing, and the Advanced woman landed two good ones on her. Mackenzie couldn’t actually feel pain, thanks to having her parietal lobe modded, but pressure and tightness suggested her ribs had concerns.
“Is that his name?” the woman asked. “I never get their names.”
They stalked each other as Mackenzie kept the Advanced woman away from her heatsword, kept her moving and shimmering and mildly annoyed. Even with all Mackenzie's combat training and cyberized body parts, a well-trained Advanced was too fast for her. At best, Mackenzie could fight this genetically-modified woman to a draw, except she was already down one hand.
“Promise you'll let me go,” Mackenzie said, “and you can have Cordoba.”
The woman stepped back and lowered her fists. “Okay.”
“Okay?” That was a quicker agreement than she’d expected.
“We're not here for you anyway. Before you go, would you like your hand back?”
Mackenzie spotted a man moving on the second floor. “Cover!”
As Anton Cordoba sprayed bullets from the foyer’s second floor, Mackenzie dived for the stairwell leading back to the poker game. When he realized his bodyguards were dead, Cordoba should have locked himself in his safe room. Instead he was shooting and shouting Spanish epithets, because he was an idiot.
Something knocked her off balance just outside the doorway to the stairwell, but she made cover. She rolled out of the gun range and collapsed onto the first set of stairs. A quick self-inspection revealed a fresh bullet wound in her thigh, which made her grateful again she couldn’t feel pain. Otherwise, getting shot in the leg would really hurt.
She quick-peeked around the corner to see Cordoba reloading his smoking weapon. She could never get up that grand stairway before he started shooting again. She evaluated the mix of brown cybernetic fluid and dark red blood pumping from her cyberized thigh and judged the bullet, at least, had hit more metal than meat. Hooray.
“I’ll gut you!” Cordoba shouted from the second floor. “I'll mount you on my wall!”
Mackenzie didn't care to be mounted on anything. She saw no sign of the Advanced woman, which was unsurprising. What was surprising was the invisible woman’s heatsword was gone.
“Jinx,” Mackenzie mouthed, “lift now.” It was risky bringing her shuttle in with the Supremacy watching Cordoba's mansion, but it was also risky to let some crazy Advanced lady stab her in the heart. Unlike her modified cybernetic limbs, her torso was not cyberized.
“Lifting,” Jinx said. “Where's the pickup?”
“Courtyard stairs.” Mackenzie grabbed the guardrail and pulled herself up. “Make it a quick one, okay? I got a new hole in the excitement.”
“On my way!” Jinx sounded worried, too worried.
Jinx's obvious distress was one of many reasons bounty hunters never got involved with their partners. Yet the two of them were involved, and how could Mackenzie resist? Jinx was smart, amazing, and super cute, and a short life without loving wasn't a life worth living.
“I've got a hit on the underground tunnel!” Jinx shouted, as Mackenzie struggled stair by stair. “Is that you?”
“It’s Cordoba,” Mackenzie mouthed, because as far as she knew, no one else knew about his escape tunnel. “Track him.”
This was actually good news. It meant Cordoba wasn't coming down from the second floor to shoot her, that he didn't have a smoking hole in his chest, and that she could actually still capture him later. Assuming, of course, she didn’t get impaled by a heatsword.
“Ma'am,” Jinx said, “I think they're—”
Static burst in Mackenzie's ear, then nothing. A shockwave rattled Cordoba's windows. Mackenzie stumbled and caught herself before she broke anything else, but stumbling still pissed her off.
“Jinx?” Mackenzie said the name louder than planned. “Did you do that?”
Jinx didn’t reply, and Mackenzie felt something beyond professional worry. Her heart thumped in her chest. That shockwave had sounded an awful lot like a shuttle explosion.
Focus. If their shuttle was gone, Jinx had certainly ejected, but where had she come down? The forest? The grounds? Mackenzie collapsed on the stairwell as she considered what to do next. Then she heard the rumble of incoming repulsor jets, and knew it was a bit late to worry about that.
Mackenzie watched in professional appreciation as Supremacy Vindicators — suits of powered armor wrapped around their elite soldiers — smashed through the ceiling of Cordoba’s mansion, further lowering its resale value. She could still see into the foyer from her vantage on the stairs, where Elijah Clayton’s body slept blissfully knocked out. Grimacing, Mackenzie pushed up and raised her hands — well, a hand and a stump.
Vindicators, the Supremacy’s suits of powered armor, stood a little over two meters tall. Like her own powered armor, Vindicators were bulletproof and had no viewports; their pilots saw through external cameras. Their sensors could see through walls, which meant they could see her, and also, according to the treaty, they weren't supposed to be here.
Elijah Clayton chose the perfect moment to sit up in the doorway. “Shit?” As four Vindicators turned rifle-mounted spotlights on him, he added, “Shit!”
“We surrender!” Mackenzie shouted from behind him. “We know where you can find Cordoba!”
After a moment, Clayton added, “Yeah!”
None of the Vindicators murdered them immediately, which was encouraging. One jumped to the second floor as others kicked down doors. The last covered them with its rifle.
Mackenzie's world spun as her thoughts lurched back to their exploded shuttle, to Jinx, who had ejected. She had ejected. Jinx was alive out there, possibly injured. Mackenzie needed to help Jinx, and she could only do that by convincing the Supremacy to let her help Jinx.
She floundered up the stairs, hand and stump raised, then collapsed beside Clayton. She’d have to do something about this blood loss soon. Blood loss, she remembered, was bad.
“Cordoba?” Clayton whispered.
“He took off.” She pressed her remaining hand to her leg wound as hard as she could. “Let me do the talking.”
Clayton grimaced. “He shot you.”
“No shit, really?”
“I've got an Ezo in my front jacket pocket.” It was a syringe that injected painkiller.
“Thank you, but no. Pain's not really a problem for me.” She needed to stay alert.
Gunshots echoed from the poker room. The Vindicators had found Visor and Kevin. Another wave of guilt pummeled Mackenzie’s calm, but she pushed through it. Useful, she reminded herself. Be useful.
Rotors whirred outside Cordoba’s mansion, probably in the courtyard. It sounded like a helo. “Captain's coming,” the nearest Vindicator said. “Don't move.”
With an ear-damaging kaboom, some asshole blew both doors off their hinges. A moment after that, another asshole of average height sauntered through the shattered frame, hands clasped behind his back. His light brown skin marked him as Advanced, his black Supremacy uniform as a naval officer, and his perfectly trimmed goatee as an overbearing pain in the ass. His narrow, piercing eyes swept the foyer and then fixed on her, because they actually knew each other. Oh boy.
“Freyja.” Captain Karus Varik stalked over. “What are you doing here?”
Clayton stared at her like she’d spontaneously started glowing. “You're Freyja?” He swallowed. “Shit.”
This was an understandable reaction. Freyja — the name of the armored alter-ego Mackenzie used in public — was one of the most feared bounty hunters on Ceto. No one else ran three-meter-tall powered armor with guns big enough to carve new doors.
“I had a bounty on Cordoba,” Mackenzie told Varik. She’d run several bounties for Varik before the Supremacy withdrew to Phorcys, and she always delivered. He was also one of the few who knew her secret identity, which almost certainly explained why she wasn’t dead.
“That's interesting.” Varik stopped a good ways off and glanced at her severed hand. “Yours?”
“Yeah. Your partner chopped it off.”
“That was a misunderstanding.” Varik tapped his stupid little goatee. “A medical unit will arrive in three minutes. You have information regarding Anton Cordoba?”
So he had been listening earlier. “Yes sir. I can find Cordoba for you.”
“By find him, you mean you don't know where he is?”
“He fled using a high-speed underground tram. By now, he has certainly emerged at one of several destinations. My shuttle was tracking his pod, but I've lost contact with my pilot.”
“Ah,” Varik said.
“Captain,” Mackenzie said, “did something happen to my shuttle?” She remembered Jinx laughing and shoved that memory off a cliff.
“We did not know it was yours at the time.” Varik waved one hand in possible contrition. “I'm afraid your shuttle was destroyed.”
He said nothing about anyone ejecting, and Mackenzie didn’t dare ask. What if Jinx had landed in a tree and was stuck there, bleeding? What if she’d broken a leg or arm upon landing? It took effort not to tear off into the forest after the woman she loved.
“The pilot was a friend?” Varik asked.
“Just a contractor,” Mackenzie lied, because if Varik knew how much she really cared, he might decide it was safer to shoot her right now.
“We used a high-yield interceptor,” Varik said. “Your pilot would not have felt any pain.”
“I'll buy another shuttle.” Now to survive and rescue Jinx before the Supremacy found her. “How much is Cordoba worth to you?”
Varik raised one eyebrow. “You're offering to kill him for me?”
“If you'd like. My former client wanted him alive, but Cordoba shot me in the leg just now, so, I'm open to counter offers.”
The air shimmered as the Advanced assassin who had cut off Mackenzie's hand appeared. She must have carried an extra hood. Mimetic camouflage was expensive, and it always made Mackenzie jealous.
The pink-haired woman had eyes only for Varik. “There is no sign of Cordoba.”
Varik frowned at her. “You're supposed to be better than this.”
The woman curtseyed, which was all sorts of weird. “I will find him, sir.”
Varik turned back to Mackenzie. “You seem confident you can locate Cordoba. Why?”
Mackenzie pointed at Clayton. “This man.”
“What?” Clayton's eyes got real wide. “Now hold on, I don't have anything—”
“He's an ex-Patriot,” Mackenzie said. “See that tattoo on his neck, the crossed swords?”
“A mockery of our own crossed hammers,” Varik agreed. “I've seen those tattoos before.” He didn't need to add, “on corpses.”
“Hold on now, wait a minute!” Clayton's gaze darted between them. “I was just a grunt! The tattoo was beer and bad judgment.”
“This man will lead me to Cordoba,” Mackenzie said, “if you let us leave here, alive.”
Clayton shut up. He was quick on the uptake. Mackenzie appreciated partners who were quick on the uptake.
“That's a bit vague,” Varik said.
“As an ex-Patriot,” Mackenzie added, “this man has Patriot contacts all over Argent.” She saw Clayton nodding enthusiastically. “Cordoba will be desperate for a crew to replace all these dead folks, and since he was a Patriot, he’ll naturally recruit Patriots to back him up. So I’ll use Clayton’s Patriot contacts, work my way up the chain, and find Cordoba for you. Easy.”
Varik’s pink-haired assassin scoffed. “We don't need your help, bounty hunter. I will eliminate Cordoba!”
“Enough, Eden.” Varik dismissed her with a casual wave. “Join the Vindicators on the perimeter search.”
The woman who was apparently named Eden blinked like he’d slapped her. “But—”
“Now.”
Eden bowed her head as she backed up, shooting Mackenzie a venomous glare. Mackenzie felt like the woman would skin her if Varik wasn't standing right there, and even without the ability to feel pain, that wouldn't be fun at all. Eden pulled on her hood and vanished.
Varik crossed his arms. “Why would Cordoba trust you? Didn't you just try to abduct him?”
“He never saw my face, and Clayton will vouch for me with the Patriots. Right?”
Clayton glanced at her, then Varik. “Yes, sir. We can do this, sir.”
“Hmm,” Varik said.
Telling Varik her plan was relatively safe because Varik couldn't execute it. He was Advanced, and most everyone on Ceto hated Advanced. He couldn’t move openly on Ceto because that violated the treaty he’d just violated, except where people might actually see.
Varik couldn't cultivate natural-born spies before Cordoba disappeared, or at least ... Mackenzie needed him to believe that. Varik wanted Cordoba dead. She had to hope he wanted that enough to let her go save Jinx.
Varik uncrossed his arms. “You have five days to eliminate Anton Cordoba.”
Mackenzie let her very genuine relief show. “Excellent.”
“Once you send confirmation of his death, I will pay you, oh ... two-hundred thousand.”
“You'll pay me five.”
He frowned. “Five is a bit steep.”
“You owe me a shuttle.”
Varik clicked his tongue. “Four-hundred thousand.”
“Done.” She’d lost too much blood to quibble.
“Good hunting, Freyja,” Varik said, as another Advanced entered the foyer. “My medic will treat your wounds. After she’s done, stay here until we leave.” He marched away like a man on a parade ground.
Varik's medic, an Advanced woman with dark hair, approached looking as far as possible from friendly. She cleaned and wrapped Mackenzie’s leg wound, injected her with painkiller she didn’t need, and pumped in a full packet of universal blood substitute. Mackenzie let her, and honestly would have let her do anything, because she was thinking.
As the medic stapled, welded, and bandaged Mackenzie’s cyberized hand back onto her cyberized wrist, Mackenzie mentally worked through how she’d find Jinx. She’d start at the crash site and run a grid search from there. Jinx was out there alive, somewhere. Mackenzie felt it in her bones.
The medic packed up her bag. “You’re done. Don’t do anything strenuous for the next few days.” She walked off.
“Sure,” Mackenzie said. Her next few days would be absolutely strenuous.
Rotors whirred, then faded. Soon she and Clayton were alone in a wrecked mansion filled with blood, bodies, and a whole bunch of wrecked furniture. So a typical night for her.
Beside her, Clayton shifted his weight. “So uh, Freyja?”
She grunted.
“I guess I'm working for you now?”
The hard Mackenzie forced a smile the soft Mackenzie didn't feel. “I just saved your life, cowboy. You owe me.”
“True that.” Clayton rubbed the back of his short black hair. “Also, my old boss probably just fired me, so...”
“You got any problems going against the Patriots of Ceto?”
“Naw,” Clayton said. “It was just a job.”




03: Deadline


TREES STILL BURNED by the time Mackenzie reached the forest beyond Cordoba's mansion. Though Varik’s medic had successfully reattached her hand, only two of her four fingers worked. She would need an actual cyberneticist to get it back in full working order.
With Clayton beside her, Mackenzie marched into the thick woods where Jinx had parked their transport shuttle. As she grew increasingly light-headed, she grew increasingly certain Jinx was all right.
Jinx had probably been hiding in the forest this whole time. They’d have a good laugh about this later. Losing their shuttle was a significant setback, but they’d both survived worse.
The crash site was easy to find. Mackenzie followed the path of shattered, burning trees. She recognized bits and pieces — a chunk of daisy-covered bulkhead here, a shred of colorful clothing there — and it was strange to see the thing she had basically lived in for years not be a thing any longer. Her shuttle was a memory, but Jinx didn't have to be.
Mackenzie limped gamely along until she came to the charred body strapped into the melted jumpseat, a body that was about Jinx's height and build. Jinx probably only suffered a moment of horrific agony before she passed out and died. Her once dark skin resembled burnt steak.
Mackenzie thumped down amidst leaves and dirt.
“Freyja?” Clayton whispered.
She stared at the charred corpse of the woman she loved more than anything.
“Freyja—”
“It's Mack,” she whispered. “Freyja's not here at the moment.”
Clayton knelt beside her and kept his voice low. “Mack, I know she was your friend.” He really had no idea. “I lost friends too. Kevin was actually a decent guy, and Wilson—”
“Did you love her?”
Clayton considered. “Let's just say I'd be happier if she didn't have a knife in her skull.”
“I loved Jinx.” Saying it aloud made it hurt more. “Her real name was Jennifer Barton.”
“Okay.” Clayton seemed smart enough not to say anything else.
Mackenzie turned her wrist up and glanced at her imbedded chronometer. Seconds ticked away. She breathed deep, breathed slow, then tapped her wrist and set the timer. Five days. 125 hours. Four-hundred thousand dollars.
One dead Supremacy captain.
Mackenzie was going to find Anton Cordoba. She was going to kill him and arrange a meeting with Captain Varik to provide proof. Then she was going to fill Varik full of bullets, using every gun on her powered armor. Betraying an employer would get her blacklisted from the Network and make her a juicy target for every other bounty hunter on Ceto, but, whatever.
“We're done here.” Mackenzie stood, wrenched her gaze from the still smoking corpse in the jumpseat, and marched back toward Cordoba’s mansion. “Come if you’re coming.”
In the distance, gunfire echoed. A few more Vindicators must still be out there, hunting Cordoba’s people. Mackenzie didn’t care about them. She didn’t care about much of anything now, except making Captain Varik die.
Mackenzie pictured Jinx as she walked: the way the streetlights glimmered on Jinx’s dark brown skin, the way her curly hair danced in the wind off the swamp outside Pioneer Point, the way Jinx grinned with ice cream on her nose. She didn't look to see if Clayton followed, but the crunch of twigs and grass assured her he did. He certainly wasn't the stealthy type.
She would head from Cordoba’s mansion to the road, where she would get back into her autocar. She would ride to her warehouse, where Freyja (her incredibly well-armed suit of powered armor) waited. From her warehouse, as Freyja, she would track down Cordoba and not get shot in her other leg.
She would do her fucking job now, hunting people, because apparently, she sucked at protecting them. Only when they reached the road did she realize she didn't have an autocar. She'd taken a taxi to Cordoba's, and she didn't have a taxi anymore.
That was when Mackenzie started sobbing.
She didn't sob long — just long enough to wring out the worst of her emotional overflow — and when she finished, she functioned again. You didn't get over losing someone you loved in a day, a week, or a year. You just learned to live with it, though Mackenzie couldn’t imagine how.
She turned to Clayton to find him waiting, tablet in hand. He must have pulled it from his moderately intact suit. Her discarded heels waited by the gate.
“Hail us an autocar.” Mackenzie retrieved her shoes. Those were expensive shoes. The Supremacy had, it seemed, removed the bodies in plain sight, which was thoughtful of them.
Clayton pointed up the road as lights illuminated them both. “Way ahead of you, boss.”
He had a good head on his shoulders, yet she buried any gratitude deep. Clayton was useful — that's how you survived in this world, by being useful to someone — and Mackenzie was done being unprofessional with her partners. Never again.
Even a short life was too long to hurt like this.
EARLY THE NEXT MORNING, their autocar reached Pioneer Point, a tableau of tall, steel and glass towers glistening in the rising sun. The four-lane highway was lightly occupied. Clayton was fast asleep, piled against the door and drooling a little.
Mackenzie envied him — who slept like that after seeing his friends stabbed and shot? — but perhaps Clayton had gotten used to it while working with the Patriots of Ceto, waiting and hiding between frantic assaults. When you did enough running, you learned to sleep when you could. Mackenzie wondered if she would dream about Jinx.
The truly frustrating thing was that she kept forgetting Jinx was dead. She’d think about what she’d do tomorrow, and who she had to talk to about her latest order of smart bullets, and what Jinx needed at the store. Then she remembered the charred body in the burnt seat, and her world crashed down again.
During the drive to Pioneer Point, she’d fiddled with her cyberized hand until she got her thumb working again — thumbs were useful — but her middle and pinky fingers remained stiff and locked. She could press a trigger, which was all that mattered.
Their autocar cruised into a biocrete tunnel that ramped up to the rest of Pioneer Point. The city was a recent settlement, less than thirty years old, and quite modern. Ceto’s natural-born had built it with the help of the Advanced, back before their Supremacy officially occupied the planet. For an occupying government responsible for abducting dissidents, seizing property, and installing puppet administrations, the Supremacy had done a few good things for Ceto’s people. A few things.
The swampy marsh surrounding Pioneer Point flooded in the wet season, when Ceto got actual rain, but the raised city stayed dry thanks to a network of pumps, levees, and landscape grading. Mackenzie's home (when she wasn’t working out of her recently blown up shuttle) was a warehouse in the industrial district on the east side of the Pipe: the massive metal pipeline that delivered water from the polar sea. The autocar would reach her warehouse soon, but she had enough time to interrogate Clayton.
Might as well get that out of the way.
As they entered the city proper, the rumble of rumble strips jerked Clayton awake. He rubbed his droopy eyes as glassed-in highrises flew by on each side, windows tinted by Ceto’s sunrise. The walls built to hold back flooding were visible in the distance, and beyond that lay a really big swamp.
“Real talk,” Mackenzie said. “Where’s Cordoba?”
Clayton stretched, stifling a yawn. “Why ask me?”
“You were Cordoba’s head of security. He hired you a month ago.”
Clayton woke up a little more. “What makes you think—”
“Jinx did a workup of Cordoba’s estate, all the major players, and mapped his entire security system.” Mackenzie was proud of how talented Jinx had been. “We spent days planning the op the Supremacy just blew into a dozen pieces. I know you set up Cordoba’s security and ran his people, so he must have told you where his safehouse was.”
Clayton grimaced. “He didn’t. He wouldn’t. He was appropriately paranoid.”
Mackenzie almost asked him to prove it, and briefly pondered bending his arms a little, to check, but she fought that urge. Jinx had never accepted torture as an interrogation method, and Mackenzie considered it a waste of time. Clayton was likely better at resisting interrogation than most, and even if he wasn’t, he’d eventually say anything to stop the pain. She wasn’t going to break him on the short ride to her warehouse.
“Fine,” Mackenzie said, as their autocar joined a caravan heading to approximately the same place. “Who else do you know in his organization? Who can we lean on?”
“Everyone I know died in his mansion,” Clayton said. “I was there barely a month. I didn’t plan on that job being a long-term gig.”
“Why not?” Cordoba probably paid really well.
“Other responsibilities.”
Again Mackenzie considered pressing him, and again she didn’t. Maybe it was losing Jinx, or being tired, or getting shot in the fucking leg, but she wasn’t in the mood to hurt anyone who didn’t deserve it.
“Fine,” Mackenzie said, again. “But until Cordoba’s dead, you’re with me. I don’t need you out there spreading rumors, and honestly? I could use the backup.” Time for the kicker. “I’ll pay you half my bounty.”
Clayton raised one eyebrow. “Two-hundred thousand?”
“That’s right.”
He whistled softly. “That’s generous. You saved my life last night, and for that, I was going to help you anyway, but almost a quarter million? That helps people I care about.”
“Good.” All Jinx’s intel on Clayton had assured her this man was more than competent. “So we’re partners.”
“Partners,” Clayton agreed, “though to be fair, I don’t know much about bounty hunting. I was just a grunt when we fought the Supremacy. I’ll follow your lead.”
“You will. Also, make that the last time you lie to me.”
Their autocar hit a bump. It jostled Clayton, who looked hurt. “You don’t trust me?”
“I trust you’ll help me. I believe you about that. But you’re lying about your history with the Patriots.” Mackenzie settled back in her seat. “You’re the Patriot commander formerly known as Right Hand, and like me, you’re a bit of a celebrity.” She made herself smile. “Good for you.”
Most everyone in Pioneer point respected Right Hand, who rumors insisted was a local. As a Patriot leader, Right Hand worked with Xealot and many others, but his fame came as the right hand of Artifice, the Santa Claus of the Patriots. Artifice and his Right Hand were among the few Patriots who hadn’t accidentally killed innocents during the Patriot bombing campaign against the Supremacy. Both leaders were revered and, supposedly, retired.
After the Supremacy pulled out and the Patriot insurrection ended, most who’d made things explode went into hiding to avoid retaliation. Therefore, when President Mendoza nominated Right Hand as the new commander of Ceto Security Division, it was a very big deal. That prestigious title promised universal adulation, a chance to help rebuild Ceto’s neglected military, and actual respectability, provided Right Hand revealed his identity and accepted a six figure salary and government pension.
Naturally, Right Hand turned down the job and dropped off the planet.
No one knew why he’d turned Mendoza down. No one knew where Right Hand had gone or that he’d surgically altered his face after he vanished, except Jinx. Jinx could find out anything, if you gave her a terminal and time to play with it. She’d learned who Cordoba’s new head of security was, because she was a genius who was too good for this world.
Gods, Mackenzie missed her so much it made her chest ache.
Clayton fixed her with a level gaze. He didn’t look drowsy at all, so had he really been tired? Or had he been faking everything since they met?
Mackenzie knew how precious a secret identity was. Freyja was hers, which was how Mackenzie and Jinx could go eat ice cream without the friends of Freyja’s bounties shooting at them. She’d just shown Clayton that she could hurt him, badly, by revealing his true identity to the public.
To be fair, she’d only done that because he could hurt her, too.
Their autocar neared her warehouse. One more turn, and she’d have to decide whether to work with Clayton, a.k.a. Right Hand, or knock him out and lock him up. She really hoped she wouldn’t have to lock him up.
“Okay,” Clayton said. “I’ll keep your identity secret, and you’ll keep mine. People will die if others find out they’re tied to me, to Elijah Clayton. People I care about.”
“I won’t tell anyone,” Mackenzie said. “But I can use your connections. Any chance you could put me in touch with Artifice?” That would make finding Cordoba much easier.
“Sorry,” Clayton said. “We don’t keep in touch.”
Given how paranoid the Patriots were about Supremacy assassins, that tracked. Mackenzie believed him. Their autocar pulled to a stop.
She stepped out of the autocar and Clayton did too, squinting in Ceto’s daylight. The autocar cruised away, but Mackenzie didn’t notice because of the other thing. Past the car, down the street, her warehouse was on fire.
So that was new.




04: Setback


“SHOULD WE CALL SOMEONE ABOUT THAT?” Clayton asked.
“Shut up and shadow me.” Mackenzie dashed down the street. Her bandaged thigh annoyed her and she rattled off a list of curses that would have made her lovely abuela rap her on the wrist. Soon she ducked into a nearby alley. Charging in unarmored wasn’t her style.
The city's fire squad hadn’t arrived, but their average response time was under five minutes. That meant whoever set her warehouse on fire was probably still there. It meant she could still shoot them in the face, because really, who just set a warehouse on fire?
Mackenzie led Clayton through a small cut in a chain-link fence and a split through two buildings that looked like one big building, but really weren't. This was her turf. She just had to pray whoever decided to pile on last night’s travesty didn't know it as well as she did.
She stopped at the corner of an old refinery and gave an air vent a metal-bending kick. She tossed the vent cover aside and pulled out a heavy assault rifle and several magazines.
Clayton frowned. “So you just stash guns everywhere?”
Mackenzie pulled out Jinx's rifle, the smaller rifle, and pressed it into Clayton’s hands. “Suppress the warehouse on my go.” She set an extra magazine beside him and took deep, calming breaths.
Clayton racked the handle, flipped the safety, and wrapped one big finger around the trigger guard. “Yes Mack.”
“Go.”
Clayton poked his rifle around the corner and commenced blind-firing. Mackenzie dashed into the open, sprinting in full sight of her warehouse's shattered windows. She hoped Clayton’s shooting would keep anyone inside honest. One block up she dove into cover behind big metal trash bins, then examined her mental snapshot from the run.
Two bulky troop transports sat in front of her warehouse, and those six-wheeled vehicles were blocked in by three black limousines with at least ten kage — crime lord Bai Ro's incredibly polite thugs — cowering behind them. The wall around her warehouse's armored door was torn to shit, which meant the turreted guns hidden inside had fired recently.
Ro's thugs must have tried to break into her warehouse and triggered its automated defenses, so had they set her warehouse on fire afterward just to be dicks? And who was in those troop transports, if not Ro’s kage? Also, why the fuck had Bai Ro sent his kage here?
Ro ran Pioneer Point’s underworld, but she and Ro were on good terms. Freyja brought in the occasional bounty for Ro, and he paid well. What reason could he have to attack her home? Why would he set it on fucking fire?
A click from behind her announced Clayton was empty. More clicks followed, probably as he reloaded. No one fired back. Then a chunk of her warehouse’s armored roof blasted upward like a popped cork, bits of shredded metal spiraling away in all directions like knife-size confetti. Someone had blown a hole in her warehouse from the inside!
What emerged from that hole was the reason Mackenzie had come back, the reason she was such a well-respected hunter and the reason she was still alive: Freyja. Her powered armor was tougher than any Vindicator, bright red, and nimble as a darter lizard despite standing three meters tall. Freyja wobbled a bit before leaping off the back of her warehouse.
Blind rage exploded inside Mackenzie’s skull. “They're stealing my suit!” she shouted, as if anyone could do anything about that. Yet how could any thief steal Freyja? How could they even get inside her warehouse?
Motion in front of her warehouse snatched her attention. All ten kage piled back into their limousines, which then backed and turned in a coordinated dance. All three limos revved her way. Mackenzie couldn't possibly outrun them, so she stood and aimed her rifle.
The armored trucks by her warehouse exploded.
When Mackenzie opened her eyes she was on her back, coughing. Embers drifted through the morning air. Some sort of train had run her over, or maybe a herd of cattle.
Clayton helped her up, then aimed at charred steel beams and burning rubble. Ro's limousines were flipped on their sides or tops, windows shattered and bloody on the inside. Mackenzie knew only one group of people who dealt in explosives that powerful.
Had Ro's people gotten into an argument with the Patriots of Ceto?
Honestly, at this point, who the fuck cared? Her warehouse was ashes, her last real home destroyed, and anything that survived the fire would soon be sealed in an evidence locker. Twenty years of hunting, saving, and collecting, incinerated in one glorious ball of fire.
It still didn’t hurt half as much as losing Jinx.
Emergency sirens filled the air. Soon CSD officers would swarm the Industrial District, asking all sorts of awkward questions. Questions like “Hey, Miss Flores, why did your warehouse just explode, and why did you have all those illegal weapons inside?”
“Where now?” Clayton shouted.
Still coughing, Mackenzie shouldered her rifle and focused on living long enough to avenge the woman she loved. “Shadow me.” She stumbled off, found her footing, and cut into the maze of warehouses with Clayton on her heels. Sirens converged behind them.
By the time they reached her third small safe house, Mackenzie's ear implants detected Clayton huffing behind her. She had forgotten how tiring it was to sprint with legs that weren't cyberized. No one was inexhaustible.
She tapped in Jinx's door code — it still worked — and heard the armored door click open. She checked the narrow, empty street for onlookers, then beckoned Clayton in after her. Once inside, she locked the door. She thumped her head against it.
“Where are we?” Clayton asked, still huffing.
Mackenzie worked real hard to breathe, because breathing took effort. That was her fucking life that just exploded, and after losing Jinx, she felt like all she could do right now was scream.
This wasn’t good. This wasn’t her. She was holding it together, but not enough to do anything but run. She needed to be better. She needed her head clear enough to fight.
“Mack?” Clayton asked.
She shuddered and opened her eyes. “Third safe house.”
“What?”
“That’s where we are. Our third safe house.”
There was a brief pause. “What happened to the second one?”
“Figured someone blew it up already. Figured we'd skip that part.”
“Sure,” Clayton said. “Good plan.”
Mackenzie's third safe house was a biocrete room hidden in the corner of a much larger biocrete room. No doors or vents connected the two. The other building was a legitimate business, one that made hoverbike skids or something.
“Oh look!” Clayton spun to stare at the storage rack on the back wall. “Weapons.”
Mackenzie walked to the small locker and opened it. Inside was a stash of medical supplies: bandages she could use to change the one on her leg, painkillers and antibiotics she didn’t need, and even anti-radiation meds in case the Patriots nuked something. Yet she didn’t want or need any of that. She needed balance. She needed her edge back.
She found the bottle of emotional balancers and fumbled with the cap. Her damaged cyberized hand crushed it instead, sending pills flying. She retrieved four pills off the floor and popped them dry. That was more than generally recommended, but she needed results now.
Mackenzie didn’t like emotional balancers. Hell, she hated the damn things, given how easy it was to get addicted to not feeling like shit, but this was an extra special situation. In the space of twelve hours she’d been gifted one murdered girlfriend, one exploded warehouse, one ruined life and Gods knew how many well-funded assholes hunting her. If she was going to live through this, she needed to be focused. She needed her head clear.
Mackenzie dropped her battered body onto the beanbag chair in the corner and waited for the balancers to take effect. She struggled with the enormity of everything she’d just lost, and just how frustratingly impossible it all seemed. How did the person who stole Freyja bypass Jinx's encrypted lock? How did they even get into her warehouse in the first place?
Jinx was the only other person who could activate Mackenzie's powered armor, and Jinx was dead now, which left two possibilities. Either Jinx had come back as a ghost and possessed Freyja, because that could happen, somehow, or someone had sold them both out. Someone very powerful and probably not on this planet.
“Oh man, I can't even choose,” Clayton said. “Should I take the smart rifle? The flechette repeater? Oh! Can I grab the Myker Special Edition?”
Mackenzie examined ceiling spots. “Grab whatever you like. It’s not like it’ll help anything.” Her pounding heart became less pounding, and the roar in her ears faded. The taste of dried paper filled her mouth.
“Why not?” Clayton asked.
Mackenzie felt better now. She felt fine, calm, flat. “We’re not going to be able to shoot our way out of this. They’ve made me.”
“Who’s made you?”
“Whoever just blew up my godsdamned warehouse.”
Clayton glanced at the door. “You think someone knows your true identity?”
“Not just that,” Mackenzie said. “They knew how to open my warehouse. They knew how to start up Freyja. Someone’s accessed my personal vault on Phorcys.” That was where people like her kept stuff like that, because the banks of Phorcys were supposedly impregnable. “They also, probably, have a list of every bolthole I own on Ceto.”
Clayton took a moment to digest. “How many boltholes do you have?”
Mackenzie did the math. “Enough for me to change into something less comfortable.” She glanced down at her tattered dress, then at Clayton's torn and rumpled suit. “You too, cowboy.”
“Real talk,” Clayton said. “What the hell is a cowboy?”
Mackenzie took a moment. “What do you mean?”
“That's been bugging me since Cordoba's. Is that like a centaur?”
“What the hell is a centaur?”
“A beast that's half man and half horse.”
Mackenzie tried to imagine that and failed. “Who would invent something that stupid?”
“Our ancestors, actually.” Clayton looked a tad offended.
“Well, those particular ancestors were idiots. A cowboy is a guy who rides horses and herds cows.”
“Oh!” Clayton snapped his fingers. “Like the statue in front of Ro towers! Cows are a type of horse?”
Had he seriously never seen a western? “I don't know if I can work with you anymore.” That was a joke. She’d just cracked a joke. She was ready to work again.
Clayton glanced at the weapon rack. “At least I shoot straight.”
Mackenzie pushed up and walked to the other locker in the corner. Inside were several alternate outfits, including a pair of Pioneer Point maintenance coveralls. She flailed at the zipper on the back of her dress before acknowledging the necessity with a sigh. “Unzip me.”
There was a moment of silence. “Really?”
“Be professional.”
“Right.” Clayton professionally unzipped the back of her dress. It was impressive the zipper still worked, given everything it had endured since last night. Mackenzie made a mental note to buy another dress from the same designer, if she didn’t die in the next few days.
“Watch the door,” Mackenzie suggested.
Clayton pivoted away. “Yes Mack.”
Mackenzie pulled off the ruined dress, pulled off everything else, and changed into fresh underwear and dirty coveralls. A shower could wait. People got shot while taking showers.
Someone very powerful was after her, someone with connections on Phorcys and Ceto and Gods knew where else. Some dumbass mugging her on the street could be excused as a random encounter. Someone finding her secret warehouse and blowing it up could not be. She was being targeted, but why? And by whom?
As she organized a small care package of gauze, emotional balancers, and painkillers (for Clayton) Mackenzie went down her considerable list of powerful enemies. While Cordoba seemed the most likely culprit, he had no idea Freyja had come after him. He was also fleeing the Supremacy, which limited his options.
Captain Varik’s involvement also seemed unlikely. He had no idea she now planned to murder him, and there was no scenario where blowing up her warehouse made her more likely to find and kill Cordoba. She needed more data before she could move in any productive direction, and as she glanced at Clayton, a plan clicked together inside her mind.
It wasn’t a Jinx-quality plan — too much of this plan depended on luck — but at this point, gambling seemed warranted. She had lost everything she owned and loved in the space of one night, but she still had one card to play. He was watching her safehouse door.
“Here’s what we’re going to do next,” Mackenzie told Clayton.
When she was done explaining her plan, he didn’t look happy about it.




05: Right Hand


TWO HOURS LATER, she and Clayton walked into the lobby of Ro Tower, a skyscraping structure in the center of Pioneer Point that spoke to the Ro family’s wealth and connections. Bai Ro's kage, men in the same nice suits as those who blew up at her warehouse, politely escorted them to an elevator after politely searching them for weapons. Those same kage politely stood behind them, holding submachine guns, as they rose to the penthouse. Ro's elite soldiers would kill you if he said the word, but they’d apologize before doing so.
The doors opened onto an impressive penthouse. A large bubbling fountain sat in the center of the room, a round pool filled with colorful cloned fish: koi, if Mackenzie had her fish right. Cloning ancient Terran animals on Ceto was expensive, and keeping them alive more so. Those alien fish were just one more sign of the Ro family's immense wealth, and she knew they took great pride in their Terran ancestors … whoever those were.
Massive murals depicting ancient starships hung on wood-paneled walls. Chairs upholstered with silk and marked by gold trim sat before a huge wooden-looking desk that was probably armored plastic. Mackenzie wondered if automated defense turrets were hidden inside.
“And so the Right Hand of Artifice crosses my threshold!” Bai Ro's tenor voice boomed down a set of stairs. “Three years ago you vanished, and today you are here, in the flesh.”
Ro descended the steps as his yukata — an ankle-length robe with a floral pattern – flowed behind him. He was shorter than Mackenzie remembered, and younger, which meant he had paid for the Supremacy’s expensive rejuvenation treatments. He wore real wooden sandals, like they’d worn on old Earth.
“When I received your message, Right Hand,” Ro continued, “I was intrigued. You went to a great deal of trouble to drop out of the public eye. Why step from the shadows now?” He paused at the bottom of the steps and tucked his hands into the hanging sleeves of his yukata.
Clayton bowed, taking the lead as Mackenzie had instructed. “Money. My last job went about as sideways as a job can go, and I learned you might have another lined up.”
“And who is the lovely young lady with you?” Ro asked.
Mackenzie had at least ten years on Bai Ro, but “lovely young” was probably his attempt to remind her how unimportant she was. She bowed deeply and waited for Clayton to speak for her. Ro didn’t discriminate — when you looked past his human trafficking, drug-running, and assassinations, he was refreshingly egalitarian — but he would consider a bow respectful.
“Mackenzie Flores,” Clayton said, as he straightened and nodded to her to do the same. “She saved my life last night, on the job that went sideways, so I can vouch for her.”
They'd agreed Clayton would use Mackenzie's real name when he introduced her, because with someone as connected as Bai Ro, using a fake name was a bad idea. Fortunately, Ro had never learned Mackenzie Flores was Freyja’s real identity, or that was the gamble, anyway. If he did know who she was, she was fucked anyway. Might as well make it quick.
“Manners are a sign of competence,” Ro said. “Welcome, Miss Flores.”
Mackenzie rose but kept her eyes lowered. Today, she was a woman average and uninteresting in every way. She had certainly not been shooting at Ro's kage a few hours ago.
“If I may ask,” Ro said, “who told you I was currently looking for contractors?”
Clayton stared up at him. “The Network.”
Ro’s eyes narrowed. “So the Right Hand of Artifice has taken up bounty hunting?”
That was a reasonable assumption for Ro to make. The Network was an exclusive forum for elite bounty hunters and the super rich assholes who employed them, and it was hosted on an encrypted server on Phorcys. It was the place you went to hire people like Freyja and Marquis and Kaliden Toth, at least before he died.
Clayton shrugged. “It’s a job. Falling off the planet doesn’t pay the bills.”
The tricky thing was, Mackenzie didn’t actually have access to the Network. Her only Network connection had blown up with her warehouse. Still, people like Ro were always looking for competent help, so she and Clayton were gambling that Ro was looking right now.
“Then I am glad you reached out to me,” Ro said. “As it happens, I currently need a contractor with experience in retrieving sensitive material.”
Mackenzie prevented herself from pumping her fist.
“A business rival recently absconded with a container shipment arriving from Star's Landing,” Ro continued. “Given your reputation, Right Hand, I believe you might be the ideal person to quietly retrieve it.”
“I might be,” Clayton agreed, as if they’d known Ro had this job posted on the Network all along. “But I am curious. Isn't this something you'd want handled internally?”
“Under normal circumstances, yes. Yet I now believe my containers were stolen with the aid of an internal spy.”
Clayton nodded. “May I ask what led you to that conclusion?”
Mackenzie held back a smile. Clayton was pretty good at this, at lying, and her half-formed smile faded as she considered everything he might not be telling her. After all, if Clayton was this good at lying to Ro—
Ro shrugged. “I know only that none outside my organization could so precisely target two trucks out of the hundred arriving in this city every day. Loyalty is not what it used to be. I fear any effort large enough to retrieve my containers would inevitably be reported by my spy.”
“Which is why you need an independent contractor.”
“This contract must be handled quietly, delicately, and independently of my organization,” Ro said. “The shipment now sits on a crawl ship at the Pioneer Point docks. Retrieval may be complicated.”
“Because you want the retrieval to be quiet, right?” Clayton crossed his arms. “Your competitor is guarding your shipment, and a firefight on the docks would get CSD attention. They really don’t like shooting on their docks.”
“This is most true. I would prefer Ceto Security Division not inspect these containers for reasons we all acknowledge. I would prefer they be retrieved quietly, without alerting the authorities. Is this a task for which you feel suited?”
“I can handle it,” Clayton agreed, “but the job’s not the only reason I’m here.” Next was the other part of Mackenzie’s plan to get back on the offensive. “My last employer’s missing.”
Ro's eyebrows did a little hop. “Your last employer?”
“Anton Cordoba,” Clayton said. “Technically, I'm still under contract with him. I'm excluded from any side work without his okay, but he's a bit missing at the moment. I knew if anyone was capable of finding out where he is now, it’d be you.” Clayton sold that flattery.
Ro stroked his long chin rug. Mackenzie imagined the gears spinning in Ro's head, the possibilities he would invent and discard. The trick of it was, Clayton was telling the truth.
When you had no idea what your opposition knew and had no need to lie, lying just got you caught. Ro was infamous for his information gathering apparatus, which was the whole reason Mackenzie decided to drop this on his doorstep. Ro had certainly heard about the attack on Cordoba's mansion. Would he admit that?
“I see not all have forgotten loyalty to their employer,” Ro said, approvingly. “I heard rumors of an attack on Cordoba's estate. Were you there?”
Clayton nodded.
“Who attacked Mister Cordoba's mansion?”
“A full court Supremacy hit squad.”
Ro’s eyes didn’t widen, and he looked nowhere near surprised. If Varik ever learned they'd told Ro about his treaty violation, it would probably piss him off. Mackenzie could justify it by saying Ro already knew, but also, fuck Varik.
“You are certain the Supremacy came for Cordoba?” Ro asked.
“I saw the Vindicators.”
“And how did you escape these Vindicators?”
Clayton glanced her way. “Mack got me out.”
Mackenzie raised her gaze as Ro studied her intently. She imagined him examining every stray hair, every stain on her coveralls. He was a very perceptive man.
“Miss Flores,” Ro said, “what do you do for Mister Cordoba?”
“Personal bodyguard.”
“And how did you escape?” He did not ask her to confirm Clayton's story, because that was just rude.
“Cordoba has a tram tunnel in his master bedroom. He installed a slide into it in case he needed to run.” All true. “When the Supremacy hit us, there was a lot of shooting. I ... I lost someone I cared about.”
Mackenzie remembered Jinx's charred corpse in her burning shuttle wreckage and shuddered. She needed real emotion to pull this off, and dammit, real emotion hurt. Bai Ro wouldn't buy their story without it.
“This man saved me,” Mackenzie said, giving Clayton what she hoped was a suitably enamored look. “They pinned us upstairs, and I remembered the escape tunnel, so we just ... dropped in.” She shrugged. “I guess they didn't know about it.”
Ro smiled benignly. “You are very brave, and I am sorry for your loss.”
Mackenzie lowered her eyes. She’d hoped he’d believe her, and planned a fallback lie if he didn't, but it felt weird to succeed at something. She had been failing at way too much lately.
“I am afraid I do not know how to contact Anton Cordoba at the moment,” Ro told Clayton, and he sounded halfway apologetic, “but I will look into the matter. Once I find him, I will inquire on your behalf.”
Jackpot! Even if Bai Ro was actually trying to kill Freyja, he had the best information network in illegitimate business. If anyone could find where Anton Cordoba had gone to ground, it was Ro. Her crazy longshot of a plan actually seemed possible now.
Ro would get them to Cordoba, whose death would get them to Varik, whose death would let her avenge Jinx ... assuming they pulled off Ro’s job, of course. A job that sounded like a bit of a clusterfuck in waiting, if she was being honest.
“If Mister Cordoba takes exception to your work for me,” Ro said, “I will apologize. If he refuses to accept, I will hire you on permanently.”
Clayton glanced at Mackenzie, who nodded. Ro believed they were a team, and they needed to act like one. Clayton turned back to Ro and bowed. “I'm happy to accept.”
“How fortuitous for us both.” Ro smiled. “I can lend you four kage I trust with my life.”
“I probably won't need kage,” Clayton said, “because I have her.” He pointed at Mackenzie, who made herself look suitably flattered. “As for the hacking, I can handle that.”
“I am certain you can.” Ro’s smile faded. “Where shall we start?”
“I’ll need time to think about our op,” Clayton said. “Can you set me up with a whiteboard, and any imagery you have of where they're keeping your containers?”
“I will provide you with a full projection suite and a list of toys you may find useful.” Ro turned to Mackenzie. “Do you also require accommodations?”
“I'm good.” Mackenzie stared at Clayton’s broad shoulders and did that enamored thing again. “I'll stay with him.” He did have nice shoulders, from an aesthetic point of view.
“Then I look forward to celebrating our successful operation at this time tomorrow.”
Clayton’s brow furrowed. “You want us to move on this by tonight?”
“The crawl ship on which my containers are stored departs tomorrow morning,” Ro said. “Time is of the essence.”
Crawl ships were massive, eight-legged hulks that stomped across Ceto, carrying everything that moved between towns. They were heavily secured and monitored twenty-five-seven. How did Clayton plan to assault one without alerting the CSD? How could he come up with a plan in twelve hours?
“As you may imagine,” Ro continued, “my containers cannot be on board when the ship departs. Would a night assault not be preferable to one during the day?”
“Okay,” Clayton said, after a quick glance at Mackenzie. “I think we can swing that.”
TWELVE HOURS LATER, just before 2500, Mackenzie dropped onto one of dozens of stacked shipping containers. She silently retracted the line hanging from an inactive auto-crane and laid it where she’d landed. She'd come back for it when she knew no one would shoot her.
She’d put a fresh bandage on her leg and had no worries about it bleeding through unless the bandage got ripped off, but the tightness was still there. Annoying, but manageable. She’d eased off to a single balancer for this mission, and she felt clear-headed enough.
Even in the middle of the night, a hot wind blew across Pioneer Point's Industrial District. Normally, Phorcys shined brighter than any moon. Ceto never got dark unless it was a cloudy night, and it was a really cloudy night. Mackenzie supposed something eventually had to go her way.
Clayton's plan didn't depend on darkness, of course, but it was a nice bonus. Thanks to Ro's questionable connections, Mackenzie wore one of his favorite “toys”: a mimetic camouflage suit that made her invisible against uncomplicated surfaces, so long as she didn't move while anyone was looking. It was similar to the suit Eden, Varik’s Supremacy assassin, wore as she carved through Cordoba’s security.
Ro having access to Supremtech raised questions about who sent Eden, Varik, and the rest of the godsdamned Supremacy to take out Anton Cordoba, but if Ro and Cordoba were waging a private war, all the better for her. Ro might even want Cordoba dead.
Mackenzie crept along the edge of a container easily twenty meters long and ten meters wide. This massive crawl ship was one of only five still operating on Ceto, the small fleet that made large-scale intercity commerce possible. This ship would walk off in six hours. If everything went as Clayton planned, it would leave without two very specific containers.
“You down?” Clayton asked, his voice reverberating in her inner ear.
Mackenzie ignored him. It wasn't like she could risk whispering back. Whoever Ro's competition was could easily have installed noise alarms.
“I'm assuming you're down,” Clayton said. “I'm scanning the crates on telescopics and can't see you, so good job.”
Voices on the wind locked her to the container. Below her, boots clomped on a metal surface. The crawl ship deck was three containers below, a nine meter drop at least. Mackenzie peeked over the edge.
Two men in urban camouflage fatigues walked by below, obviously patrolling around the crates. They carried bolt-action rifles and bore no identifying patches or insignia, which told her they were Patriots of Ceto. Even with the Supremacy (supposedly) withdrawn to Phorcys, Patriots didn’t like to advertise that they’d been blowing up buildings a few years ago.
This made twice that she’d encountered Patriots of Ceto, and that pretty much confirmed they were the ones feuding with Ro. It was the Patriots who’d parked their trucks in front of her warehouse, and Patriots who’d blown her home to fucking smithereens.
So what had the Patriots of Ceto stolen from Bai Ro? Missile launchers? Vindicator suits? Smart rifles with smart bullets? Mackenzie pushed all the distracting possibilities from her mind and watched the Patriots until they left her sight around the corner of the container pile.
She counted silently and waited. Soon enough both Patriots emerged at the opposite side of the container stack and retraced their steps. Three minutes and twenty-two seconds between patrol passes.
The large gap in patrol passes suggested other passive sensors watched Ro's containers, because no one who could successfully steal from Bai Ro would be dumb enough to patrol this light unless they had a whole lot of eyes on their stolen goods. Mackenzie had to find those sensors. She crept along the crates slowly enough to ensure silence.
Noise sensors could detect breathing if she got close enough, and while her mimetic camouflage would hide her from visual feeds, thermal would flag her. Fortunately, Ceto’s government ran this crawler, not the Patriots of Ceto. That meant the Patriots would have to install any sensors discretely, limiting their range.
“Hold,” Clayton said, and Mackenzie stopped.
“I've got a signal,” he continued. “Noise sensor ahead. I’m cloning it. Don't move.”
Mackenzie waited. She carried a relay which allowed Clayton to scan nearby devices. That was their plan. Acquire the sensors one by one, then hack them and loop a flat signal.
“It's ours,” Clayton said. “It's on a network with seven more. Get me another five meters and I can clone them all.”
Mackenzie crept forward and stopped.
“Everything's looped,” Clayton said. “You're clear. Be careful in there.”
The patrol had just walked back into sight. In a crouch, Mackenzie shadowed them along the top of the containers until she reached the drop-line she'd discarded earlier. She activated the powerful magnet on its business end and locked it home.
Mackenzie gripped the line and slipped off the edge, bandaged thigh still a bit tight. She handed herself down to the deck, making no more noise than containers did when shifting in the wind. She crept up on the Patriots with padded feet.
The first Patriot, a big man with a shaved head, dropped as Mackenzie poked a night-night syringe into his neck. As the second Patriot turned on her, her brutal neck chop left him gasping. Mad with pain, he stumbled for her. Mackenzie slipped past and choked him out from behind.
Once both men were down, she rolled them off the crawl ship one by one. The ground below the crawl ship remained marshy and soft, so both Patriots would probably survive the drop. Probably.
Still cloaked, Mackenzie opened the closest exterior door leading into the crawl ship’s interior. She found one narrow hallway, empty. She checked smaller doors until she found the stairs, then started down.
She descended two flights, no footfall loud enough to echo over the rumble of the crawler's always-humming reactor, and walked into the literal belly of the beast. This was where all the electronics and machinery that kept the crawler working lived. “In,” she whispered.
“Tell me what you're looking at,” Clayton said.
No one was down here with her, so Mackenzie whispered a quiet description of the stairs she'd descended, the two largest pieces of rattling or humming machinery ahead, and which direction she faced.
“Got you mapped,” Clayton said. “Head forward maybe sixty-five paces and take a left at the doodad that looks like a giant coffeepot. You'll see a server locker a few paces down.”
Those were good directions, even if Clayton had used the word “doodad.” She soon found the giant coffeepot, and right after that, the server locker. “Here.”
“Plug the datastick I gave you into the port near the top. There's two, and you want the black one.”
Mackenzie examined it. “They're both black.”
“Oh. Must be dirt or something. Try the one on the left.”
She plugged in Clayton’s datastick. Nothing happened for a moment, and then the server locker popped open. A wave of super-cooled air washed over her, raising goosebumps inside her suit. It might be mimetic, but it was also surprisingly breathable.
“Now pull the stick and plug it into the server at the top of the stack,” Clayton said. “That'll let me seize control, but it’ll take a few minutes. Keep an eye out for anyone.”
Mackenzie moved the stick to the new port, then crouched and waited. And waited. What was taking so long? Above her, behind her, two pairs of boots clanged on the metal stairs she’d used to descend. Someone was coming her way, and Clayton wasn’t done hacking the terminal.
Mackenzie ripped the stick out of the slot, closed the panel on the server cabinet, and slunk into the shadows. She crouched between two humming cylinders that looked like soda cans. No one would trip over her here.
“What's going on?” Clayton asked. “I’ve lost the connection. Are you okay? Mack?”
The bootfalls revealed themselves as a man and woman in gray maintenance coveralls, approaching the server locker at a decent clip. Mackenzie breathed evenly as the man reached the locker and knelt. He examined the door, sliding curved fingers around the edges.
“It's still locked,” the man said. He was a tall, rangy sort who looked to be actual crawler maintenance, not a Patriot. He didn’t have a killer’s eyes. “So where else would an intruder go?”
“Could be anywhere down here,” the woman said, wearing a scowl and a tight hairbun that made her face look severe. “The stair alarm wouldn’t go off otherwise, so someone is down here who shouldn’t be down here.”
Mackenzie had missed an alarm? A stair alarm? Gods, what a rookie mistake. She hoped Clayton hadn’t heard that.
“Think it was one of those inspectors?” the man asked. “They have authority to go anywhere, right?
“Maybe.” The woman took a long look around the crawler belly. “You see any of them around?”
So that was the cover the Patriots were using to patrol the crawler. Government inspectors. Ceto's government often sent inspectors to audit crawl ship containers, flagging and confiscating illegal shipments like Ro's.
“I guess we better look around the whole belly,” the woman said. “Do a thorough search.”
The man groaned. “That'll take hours.”
The woman placed hands on her hips. “Why do you care? Did you have plans tonight?
“Oh,” the man said. “I have plans. Big plans.” He smiled, rose, and moved into her personal space. “My boss was just complaining she hasn't gotten laid in a month.”
The woman stepped back and mock-gasped. “I said that in confidence! If I somehow gave you the impression I wanted to fuck your brains out behind the server cabinet, I apologize.”
“No need, ma’am.” The man pulled her into his long arms. “What can I do to help?”
The woman yanked the pins from her hair and let it tumble down, the oldest sexy trick in the book. “Well! If you’re willing to take orders, I suppose I could give a few.”
Mackenzie wanted to scream at them. No doubt it got lonely on long crawler trips, but these randy people had picked the absolutely worst time for their clandestine office hookup. She could not wait as they did ... whatever they were about to do. The Patriots would figure out someone had knocked out two of their buddies and dumped them in the swamp.
Mackenzie waited until the two were thoroughly distracted, then jammed her last night-night syringe into the back of the man’s neck. He dropped. With all of her cyberized strength, Mackenzie grabbed the woman by the neck and slammed her against a giant soda can.
The name on her half-unzipped coveralls read “Jackson.” Mackenzie covered the woman’s mouth with her other hand and leaned close, pitching her voice down. “Ever had your neck snapped, Jackson?”
The tears that flooded Jackson’s eyes made Mackenzie feel like an absolute asshole, but a little trauma and terror was better than a lot of concussion. Or bullets.
“I have a job to finish,” Mackenzie continued, “so I'm going to tie you up and gag you. I won't hurt you unless you scream, so don’t scream. Nod if you understand.”
Jackson nodded as well as she could with Mackenzie's cyberized hand around her neck. Mackenzie eased up a little. “Remember, no screaming.” She removed her other hand from the woman's lipstick-smeared mouth.
“Who are you?” Jackson whispered.
Mackenzie pulled several specialized zip hair ties out of her hair. “Your fairy godmother.” Her own mother always liked that story.
“Are you going to blow us up?”
Mackenzie took a moment to process. “No, I'm not going to blow anyone up.” She pulled Jackson’s hands behind her back and bound them with the zip hair ties, which also doubled as really durable restraints.
“Then ... what are you doing here?”
Mackenzie steered the woman forward. “Petty larceny.”
Jackson sagged in what might be relief. “You're stealing from us?”
“Not you, specifically,” Mackenzie said, and then she wondered why she was even talking to this woman. Guilt over ruining her night, she supposed. “This is about money, not murder, so unless they're paying you enough to—”
“They don't pay me shit!”
“Then you'll have no problem sitting quietly until I'm gone.” Mackenzie led Jackson over to a pole and bound her there. “You mentioned a motion alarm on the stairs. Where are the others?”
“Entries from the conning towers, and in front of each charging bay.”
“Are you the only one who monitors those?”
“Right now, yes. We're on a ghost shift. I left orders for no one to bother us down here.” Jackson blushed a bit. “I had, uh—”
“Plans.” Mackenzie zipped the front of Jackson’s coveralls. “Schedule survival sex for tomorrow. I won't be long.”
She slipped the gag over Jackson's mouth. Then she helped Jackson sit so she’d be more comfortable while she waited, because she wasn’t a complete asshole. Mackenzie opened the server locker and jammed Clayton’s stick into the slot.
“Finally!” Clayton said. “What happened?”
“Sexy times.”
“Right. You going to explain that?”
“No. How much longer?”
“Almost done. Just keep that stick connected.”
Mackenzie waited, tossing occasional glances at Jackson. No one else interrupted.
“I'm in,” Clayton said. “Get out of there.”
“Don't move!” someone shouted.
Mackenzie glanced at Jackson to find her chewing her gag as if to shout “It wasn't me!” As Mackenzie rose and eyed the medium-sized woman holding a pistol on her, she chose to believe Jackson. Not like it made one bit of difference now.
The gun-toting Patriot — and she was a Patriot of Ceto, judging from her worn urban fatigues and ammo bandolier — had light-brown skin, like Mackenzie’s. One half of her head was shaved, while curly hair fell to her shoulder on the other. She wore fatigues about as well as a woman could wear them, but that wasn’t much consolation. For the second time in the same night, Mackenzie had screwed up.
“Take one more step, Supremacy,” the woman said, “and I'll ventilate your skull.”
Mackenzie frowned. “Not with the Supremacy.”
“The fuck are you with, then?”
“Mack?” Clayton said. “You there?”
“Cut the lights,” Mackenzie suggested.
The instant they flipped off, she dived sideways.




06: Valkyrie


GUNSHOTS ECHOED IN THE BRAND NEW DARKNESS, ricocheting as sparks through the crawl ship's belly. Mackenzie scampered beneath a big machine and came up on the other side. She hoped she hadn't caught a bullet, but didn't have time to check.
The other crawler personnel and any remaining Patriots would hear the gunshots and react appropriately, which meant she couldn't make Clayton wait for her escape. She blinked her eyes to activate her night-vision. She didn't see the half-shaved Patriot, but the Patriot also didn't see her, so, better than getting shot.
“Lock down the crawler,” Mackenzie whispered.
“You out?” Clayton asked.
“No. Lock it down.”
A pause. “Done. Let me know when you get to a door, and I'll unlock it long enough for you to slip out.”
That was the beauty of Clayton's plan, or had been, until the woman with the terrible haircut started shooting. There wasn't supposed to be any shooting. Like Ro said, too much public shooting attracted the CSD.
Mackenzie would disable any sensors and outside guards quietly, which she'd done, and then they'd lock all the crawler doors, which Clayton had done, and then everyone, Patriot or otherwise, would be trapped inside as Clayton, handling the auto-crane, loaded Ro's containers onto the flatbed of Ro's autotruck.
It was a dirt simple plan. Amateurs could execute it. That made her feel real bad about fucking it up.
From the other side of the machinery, the woman shouted, “Supremacy infiltrators in the rig!” The clanging of footfalls told Mackenzie she was running away. “They're after the pods!”
Once more mimetically cloaked, Mackenzie jogged sneakily after the woman. She was ten steps behind when the woman turned and shot a pipe. Steam burst from the pipe and scalded Mackenzie's face and chest. She rolled aside as gunshots zipped over her, then heard feet double-timing metal stairs.
This woman was smarter than the other Patriots, and Mackenzie hated competent opponents. She considered the stairs for just long enough to decide the woman was waiting atop them, ready to shoot any shimmer in the air. So what now?
This half-haired Patriot had alerted the others, so taking her out accomplished nothing. The Patriots would already be trying to break out of the locked crawler, so Mackenzie had no reason to remain. She stalked back into the darkness. Getting beaten was better than getting shot.
Staying low, Mackenzie considered the word the woman had used to describe Ro's stolen cargo. Pods. So this shipment must be some of the Supremacy’s extremely valuable regeneration pods, filled with wonder drugs capable of curing everything from broken bones to torn flesh in days instead of months. They could also be used to slow aging.
Selling those wonder drugs to Ceto's well-to-do would net Ro a large fortune, and that made Mackenzie feel a bit better about this job. At least she wasn’t helping Ro retrieve bombs. That wouldn't have stopped her, but she would have felt bad about giving them to Ro, at least.
“I need another way out,” Mackenzie told Clayton.
“Okay, don't sweat it. I've got, uh ... trash disposal.”
Mackenzie grimaced. “Really?”
“Head from where you are to the westmost wall of the rig and look for the big metal doors. There's recycling machinery there, and a chute that drops boxed junk from the crawler.”
“There’s nothing besides the garbage chute?”
“The sewage pipe is probably too small for you, but if you want to give that a go...”
Mackenzie sighed, used her night-vision to navigate, and followed Clayton's directions. Rhythmic metal clangs echoed above her now, probably Patriots or others trying to smash their way outside. Yet crawl ship doors were heavily armored enough to survive a missile impact, and what few viewports existed were made of meter-thick reinforced plastic.
Given how laden with cargo they were, crawl ships made tempting targets for bandits, which is why they were built tougher than a tank. If one came under attack, the crew could sit safely inside while their automated guns dealt with anyone stupid enough to come on board. Clayton controlled those guns now, but using them would certainly alert the CSD.
When Mackenzie reached the recycling machinery she spotted two armor racks beside it, glowing with the soft yellow light of charging displays. Each rack held a suit of industrial powered armor, used primarily for carrying heavy crates or jumping to awkward places on the crawler.
She blinked off her night-vision and smiled.
“Ready on the chute,” Clayton said.
“I'm not taking the chute.” Mackenzie found the first tracking station unlocked. The staff had no reason to lock it, since no one was supposed to be down here. She pushed Activate.
“Mack?” Clayton said. “You won't get crushed. I'll get you out.”
“I'll get myself out, cowboy.” The helmet and chest of the first powered armor hissed open, revealing soft orange light from its interior displays. “You just keep the doors locked down.”
“Someone's activated an armor rack in the crawler,” Clayton warned, then sighed. “That's you, isn't it?”
Mackenzie grabbed each side of the open suit’s torso. “See you topside.” She hopped in, turning 180 as she did so to slip her legs into the lower portion of the armor.
A quick inspection showed this suit worked just like the dozens of other basic armored suits she'd operated. She grabbed the handles inside the helmet and pulled it down onto her shoulders, encasing her head. The separated torso plates hissed as they collapsed and locked together, leaving her entirely sealed in. Viewscreens flipped on and status checks scrolled.
Powered armor felt good. Powered armor felt very good. This suit didn’t have guns, and it wasn’t three meters tall, and it wasn’t red and flight capable and skull-faced, but it was her. This was where she lived, as Freyja the armored Valkyrie, and the reason she was in this mess was because she let Jinx talk her into taking a bounty in nothing but a slinky black dress.
That didn't make Mackenzie miss her any less.
She disengaged the powered armor from its charging bay and stomped toward the stairs she’d abandoned. She pushed the suit into a jog to get a feel for its capabilities. It was nimble enough, if a bit underpowered.
At least this suit was jump-capable. Sometimes it took a solid repulsor jump to reach an out-of-the-way spot on the crawl ship. This suit probably hopped like a flying brick in comparison to Freyja, but jumping also didn't require stairs.
She heard shouting in the distance as she clomped toward the stairs. Gunshots rang out as a round or two panged off her armor. This suit was also bulletproof, since bandits might shoot anyone outside the crawl ship.
Mackenzie flipped on the spotlight on her right shoulder, generally used for night work, and blinded the Patriots on the stairs. As more rounds landed all around her, she hit her repulsor jets and aimed herself.
She slammed through the guardrail hard enough to snap it off, sending a screaming Patriot flying off the stairs. He landed with a satisfying clang one flight down. Another tried to bring her rifle to bear. Mackenzie grabbed it, crushed it in her powered hand, and punched the woman hard enough to knock her off the stairs. She didn't have breath left to scream.
The third man was smaller than the others, with a narrow face like a shaved rat. He fled like one too, shrieking and dropping his rifle. Good enough. He could tell the others that a set of industrial powered armor just kicked their asses.
Mackenzie didn’t see the half-haired woman anywhere. Too bad. She’d really been looking forward to punching her. Still, that woman was probably smart enough to run when a suit of powered armor came flying up the stairs.
She climbed the remaining stairs and entered the empty hallway beyond. More Patriots might be gathering for an ambush ahead, so she moved slow. “Clayton?”
“I’ve offloaded container one,” Clayton said in her ear. “Latching onto number two now. No one's broken out.”
The crawler rattled like a building had slammed into it.
“Shit!” Clayton shouted. “Someone just broke out!”
Mackenzie clomped down the hallway, twisting left and right to avoid slamming bulkheads with the suit's shoulders. “More Patriots?”
“Oh damn!” Clayton shouted. “Pull out! Pull out now!”
“Stop pissing yourself and tell me what we're up against!”
“Freyja.” Clayton whispered her name like a curse. “Your powered armor just blasted out of the conning tower bridge, and whoever’s piloting probably isn’t happy with us.”
Gods dammit! So whichever Patriot of Ceto stole Mackenzie's powered armor was here, piloting Freyja and besmirching her good name. That pissed her off something fierce, but it also motivated.
If she got topside quick enough, she might get her armor back.
Mackenzie jogged around one last corner to find the door leading out to the container deck. A big Patriot stood smashing the handle with a wrench, which told her the intellect level she was dealing with. He spun at the sound of clomping feet and leveled his rifle.
“Get to the belly!” Mackenzie shouted.
The man didn't fire. “Why?” He looked confused instead.
“There’s a Supremacy assassin down there!” Mackenzie made herself sound as panicked as possible. “Some pink-haired chick in a mimetic suit! She cut Jackson in half!”
“Shit!” The big man looked appropriately shocked, which suggested he knew Jackson’s name. “What do we do?”
“Cover the stairways to the belly!” Mackenzie clomped closer. “Keep her trapped down there! I'll see if I can pry this door open.”
“Yes ma'am!” The big dumb Patriot saluted and pushed himself against the wall, allowing her to squeeze past. “I couldn't budge it! Good luck!” He took off down the hall.
Next time, don't hammer it with a bloody wrench. Mackenzie grabbed the handle and made a show of tugging until the Patriot rounded the corner.
“Unlock the port side door onto the deck,” she told Clayton.
“Freyja's heading for the auto-crane,” Clayton said. “She’s seen me. She’s coming this way!”
“Then open the bloody door so I can distract her!”
The lock retracted with a dull click. Mackenzie pushed the big handle down and swung the door open. She stepped onto the deck, into the night, and slammed the door behind her. “Lock.”
The door locked.
“I'm going after Freyja,” she told Clayton.
He didn’t reply.
Mackenzie clomped into a jog and looked up. Smoke roiled outward from the top of the crawler's conning tower, and that would absolutely alert the CSD. Whoever now piloted Freyja had fucked this operation to high heaven, but when she spotted the second crate descending onto the flat autotruck trailer on the dock, she smiled. They could still pull this off.
The cab of the auto-crane exploded.
“Clayton!” Mackenzie’s vision blurred dangerously as she imagined bits of blood and bone drifting down with the rest of the wreckage. Her lungs ached. She wasn't supposed to get attached, but ... dammit all.
As she stared, Freyja became visible against the roiling explosion from the crane, gliding down on repulsor jets. Mackenzie’s own powered armor was coming to kill her. Fine. Good. Whatever. It was time for this particular Valkyrie to wreak some bloody vengeance.
Even at this distance, Mackenzie recognized the distinctive silhouette of Freyja’s autocannon snapping down upon the distant suit’s shoulder. Its high-velocity rounds would cut through the suit she wore like paper. Mackenzie dashed down the alley in the center of the containers.
Her spotlight slid over metal walls until she found a container with a sliding door, just before an open alley running perpendicular to hers. She snapped the handle and pulled the door open with a rattle she hoped the other pilot wouldn't hear over their own repulsor jets. She stepped inside, with just enough room to fit, and slid the door closed.
She flipped off her spotlight and waited inside the closed container, maxing out her audio sensors. There was no one else to kill out there right now. Freyja’s pilot was coming for her.
Soon enough, the hiss of pneumatics and the clomp of armored feet told her the other pilot had taken the bait. The clomps were slow, measured, and Mackenzie imagined Freyja's pilot sweeping their autocannon back and forth, looking for armor to kill. Would they notice the broken handle?
Mackenzie kept absolutely still. Freyja had Wi-Vi sensors that could see through walls, but this crate was full of junk, odd shapes that would blend together. So long as she didn’t move, she should look just like the junk. Undetectable.
Steps clomped closer. Mackenzie held her breath, waiting to be sawed in half by autocannon bullets, but the steps clomped past. Freyja's pilot must think she had gone around the corner, down the perpendicular alley.
Mackenzie clobbered the crate door, knocking it out of its track and to her left. She catapulted herself through the opening and onto Freyja's still-turned back. Freyja had half a meter on her own suit, but weight was weight.
Freyja slammed into the deck, facedown, with Mackenzie's armor on top. She grabbed the autocannon in both fists — that was the biggest threat — and, with a screech of protesting metal, wrenched it off Freyja's back. She loved that autocannon, but it was too good at carving holes.
Freyja's other arm elbowed at her, but the weight of Mackenzie's suit kept her own suit down ... at least until Freyja’s pilot fired the auxiliary repulsor jets mounted inside Freyja’s back. Those hit Mackenzie’s suit with enough force to smack the whole thing into the air.
Mackenzie feathered her jets and came down on both feet, wobbling. The enemy pilot had taken the time to learn Freyja’s most arcane tricks, which implied this was the same person who hacked into her warehouse. All the more reason to beat the shit out of them.
Even as Freyja stood and turned, Mackenzie charged and slugged the suit she loved underneath its molded crimson faceplate. The blow slammed Freyja onto its back. Mackenzie knew Freyja as intimately as she had known Jinx, every curve and scar and joint, and most importantly, she knew how to hurt it.
Mackenzie hopped on Freyja’s chest and slugged it again, hitting the low ridge a half-meter below the skull painted on Freyja’s faceplate. She hammered blow after blow into that spot, each blow causing Freyja’s whole body to twitch. Even inside it, Mackenzie’s blows must have stunned Freyja’s pilot, because they stopped trying to fight back. Good.
Mackenzie slammed one last uppercut into the bottom of Freyja's helmet hard enough to knock it open, just a slice. Her stolen suit’s fists were now mangled metal, but she only needed them as blunt instruments. She pictured Jinx's charred corpse, pictured that auto-crane exploding with Clayton inside, and jammed one crumbled fist inside the hole. She pushed, armor servos groaning with the strain.
There was a metallic screech, then a loud pop, then a scream that echoed through her armor. Mackenzie’s scream. Freyja’s missing faceplate revealed a gorgeous, staring, bloody face, a face Mackenzie adored — Jinx’s face.
Jinx had been piloting Freyja.
Yet Jinx wasn’t moving, wasn’t breathing, and Mackenzie had to make Jinx breathe. Mackenzie clenched the releases inside her damaged gloves. Her helmet popped up on its hinge and her chest plates parted to reveal her upper torso, but her legs remained stuck. The heat from Freyja’s repulsor jets must have melted something down there.
Grunting and doing all she could to pull off her own legs, Mackenzie slid one trembling hand beneath the back of Jinx’s lolled head. Her other hand tested Jinx’s lips for breath, for heat, for life. Nothing.
Jinx's wide eyes stared up at nothing, because Jinx was inside Freyja even though she couldn’t be. Jinx was dead again, because of her, and Mackenzie couldn’t do anything to help her because everything but Jinx’s face was locked away inside the suit they loved. She couldn’t apologize, couldn’t scream, couldn’t cry and couldn’t breathe.
She couldn’t get out of this godsdamned suit.
Gears whirred. The sound snapped Mackenzie's gaze from her dead girlfriend — the woman she’d just killed, somehow, the woman who died a day ago — as the crawl ship’s guns clunked into a new position. The end of the alley between the crates looked out to the edge of the deck, providing a clear line of sight to the autotruck and Ro’s crates, where the guns pointed. She only then remembered Ro had insisted Clayton patch him into whatever hacks he performed, to monitor their progress.
The crawl ship guns fired with a boom that shook the deck, emitting flashes as bright as the sun. The shockwave hit hard enough to steal her breath, and the heat felt like a fresh sunburn. When she opened her eyes again, chaos descended in a bloody rain.
The pods and Ro's truck had turned into a mushrooming explosion that left bits of human bodies spiraling through the air. Severed limbs spewed glittering chunks of frozen blood like macabre fireworks. The crawler gun fired once more, obliterating everything that remained, as Mackenzie stared, struck numb and dumb atop the corpse of the woman she’d loved and murdered. This had to end. Someone had to make this nightmare end.
Someone shocked her in the back of the neck.




07: Visitors


One Whole Day Earlier
JINX’S PLAN WAS SIMPLE but elegant. First, Mack would drug Cordoba and sneak him out on his own escape tram. Second, Jinx would fly their shuttle to wherever the tram ended up. Finally, she would pick up Mack and a drugged Cordoba.
With Cordoba captured alive, quietly, they would both be two-hundred-fifty-thousand dollars richer and entirely not shot. The only problem with her plan was the two women now holding her at riflepoint inside her own shuttle. Jinx hadn’t planned for that at all.
The first woman, a brown-skinned brunette with half her head shaved, lowered her rifle and walked closer. “We don't want to shoot you,” she said, holding Jinx’s gaze, “but we will if we have to.” Glossy curls fell to her shoulder from the unshaved half of her head. “Listen close.”
Jinx found her voice. “How did you—” She stopped at the sound of squeakiness and tried again. “How did you get on my shuttle?”
The other woman, a blonde whose bob would have been much more attractive had she not been pointing a rifle at Jinx, snorted and rolled her eyes. “Like it’s hard? I carved through your ramp lock in ten minutes, sweetheart.”
So they’d hacked her. That was embarrassing. The shuttle Jinx shared with Mack was heavily armored, a solid beast with exposed steel support rings and a floor of weathered rubber and plastic. Jinx had thought herself safe inside its armored bulk, but so much for that. She might have congratulated the blonde woman if she wasn’t currently a hostage.
“We’re here for Cordoba,” the brunette said.
Jinx frowned as that failed to make sense. “Why are you after Cordoba?”
The blonde hacker pushed her rifle tip close enough Jinx could see down its barrel. “We're not here to answer your questions, little girl. So sit tight and shut up until your partner says she’s got our guy.”
The blonde woman was about the same height and build as Jinx, but armed, which felt unfair. If the blonde didn’t have a rifle it might be a fair fight, assuming Jinx knew how to fight. Which she didn’t. But still.
The brunette woman settled in the co-pilot's seat and set her rifle down. “Once your partner tells you she’s got Cordoba in custody, respond as if we're not here.” She snapped herself into the harness without looking down. “You'll pick them up just like you planned. Once they’re both on board, we take Cordoba off your hands and you both go free.”
Jinx sagged in her seat as everything unclenched. “You're bounty hunters?” She breathed out. “Oh thank God.”
The blonde's mouth quirked. “You don't have to thank me.”
“The Network won't let you do this, you know.” Jinx shoved down her fear and frowned. “We bought a seventy-five hour exclusive on Cordoba's contract. We still have eight hours before it expires.”
That was how it worked in Mack's world, how the Network kept bounty hunters from shooting each other to get to a juicy target. War between hunters was bad for everyone's business, so the first hunter to claim any bounty could pay the Network for a timed exclusive. No other hunter would be paid if they tried to claim it during that time, and any disputes were settled by a board of senior hunters now retired from the game.
It was a civil way of doing business. Bounty hunting was civil, when you got right down to it, which meant these two women were civil, which meant they wouldn't shoot her without a very good reason. That made Jinx feel better about having a rifle pointed at her head.
“You let us worry about the Network,” the brunette said. “You just worry about not getting yourself shot. Then we'd have to shoot your partner too, after we picked her up, and what kind of a waste would that be?”
“Jinx,” Mack said, “lift now.” Something bad must have happened inside Cordoba's mansion.
“Lifting!” Jinx shouted, before she remembered that was exactly what her two unwelcome guests wanted her to do. “Where's the pickup?”
“Courtyard stairs.” Mack sounded winded, which was rare. “Make it a quick one, okay? I got a new hole in the excitement.”
Jinx’s stomach twisted up inside itself. “On my way!”
The brunette raised one slim eyebrow at her. Her message was as bold and obvious as everything else these women had done. Warn Mack and die.
Jinx flipped switches and released safeties. She gripped the flight stick. She was just about to lift when a rifle tip touched the back of her head.
“Don't try anything clever,” the blonde said, voice low and menacing. “We can both pilot this shuttle in a pinch, so we don't actually need you.”
“Fine!” Jinx snapped, seat rumbling as she increased thrust to the engines. “But you'll be sorry when we report you to the Network!” As they lifted, Jinx hit the lever to close the cargo ramp. “Oh, and Blondie, you might want to hold onto something.”
Jinx slammed the throttle forward. The whole shuttle trembled as its big engines argued violently with gravity. The blonde cursed as her rifle barrel left the back of Jinx’s head.
The big shuttle clobbered the treetops as it lumbered toward Cordoba’s mansion. Given Mack was in the middle of a firefight, Jinx hoped no one on the grounds would hear her coming. She had to hurry.
“Jumpseat!” the brunette shouted to her partner. “Now, Brit, strap in!”
Jinx reflexively logged the blonde hacker’s name — Brit — as she stayed low enough to make shots from the mansion grounds difficult. The shuttle inconvenienced a few more trees as it roared toward Cordoba’s estate. She heard Brit snap into the jumpseat behind her.
A loud alarm sounded in the cockpit, and the screen to her right flickered to life. Escape Tunnel Triggered flashed on the screen, along with a blueprint of Cordoba's mansion and the thin underground tunnel leading out. Someone had activated his escape capsule!
“I've got a hit on the underground tunnel!” Jinx shouted over the comm. “Is that you?”
“It’s Cordoba,” Mack said. “Track him.”
Mack's voice offered no clue as to whether she believed Cordoba's escape was good or bad. No clue she had any idea Jinx was flying two rival bounty hunters to her. Another alarm beeped as her shuttle detected suits of powered armor below.
That alarm was accompanied by the words “Missile Lock.” That was a warning Jinx had never seen before, because people didn't normally shoot missiles at her shuttle.
“Ma'am,” Jinx said, as a steady beeping joined the alarm. “I think they're—”
“EJECT!” flashed on her screen, many, many times.
Jinx's arm pulled the eject lever before her brain caught up. Only then did she remember that the only seats rigged to eject were the pilot and co-pilot. Not the jumpseat. Not Brit.
Oh no.
Air punched her in the face. The forest was up in the sky where it shouldn't be. Something very big went boom.
Jinx woke coughing, still strapped to her seat, surrounded by flaming, broken branches and burning leaves. She was alive —she was alive! — but if she didn't get out of this seat, she wouldn't be for long. The heat felt like an oven strapped to her face.
The harness clasp unlocked flawlessly despite her hard landing, because Jinx bought only the best gear. She stood and screamed and fell down again, hand gripping the metal shard in her thigh. It ached.
Flames crackled as trees snapped. Smoke burned inside Jinx’s lungs. The blue and white ball of Phorcys shined above her, and she traced the meandering brown line of Poseidon's Trench north through blurred vision.
North was good. Cordoba's mansion was south, where the missile had come from, so north it was. Jinx crawled.
The woman with the half-shaved head stumbled into Jinx’s path. She had no rifle. She pulled Jinx up and threw Jinx's arm over her shoulders, which seemed an odd thing to do given the circumstances.
“They're coming!” The woman walked them forward. “Move!”
“Who's coming?” Jinx rasped.
“The Supremacy!” the woman shouted. “Now run!”
Jinx immediately limped alongside the woman, because if it was the Supremacy who blew up her shuttle, she didn't want to be here when they found its pilot. Worry for Mack stabbed her like the metal shard in her thigh — did the Supremacy have Mack? — but if they did, it was even more important Jinx escape. She had to tell someone what happened here.
Together, Jinx and her abductor limped gamely on three legs — one belonging to her, two belonging to the half-haired brunette without a name — and picked their way through trees. The sound of fire and crackling gradually receded.
Jinx expected a Vindicator to step from the woods at any moment and gun them down, but no one stepped from the woods. No one shot them. They might actually get away clean.
“Your partner,” Jinx said. “I didn't mean to—”
“Later.” Sweat poured down the woman’s light-brown face. “We'll talk later, when we're safe.” Her voice trembled.
“You should have listened to me,” Jinx whispered, but she wouldn’t scream at a woman whose partner just died in a shuttle explosion. Jinx wasn't a monster.
Soon the forest grew quiet, and Jinx's thoughts returned to Mack. The Supremacy couldn't hurt Mack — no one could hurt Mack, since Mack couldn't actually feel pain — but they could make Mack’s limbs not work. Or they could just shoot her in the head.
No, they wouldn’t kill Mack. Why would they? Thinking like that would make her crazy. Jinx had to believe Mack would get herself out of whatever they were into, because Mack always did that. Mack would find her soon.
In the distance, tires crunched leaves. Jinx tried to pull the brunette down with her, but the woman resisted. She batted at Jinx’s arm.
“Stop it!” The woman fought to pull Jinx up. “That's for us!”
“How can you know that?”
“I just do. Trust me.”
“You held a gun on me!”
“I also saved you from a Supremacy cleanup squad!”
The woman had a point, and also, Jinx still had a metal shard stuck in her thigh. She wasn't going anywhere without this woman’s help. She hated leaving without Mack, but didn’t see any other options given her leg.
“Who are you?” Jinx whispered.
“A friend,” the woman whispered back.
“Your name, lady.”
“Renata. All right? I'm Renata, and the woman who died in your shuttle was Brittney Mason, who I fought beside for six years and loved like my own sister.” Renata’s voice shook. “Brit's dead now. She's dead and you're alive, so I'm going to make sure she didn't die for nothing.”
A bird whistled in the forest, and Renata looked up and whistled back. So she could talk to birds now? Oh, wait ... she was signaling her allies.
“Come with me,” Renata whispered. “Please.”
The please decided Jinx. That and the screaming pain in her thigh. Staying alone in a forest crawling with Supremacy Vindicators was a stupid idea.
“Fine.” She grunted as Renata helped her up. “But I don't like being your prisoner.”
“Then you're our guest. All right?” Renata huffed as they stumbled toward the treeline. “We're all friends now.”
“Who's all?” Jinx asked, but the one woman and two men who stepped from the trees answered that question. “Oh.” These people wore forest camouflage and had their faces painted with dark lines, which implied they were somewhat good at this.
“Where's Brit?” the closest man asked. He had brown skin, like Renata’s, with a golden earring and a stubbled chin.
Renata shook her head. The man's face fell, jaw clenched as his fists clenched too. He must have been close with Brit as well. Jinx wondered if she and Brittney Mason could have become friends, if the other woman hadn't held a rifle on her and then exploded.
“Bring her,” the man with the earring said, before he turned away. “We can still track Cordoba to wherever he escaped.” He strode off.
The other man, a tall redhead who towered over everyone else, lifted Jinx right off the ground. As he threw her over his shoulder Jinx eeped, repeatedly thumping his arm. “Lemme go, you big jerk!”
The big jerk didn't let her go. He fell in behind Renata and the man with the golden earring, and as a team, they jogged through the dense forest. Fighting back nausea as the man jostled her about, Jinx examined the final soldier of this four-person squad.
This woman wore cargo pants and kept her dark hair shaved close to her skull. At least three dozen tattoos showed on the pale skin not covered by her tank top, which suggested she must have a high pain threshold. Or maybe she knew the same doctor as Mack.
“Why do you want Cordoba so bad?” Jinx asked the group.
No one answered. Jinx punched the big redheaded man in the arm again, just to see if that bothered him. It didn't. His gaze remained distant, his face hard, so did he miss Brit too?
The trees thinned to reveal an autocar with big off-road tires. Four doors popped open — not the gullwing kind, which wasn't nearly as cool — and Renata and earring man got in front. The tattooed woman got in the back, and the redhead set Jinx in the middle seat like a grocery bag.
She would have complained if he'd been rough with her, but he was gentle for such a big man. He pushed in beside her and hunched beneath the low ceiling. She wondered if he bumped his head on doorframes a lot.
“Anything on the sensors?” the man with the earring asked.
“We're clear,” Renata said, as they all snapped in their racing harnesses. This really was an off-road vehicle.
“Get us out of here, Gabe,” the tattooed lady said. “This chick is bleeding all over me. She needs a medic.”
Jinx remembered then that she was bleeding, actually, and more than she liked. As the autocar turned sharply and its tires crunched dirt, Jinx thought about apologizing to the tattooed woman. Then she decided bleeding on someone wasn't really something you apologized for.
“She's going into shock.” Tattooed lady slapped Jinx on the cheek. “Stay with us.” She snapped a harness over Jinx as well.
“I'm fine!” Jinx assured everyone. She hadn’t lost all that much blood, had she? The world wasn’t spinning that fast.
The autocar accelerated and bounced on its big tires, rattling Jinx's everything. She realized then the leader with the golden earring — Gabe, the tattooed lady had called him — was actually driving their autocar, with a steering wheel, pedals, and everything. How delightfully retro.
Jinx giggled. Driving an autocar was silly. Someone slapped her again.
“Stop it!” Jinx shouted. “Don't slap me again!”
“Then don’t pass out,” tattooed lady snapped.
“They blew up the shuttle,” Renata said, voice raw, like it had been in the forest. “We couldn't know they'd just blow up the shuttle.”
“What was the Supremacy even doing there?” tattooed lady demanded. “It was supposed to be just the bounty hunters!”
Jinx frowned. “But aren't you bounty hunters?”
“I'm Delilah,” the tattooed lady said, “and the big bear over there is Otto. We're taking you somewhere safe.”
“Stop talking,” Gabe ordered from the front seat.
“No, keep talking,” Jinx said, because frustration helped her focus. “You people invaded my shuttle and took me hostage! Is stealing our bounty worth all this?”
No one answered. Apparently, these soldiers listened to Gabe. Their autocar bounced down a dirt road at a good clip. In the darkness, trees whooshed by on each side.
“You said you were after Cordoba,” Jinx said, glaring at the back of Renata's head, “but you aren't on the Network, are you?” She looked around. “Don't you know what they'll do to you?”
“Can someone make her quiet, please?” Gabe asked.
“No!” Jinx pushed at her harness. “I won't be quiet, because I'm not supposed to be here, and my partner's back there with the bad guys, and you abducted me, and that’s just wrong!”
“Lady,” Gabe said, “if you don't stop—”
The road exploded ahead of them, dirt and fire and smoke. It lit the forest with an ear-shattering boom as Gabe veered sharp right. The autocar bucked, bounced, and flipped.
Jinx had a single serene moment, while removed from gravity, where she wondered what the record was for surviving the most vehicular crashes in a single night. Maybe she’d break it, if she survived. The car hit hard enough to take her breath, rolled, and hit again, taking her sight.
Jinx's vision returned in a storm of swarming black spots. She was hanging upside down in her harness, in an upside down car. Thank goodness for the roll bar! Firelight flickered outside the now-shattered windows, probably from the recently exploded road. Why would a road explode?
“Helo!” Gabe rasped. “It tracked us!”
A deep, rapid whumping grew louder as Jinx remembered to breathe. Perhaps that helo — which Jinx now remembered was slang for helicopter — had made the road explode. Would it make them all explode, too?
Renata struggled with her harness. “We led them right to you! I'm sorry!”
“They can't take us alive,” Delilah said.
Gabe unsnapped his harness and dropped elbows first onto the roof. “They're not taking anyone alive.” He rolled onto his stomach. “Pull the swatter. I'll draw their attention.”
He scrambled into the night. The whumping intensified as a spotlight lit Gabe and the ground beyond the autocar. Jinx heard the cracks of rifle fire and winced, but only tufts of dust rose around Gabe. Warning shots. The Supremacy really did want everyone in this autocar alive, which was rather terrifying.
Jinx knew all about what the Supremacy did to captives, especially if they suspected those people had intelligence they needed. She'd heard the horrific stories of the few who survived Supremacy interrogations, people who'd been released from Base Fourteen, and the Pit, and Shadow Complex, after the Supremacy gave Ceto back to its people three years ago.
Jinx would die someday — sooner rather than later, in this line of work — but she wasn't keen on the suffering part. Really, she'd like to keep the suffering to a minimum. Maybe, if she got through this, she'd convince Mack to let her get her parietal lobe clipped. It was expensive, but also, no pain!
Otto grunted as he smashed the backseat with a fist. It fell open to reveal a darkened trunk. Inside lay rifles and a big metal tube with a smaller tube inside it. A missile launcher?
“Where the heck did you get a missile launcher?” Jinx asked.
“I'll give those assholes something else to distract them,” Delilah said. She wriggled into the night.
“Stay in the car,” Renata said, struggling with the clasp on her own straps. “We've got this.” She tugged and rattled the mechanism. “Dammit!”
Otto dragged the metal tube out of the trunk and crawled partway out of the autocar. He put one eye to the scope. He grunted.
Dirt blasted in all directions as a gleaming missile shrieked upward. There was a bright flash, and then the upside down autocar rocked with a concussion. Twisted metal howled as a flaming wreck slammed into the ground meters from Gabe.
A hurtling helo rotor sliced him completely in half.
“Gabriel!” Renata screamed.
Jinx realized then these poor people were having a worse night than her. Mack hadn't been blown up in a shuttle or cut in half. Two of her captors were dead now, and for what? What could they be after that warranted this?
Sobbing violently, Renata struggled with Delilah, who was still trying to unsnap her harness. “Get off me! He's hurt!”
“He's dead!” Delilah shouted, “and there might be more of them on the way! We have to reach the others!” Fresh tears stained Delilah’s face, too, but she kept it together, like Mack did when things got really bad.
“I can save him!” Renata gasped. “I can—”
“He's a bloody corpse!” Delilah roared, before glancing at Jinx and pointing. “Unstrap yourself, girl!”
Normally, Jinx objected to being called “girl,” but given the circumstances and all the recent deaths, she opened her harness without complaint and tumbled onto the roof. She followed that up by screaming at the top of her lungs. She still had a metal shard in her thigh.
“Show of hands!” Delilah shouted. “Who wants to live?”
No one raised their hand except Delilah, until Jinx remembered to raise hers, too. The acrid smell of smoke and grease flooded the autocar, and Jinx couldn’t help but cough. Otto stood outside the car, staring at the wreckage and the two halves of Gabe’s body.
It was strange how quickly people could die. It always seemed to happen when they weren't expecting it. It was probably better that way, to die when you didn't expect it. No time to be afraid or sad, for them, though those they left behind had all the time in the world.
Finally, Delilah sawed through Renata’s harness with a combat knife. The risks of substandard harnesses were why Jinx always bought the most expensive equipment. After the broken straps dumped Renata on the roof in a sobbing mess, Delilah pointed at Otto, who still hadn’t moved.
“Otto! Get the little lady!”
“I'm Jinx,” Jinx said, swallowing against a lump. “That's my name.”
“Otto!” Delilah shouted.
The big man took his eyes off Gabe's pieces. He tossed the spent launcher violently into the night. Then he reached into the car and dragged Jinx out on her back, which was probably efficient but also really hurt.
Otto pulled her into his arms and cradled her like a child, and this time, Jinx didn't object. Big tears rolled down the man's smooth, pale face. Why wasn’t he talking? Was he a mute or something?
“Now, Ren!” Delilah shouted.
Renata crawled out of the flipped autocar. Once she was up, Delilah led them into the forest at a low crouch, or as low as Otto could get. No more spotlights split the night.
“That's the last of them,” Delilah muttered as they walked. “Has to be. They couldn't have known we'd shoot that helo down.”
“You just left him back there,” Renata whispered.
“He cared about you living,” Delilah snapped, “not his corpse! Get your head in the—” Delilah's own head violently exploded before, belatedly, a distant gunshot echoed.
God! A Supremacy sniper must be hiding in the woods, because of course there was a sniper hiding in the woods. He would probably keep shooting until they were all dead. That’s what snipers did.
Otto set Jinx down, growled, and dashed into the woods. He flinched as another loud crack split the night, then lumbered on. Another crack, another flinch, and then quiet. Otto dropped.
Jinx blinked back tears from smoke and frustration and sadness, grief-stricken over people she barely knew. Could that sniper see them while they lie prone in the woods? And if he could, would he kill them now, or pin them down until the Supremacy captured them for interrogation?
Jinx wondered which was worse, to be tortured or murdered. You could still be rescued from torture, she supposed. But torture also really hurt, and the thought of that much hurt left her trembling and weak.
From beside her, Renata pressed a warm pistol into Jinx's hand. Relief rushed through Jinx, tempered by anger that her life had to end like this. Renata grabbed her own rifle and pressed it to the bottom of her chin.
Jinx wanted to see Mack again. She wanted to go skinny dipping with Mack on Phorcys, like they’d said they’d do when they were rich. She wanted to not blow her own head off in the woods, but she also didn't want to be tortured to death, so...
More loud gunshots tore through the night, the big, booming cracks of heavy caliber weapons. Trees split as Renata tossed herself on top of Jinx. After a few more explosions, the night went quiet once more, or Jinx assumed it did. She couldn’t hear much through the ringing in her ears.
Who was shooting? She still clutched a pistol in one hand. Should she use the pistol in her hand?
“They found us,” Renata said, right into her ear. “The Patriots are here.” Her voice cracked. “We're going to live.”
So these people were Patriots of Ceto! Finally, the Supremacy coming after them made sense. It also explained why all these dead people knew how to fight, and how they acquired a missile launcher.
Gabe's squad must have fought the Supremacy before the Supremacy withdrew from Ceto three years ago, and the treaty made this sort of thing illegal. A treaty the Supremacy apparently didn't care about. It was just these people's luck to survive all that, then die tonight because they wanted Cordoba's bounty.
This was all terrible, but Jinx was tired and confused and hurt. She was safe now, maybe, so she closed her eyes. She let herself go.
She forgot all about shooting herself in the head.




08: Home


A BONE-SHAKING BUMP knocked Jinx awake. The cot beneath her vibrated in a steady rhythm, like a vehicle, and she realized then she was in a vehicle, a transport of some kind. Yet it wasn’t an ambulance. It was an oppressive, gloomy, claustrophobic space.
An IV bag bobbed with the rhythm of the transport, hanging from a hook on the roof. Clear droplets traveled down a tube into the needle imbedded in her wrist. A draft confirmed she wasn't wearing pants.
Jinx's gaze darted to the thin sheet that covered her legs. She lifted it and discovered a thick bandage wound around her thigh. Whoever wrapped her leg must have cut her pants away to get at it — medics did that, cutting clothes off damaged tissue — so her lack of pants wasn’t alarming, just embarrassing, and she still wore her original underwear. Good.
She wasn't handcuffed, wasn't restrained in any way, so perhaps the Patriots of Ceto didn't blame her for all the people the Supremacy killed last night. Jinx had just been along for the ride, after all. The Patriots abducted her, and they were probably still doing that.
Mack. Jinx flattened her palms against the cot and sat up fast enough to make her woozy. Did the Supremacy have Mack? There was no one in this transport to ask, which meant it might be escape time.
Jinx debated the pros and cons of leaping from a moving transport without pants until a door in the front cab opened. Renata crouch-walked into the back and closed it. Jinx pulled up her sheet and glared.
“You're awake.” Renata's eyes were dry now. She seemed almost reasonable.
“Where are you taking me?” Jinx was proud of how steady her voice sounded.
“Home.”
“Lady, you don't even know where I live.”
“Pioneer Point, the warehouse at 330 Cotton Street, in the Industrial District. The one with the mirrored windows and black and gray bricks. That's where you and Freyja are based.”
How could this woman know that? “Who told you that?”
“Don't you worry about that. I'm your friend.”
“A friend wouldn't know about our secret base!” Even as the words spurted out of her mouth, Jinx realized she’d just confirmed the woman's information. Darn it! This was why she let Mack do interrogations.
Renata crouched beside her. “Here's what you need to wrap your head around. You've stumbled into a clusterfuck that's much bigger than you and Freyja.” At least Renata didn't know their real names. “This is about protecting everyone on Ceto.”
Well, Renata certainly shared the Patriot’s sense of self-importance. Saviors of the planet and all that, except that saving mostly involved blowing things up. Didn’t seem the most efficient strategy.
Still, Jinx might as well fish for information while planning her daring, pantsless escape. “What does stealing our bounty on Cordoba have to do with saving the planet?”
“Cordoba is taking people,” Renata said, “and he's selling them to the Supremacy. The people he takes never come back.”
“From where?”
“Phorcys. They're using them as slave labor.”
That was a pretty dumb theory, even for the Patriots of Ceto. “The Supremacy has automated their labor for years.”
“So they say.”
“I've seen it.” Jinx had, because she'd looked into it for Mack as background for a job. “They have bots for everything, and even if they didn't, Advanced are stronger than us.”
“That doesn't make them better than us.”
“I'm not saying that, and yes, if you told me they were using people for slave labor on Ceto, I might believe you. They hate Ceto. But shipping people to Phorcys? They don't want us there.”
Renata leaned closer. “You're wrong. They abducted my brother and took him to Phorcys, along with hundreds of others, and we have proof.”
An abducted brother explained why Renata was so committed. It even made her sympathetic, but only a bit. “What proof? Did you see it happen?”
“I did.”
“Why didn't they take you?”
“I wasn't there. I saw the recording.”
Jinx resisted the urge to roll her eyes. “Recordings are faked all the time.” Rendering technology had long ago advanced to the point where literally any scene could be faked, so most video evidence was no longer valid in court.
“This was real,” Renata said. “Other survivors saw it in person.”
Before Jinx could ask who, exactly, another bump in the road bounced her in the air. “Dang it all! Who's driving this thing?”
Renata bared her teeth and gripped the edge of Jinx’s cot. “I don’t care if you believe me or not. It’s happening, and you’re going to help us stop it.”
Jinx didn't have a snappy comeback. She wished she had a snappy comeback. Mack would have said something hilarious.
“Once we get to your warehouse,” Renata continued, “you're going to open it up for us.”
So these Patriots wanted to steal Mack's weapons, trophies, and Freyja? Fat chance! Jinx would die before betraying Mack. “I don't know how to get into her warehouse.”
“Don't lie to me. This isn't the time. If you hold out on us, we'll hurt you. We don't want to, but like I said, this threat is bigger than you or me.”
Threats of torture put an end to any thought of helping these people, but Jinx could at least pretend to cooperate until she escaped. “Why do you want to get into our warehouse? Are you after weapons? Ammo?”
“Access,” Renata said. “We need a line to the Network. The Supremacy took ours out when they hit us in Argent last night.”
This was about getting access to the Network? “Why do you need that?”
“It's how we communicate.”
“With who?” Jinx actually wasn't doing half bad with this interrogation! Were the Patriots using the Network to communicate with someone on Phorcys?
“Even if I wanted to tell you,” Renata said, “I couldn't. We use callsigns. But our contact has been right about everything. The abductions. Cordoba. Your contract.”
“Someone sold us out?” That explained how Renata and Brit found her shuttle outside Cordoba's mansion, but it also meant the Network's vaunted reputation for neutrality was a bunch of lies. “And that person told you Cordoba's abducting folks?”
“It's all of them,” Renata said, her voice swelling with a righteous fervor. “Cordoba, Ro, even Ryke, despite her noble words. They're abducting people and selling them to the Supremacy for slave labor!”
Jinx managed not to snicker and seriously considered Renata’s accusation. Bai Ro, who ran most of Pioneer Point's underworld, was certainly involved in Ceto human-trafficking — he was a terrible person — but Jinx hadn't known Anton Cordoba was working with him, and she certainly hadn't heard anything about them sending people off-planet. If this was happening, it was new.
And Elena Ryke? Ever since her father vanished in what everyone assumed was another Supremacy black op, before the armistice, Elena had been the most ardent voice rallying against any sort of trade with the Supremacy. That is, if selling people like products could be called trade. More like ridiculously evil.
“Say I believe you,” Jinx said, even though she didn't. “Why haven't you passed your information on to the CSD?” Ceto Security Division generally frowned on abductions and other criminal activities.
“It's not time for that yet,” Renata said.
Convenient. “Did your contact tell you that?”
“We can't let this go public. It would prove the Supremacy violated our treaty, and it would force President Mendoza to declare war.”
That was a weird concern. “But isn't war what you want?”
“We want our people back, not dead!” A righteous fervor invaded Renata’s tone. “Open war with the Supremacy will just get thousands of innocent people killed, and there's no guarantee we can beat them. We need to handle this quietly, destroy the trafficking ring and the people who run it.”
They really were full of themselves. “How considerate of you.”
The way Renata's face darkened made Jinx wish she'd been more polite. “You're getting us Network access.”
“Or you'll hurt me until I do, right?”
The transport hit another bump. She and Renata stared at each other. Jinx finally knew how these people got the drop on her and Mack, and what they wanted. Now she just had to escape and find Mack.
Thirty awkward minutes later the transport stopped, according to Jinx's wrist chrono. That was about the time it would take to get through early morning traffic. Jinx knew it was early morning because she'd convinced Renata to let her look out of one of the transport's small windows. She had been out for six hours since everyone in the last Patriot squad died.
Renata said nothing about her deceased friends or the Patriots who “rescued” them. So far as Jinx knew, Renata and her mystery driver were the only guards she had. So which of them would hurt her if she didn’t cooperate? How much pain could she honestly endure?
Jinx had never been tortured before. Torture was something that happened to others, horrible but distant, like a simoon or radiation storm. As the transport stopped and she remembered her vow to not help Renata, Jinx couldn't stop imagining what these people might do to her.
The scariest part was what would happen after. Pain was frightening enough, but what if that pain was accompanied by actual, irreversible damage? What if they pulled her teeth out? Could she get new teeth? What if they cut off her toes? She had once seen a Patriot with a whole necklace of toes!
Those thoughts and calm panic were foremost in her mind as someone outside the transport opened its back doors, flooding the interior with fresh sunlight. At least Renata had given her a pair of sweatpants. She wouldn't want to be tortured and also not have any pants.
Jinx stepped out onto the street as another blocky six-wheeled troop transport pulled up behind them, and three more Patriots of various skin colors jumped out from its back. Unlike Advanced, with their uniform light-brown sameness, Ceto's natural-born were a diversified lot. They also all openly carried rifles, audacious even for Pioneer Point.
They were at Mack's warehouse, where Jinx and Mack lived when they weren't in their shuttle that had blown up. Jinx didn't want a bunch of people looting her only remaining home. Above her, mirrored windows reflected the cloudy white sphere of Phorcys and the recently risen sun.
Renata stood beside Jinx with a pistol in her hand. After a moment, a white man with a round, pleasant face rounded the corner of the transport and joined them. He wore black body armor and carried no weapon. He was clean-shaven, with salt-and-pepper hair, and without the body armor, he could have been her accountant or something.
“Hello,” the man said. “My name is Artifice.”
Jinx just about swallowed her tongue. “No frigging way.”
“I'm telling you this,” the man said, the man who certainly was not Artifice, “to show you how much I need your help.”
“There's no way you're Artifice,” Jinx said less than confidently, as all the old stories came flooding back. Artifice was almost as famous as Xealot, the Patriot leader.
Artifice was famous because he was the one “freedom fighter” who hadn't killed random civilians while fighting the Supremacy. He made up for the overzealous jerkwads who bombed Duskdale’s hospital, or the idiots who blew up a crawler full of Pioneer Point miners they thought were Supremacy agents. Artifice was a noble hero everyone could applaud.
Guerilla warfare was a messy, dirty, bloody business, and even with three years to scrub memories of the worst Patriot screw ups, President Mendoza and the rest of Ceto's restored government had a long way to go. The legend of the noble resistance against Supremacy occupation still struggled to take hold among Ceto’s people. Too many remembered someone lost to collateral damage.
Of course, most everyone also remembered people the Supremacy murdered, which is why there wasn't rioting in the streets. All of this history bounced around in Jinx's head as she tried to reconcile the man before her with the legend from the stories. He was supposed to be a pretty nice guy.
“So, uh...” Jinx needed to say something intelligent, but her brain wasn't really in the mood. “You aren't really going to hurt me, are you?”
“I don't want to.” Artifice looked upon her with kind brown eyes. “You'll call it a cliché, but I think it would hurt me more than it would hurt you.”
“No, it'd hurt me more. It'd definitely hurt me more.”
“Then help us.” Artifice stepped closer. “Weaver must have told you what's at stake here.”
“Who's Weaver?”
“That's me,” Renata said.
“Oh,” Jinx said. So Renata had a last name.
“The Supremacy's launching raids like those you witnessed last night whenever they please,” Artifice continued. “They're defying our treaty and kidnapping innocent people. They're shipping them to Phorcys.”
“To work camps,” Jinx clarified.
“That's my hope.”
That was his hope? “Are you mental?”
“The alternative would be far worse.” Artifice lowered his voice. “There were rumors of human experimentation before the war ended, on us, by them.”
Renata stiffened visibly — had the other woman not known? — and the sincerity of Renata’s reaction caused a chill. Human experimentation did sound like something the Supremacy would do, far more plausible than slave labor. Jinx had heard those rumors, too.
They stood in the open on a public street. A street in the back of the warehouse district, granted, when it was too early for most traffic, but still. Mack would tell her they were too exposed. Mack would do a lot of things, but Jinx was on her own.
“I'm not going to let you in there,” Jinx said. “You're going to have to find another way to get on the Network.”
She made herself believe it. She wondered if she'd continue to believe it if they started cutting off her toes. Her traitorous stomach churned.
Artifice fixed her with wide, compassionate eyes. “There's nothing I can do to change your mind? We need your help. Hundreds of abducted people need your help.”
“I'm not doing it.” They had no right to break into Mack's warehouse. “If you're really who you say you are, you won't hurt me. You're bluffing.”
Artifice sighed. “I only wish we had the luxury to avoid this sort of thing.” He looked past her.
Jinx spun as a Patriot approached, a short, rat-faced man with a gleam in his eye. He didn't look like he was bluffing. He looked at her like she was a juicy steak.
“Weaver,” Artifice said, glancing at Renata, “roll out a tarp in the hold of the transport. We might need to clean this up in a hurry.” He turned to his soldiers. “Sergeant Hall, you and Sergeant Morgan will help Mister Hurt persuade our guest to cooperate.”
They were bluffing. Bluffing! Jinx cast a pleading gaze at Renata. Her pistol wasn't pointed at Jinx, and the hand not holding a pistol clenched tight. She looked at Artifice, looked at Jinx, and looked away. She climbed into the back of the transport.
The little rat-faced man — Mister Hurt, because this must be the most literal band of Patriots on the planet — dropped a surgical knife from his sleeve into his hand. As he leered at her, Jinx sent pleading glances at the other two men. She found only hard eyes and frowns.
These people had tortured captives before, and they weren’t bluffing. As Hall and Morgan manhandled her into the transport, Jinx kicked and screamed, or tried. Hall clapped a hand over her mouth, so all she managed was mmph! Then the door clanged shut and the light went away and Jinx was alone in a dark truck with Renata, and two big Patriot men, and the little rat-faced man with the surgical knife.
“Take off her boot,” Mister Hurt said.
Holy cow, they really were going to cut off her toes! As the man with the split lip immobilized her — Hall — the bald one, Morgan, pulled off Jinx's left boot, then her sock.
Struggling didn't help because they were bigger and stronger. Mister Hurt was going to torture her now. Jinx mmphed through Hall's hand.
“Let her talk,” Renata said. “Dammit, Hall, let her talk! She's trying to cooperate!”
“Okay.” Hall released Jinx's now aching lips. “Ready to cooperate?”
“Wait,” Jinx stammered. “Just, just wait a minute.”
“Will you open the door?” Mister Hurt asked.
“I can find another way to get you on the Network.” She could find another way to get them on the Network.
Mister Hurt settled in front of her bare, immobilized foot and smiled. “I fear we don't have time for that.” As Morgan’s thick hands locked her leg in place, Hurt pressed the tip of his scalpel between Jinx’s big toe and the one beside it.
There was no sting. Then there was one. Tears flooded Jinx's eyes as blood flowed around the blade, as the sting grew into a burning sting. She peed herself a little and hoped no one would notice, and then she wondered, was that her biggest concern right now?
“Which toe?” Mister Hurt asked.
That little cut stung like crazy. “What?”
“Which toe would you like me to sever first?”
“None of them. No toes!”
“The pinky toe,” Hurt said. “A token loss. I warn you, sawing through bone can take some time.” He watched her with a pleasant expression. “Cover her mouth.”
Jinx tried to scream again, but Hall's big hand silenced her. Morgan's hands clamped her leg and ankle into position. Jinx tried to breathe and couldn’t breathe as Mister Hurt's scalpel descended closer. Closer.
“That's enough,” Renata said.
Hurt blinked at Renata, mouth hanging open like he was half-asleep. Jinx went absolutely still and listened.
Hall frowned up at Renata. “What’s enough?”
“That.” Renata pointed at Jinx. “We're not torturing this woman.”
“Um, yes we are,” Mister Hurt said. “That is precisely what we are doing.” He raised the bloody scalpel. “See?”
“Mmmph!” Jinx added.
“You're not calling the shots here, Weaver.” Morgan turned back to Mister Hurt. “Do it.”
“I said,” Renata added, as she pulled her pistol and pressed it to the back of Hall's head, “we aren't torturing this woman.”
Sergeant Morgan immediately dropped Jinx's leg, stood, and pointed his own rifle at Renata. “The fuck is wrong with you?”
Jinx snatched her now free leg away from Mister Hurt, who stared indignantly. If Hurt tried to grab her leg again, Jinx would kick him right in the nose. He deserved to be kicked in that rat-like nose.
“You took your run at her,” Renata said. “You failed. Don't you have any drugs on hand? Trust cocktails?”
Mister Hurt's brow furrowed. “Trust cocktails?”
“This isn't how we do things in Argent,” Renata said. “Your bluff didn't break her, so you need to find another way.”
“Drop your weapon, Weaver.” Morgan kept his rifle pointed at Renata's face. “Do it now.”
“I'm not letting you cut up this woman because you're too stupid to try anything else,” Renata said, glaring at Mister Hurt, “and if Gabe was here, he wouldn't let you do this either. We're not the Supremacy. We have standards.”
“Got a problem in here!” Hall shouted, probably to get the attention of those outside. His hand slipped off Jinx's lips. She pondered screaming, but didn’t see how that would help the situation.
“Drop your weapon,” Morgan said, “or with God as my witness, I will put you in the ground.”
Renata smiled, gun to Hall's blond head. “Go ahead.” Her eyes glistened in the gloom, maybe because she lost everyone she loved last night. Maybe. Jinx couldn't know, but at least she still had all her toes. So what now?
“Count of five,” Morgan said. “Four. Three. Two.”
Renata was going to die now. Morgan was going to shoot her because she wouldn’t let Mister Hurt torture Jinx, and that was real nice of her to want that, to not want Jinx tortured. Jinx didn't want to be tortured either, and she really didn't want these men to shoot Renata, and oh darn it she had a better plan anyway. “I'll do it!”
Everyone stopped and looked at her.
“What?” Mister Hurt asked. One eye twitched.
“I'll open the warehouse. I'll get you on the Network.”
“She's lying,” Mister Hurt said.
“I'm not,” Jinx told them. “I'm really not.” She wasn't telling the whole truth either, but whatever.
Hall snorted. “Fastest interrogation ever.”
Mister Hurt grumbled something.
Jinx elbowed Hall. “I'm helping, you jerkwad!” He still had her restrained. “Lemme go!”
Hall released her, and Jinx immediately scrambled to the spot farthest from Mister Hurt. Hurt still held his scalpel, and he watched her with that weird twitch to his left eye. Morgan blocked the exit.
Renata holstered her pistol and stared at Hall. “You know I'm right.”
Hall shrugged. “That's Artifice's call. You aren't in Argent anymore.”
Renata would get in big trouble for protecting her, and Jinx felt bad about that. She was actually starting to like Renata, who had twice now saved her from bad things. Renata was all right.
“We don't torture people,” Renata reminded everyone.
“Well, actually—” Mister Hurt started, but stopped when everyone glared at him.
“I need my boot!” Jinx shouted. “I want my sock and boot, right now!”
After a tense moment, Morgan handed them over. She put them on and ignored the sting from the clotting cut between her toes. They emerged from the transport to find Artifice waiting, a mild smile upon his face.
“You've changed your mind?” Artifice asked.
Jinx was struck by the rather paranoid suspicion that Artifice planned everything that just happened in the truck: the threat of torture by missing toes, Renata's heroic defense, the argument, all of it.
That was silly. No one could plan that far ahead. Jinx was just freaked out because of the almost torture. Her thumping heart felt like it was going to pop out of her chest, which would be weird and also, fatal.
“I’ll get you on the Network,” she said. “But just once.”
When Artifice touched her shoulder Jinx jumped, but his touch wasn't creepy at all. It felt fatherly and kind. “You’re doing the right thing. You'll see that soon, I'm sure.”
Jinx really didn't agree, but she wasn't going to argue right now.




09: Freyja


“LET’S GO INSIDE before anyone sees us,” Renata said.
Jinx headed for the door with a pit in her stomach. She didn’t even last through her first severed toe. Yet would Mack really want that — all Jinx’s toes cut off to save a warehouse — or would Mack want Renata shot dead? Jinx couldn't know any of that, only how she dealt with what happened, which was badly. She felt smaller now. She felt shame.
Jinx opened the door panel and punched in the encryption key. Then she punched in the next one, and the one after that, and put her pupil to the scanner, and whispered three words in ancient Cantonese. Locks clicked open.
Jinx tugged on the door without success until Hall helped — she had forgotten how heavy the armored door was, as Mack usually opened it — and pulled it open. It was dark inside.
“Let me go in first,” Jinx said. “Otherwise, you'll trigger the defense mechanisms.”
Hall peered into the darkened interior. “Defense mechanisms?”
“Big automatic guns.”
“After you,” Hall said.
Renata gripped Jinx's arm. “You're not going in there alone.”
Jinx glanced at her. “You're going to get shot.”
“Not if you go in front of me,” Renata said. “Walk.” She stepped directly behind Jinx and put her pistol against Jinx's spine. “Now.”
Jinx sighed. “Okay, but stay behind me.”
“That's what I said I'd do, isn't it?”
Jinx stepped inside, Renata moving with her and keeping her gun pressed against Jinx’s back. The moment they entered the warehouse, the automated door slammed shut. It did that when someone entered who wasn't Mack or Jinx, which was precisely what Jinx had planned.
Jinx spun and punched Renata in the stomach, except Renata wasn't there. Jinx punched air instead, because she wasn't Mack or good at fighting, really. Something cracked against her temple. Then she was on the ground with Renata on top of her, with Renata’s pistol pressed to her head.
Breathing hard, Renata grinned like they'd been wrestling. “I knew you'd try something. So predictable.”
Jinx didn't grin back. “You need the passcode to open the door from the inside, too, and I'm not opening it again.”
Renata glanced at the door, then at her. “Yes you are.”
“You won't torture me. You proved that in the transport. So unless you know some form of mind control...”
Renata bared her teeth. “Open the door.”
“You get your Network call,” Jinx said. “Just you.”
Renata frowned, but didn't shoot her.
“I'm still not convinced Cordoba's selling people to the Supremacy,” Jinx said, as her head pounded, “but I won’t dismiss it out of hand. I also won't let your friends take all our stuff.”
“Open the door,” Renata said again, with less enthusiasm.
“Let me up,” Jinx said. “We can't make your call until you let me up. You'll call your contact, you'll tell him you lost your connection, and you'll ask him to send you another.”
Renata glanced at the ceiling. “You don't have automatic guns trained on the doorway, do you?”
“Oh no, we do.” Jinx felt almost normal now that she was in her castle, behind an armored door. “Also, I can't disable them from outside, so I just saved your friends from becoming rabbit food.”
Renata pushed off and stood. “You should have told us!”
Jinx sat up, hand to her head. “Like you'd have believed me?” Her palm came away bloody.
Renata's eyes widened. “You're bleeding.”
“Yeah, you hit me pretty hard.”
“Well, I'm not sorry! You need to start trusting us. We're on the same side.”
“You keep saying that, and then you do things like pointing rifles at me and threatening to cut off my toes.”
Renata stomped a foot. “I'd never let them do that!”
Jinx stood and winced, dots swimming before her eyes. She remembered Renata pointing a gun at her would-be torturers in the back of Artifice’s truck. “Thank you?”
“The Supremacy took my little brother,” Renata said, quiet-like.
Jinx knew anguish when she heard it. Renata was barely holding on. Her missing brother, her dead friends, all of it was smacking her around like a Ceto desert storm. Or at least ... that's what Jinx imagined. She could easily be wrong.
Jinx pointed to the comm panel on her warehouse’s armored door. “You should tell your boss what's going on before he gets too upset.”
Renata relayed the bad news. To his credit, Artifice stayed calm. He sounded almost complimentary. He probably wanted his Network call.
“Where's your connection?” Renata asked.
“It's a spacenet terminal in the back room, in a shielded vault.” Jinx turned and walked. “Follow me.”
She led Renata through shelves piled with ammo, spare parts for Freyja, and trophies. Mack loved her trophies. They passed the ancient Terran sniper rifle she’d won from Kaliden Toth in an epic game of high-stakes poker, which was prominently displayed on a top shelf. No one made bullets that fit it anymore, but the gun was priceless. Most Terran relics were.
Next came a glass case holding one half of The Duskdale Butcher’s broken chestplate, displayed next to his double-bladed heatsword. After that was a Medal of Distinguished Valor, which the mayor of Star’s Landing awarded Freyja after she saved a busload of nuns. Beyond that stood an ancient powered armor prototype Mack retrieved from a scuttled pirate ship on one of Phorcys’s moons.
Next they passed an honest-to-God oil painting of cowboys riding horses across an open field, an image from old Earth. They passed dozens of weapon racks filled with powerful rifles and heatswords, most unused. Gun collecting was Mack’s hobby and also, more guns in here meant less guns shooting at them.
Renata barely glanced at any of it, but Jinx was glad she’d kept the Patriots out of here. They’d have looted the place from top to bottom. She and Mack had collected so much history together, all precious and most of it irreplaceable, and Jinx had saved it. That wasn’t a failure, was it?
Their contract room was a small, closed box in the center of the building, basically a giant Faraday cage. No signals got in or out except through the hardline running from the box to the roof, to a tiny satellite dish hidden in the smallest A/C unit.
Jinx leaned forward and tapped in several more codes, different from the ones on the door. The contract door clicked. Jinx opened it to reveal a desk, seat, and spacenet terminal. It was all very stark and intimidating.
“Are all bounty hunters this paranoid?” Renata asked.
“Only the ones who are still alive.” Jinx stayed where she was. “I assume you want me in there with you, right?”
“So you can't seal me inside? Yes, Miss Unexpected Door Closer, I want you in the room with me. I also want you in front of the terminal, where I can cover you with my gun.”
Jinx shrugged. “Whatever.”
Renata grabbed Jinx’s arm again and pressed her pistol into her back. Before they could walk inside, Renata's vest beeped. An incoming call?
“Shit.” Renata stepped back and covered Jinx with her pistol while her other hand tried, and failed, to open her vest pocket. “Shit, shit shit!” She fumbled out a comm-unit about the size of a lipstick. “What?”
“Open the door,” Artifice's tiny voice said.
“I'm not opening that door,” Jinx reminded Renata.
“Bai Ro's thugs are on approach,” tiny Artifice continued. “They may suspect we know about their trafficking ring.”
Renata's eyes shot wide. “Oh no, no, no they can't!”
Jinx glared at Renata, because this must be another of Artifice's tricks. Yet how could she be sure? She sat down at her spacenet terminal, in front of a pair of vidscreens as tall as her chest. As she swiped to the camera above the door, her heart did a little pitter pat.
On the live feed, three sleek black limousines pulled up in front of Mack's warehouse, neatly blocking in the Patriot transports. Those limousines were likely armored. Bai Ro loved nice limousines.
“We're counting on you,” Artifice said, over Renata's comm.
“Get the audio,” Renata shouted. “Get me that audio!”
Jinx touched the big vidscreens and swiped up the audio on the microphones mounted outside the warehouse. Limousine doors opened with quiet thumps. Ten men in expensive suits with mirrored data-visors stepped out of the limousines, all carrying rifles. These were kage: Ro's thugs.
The lead kage bowed deeply. “On behalf of the great and honorable Bai Ro, we bid you welcome to Pioneer Point.”
Artifice returned the bow. “You honor us. What can we do for Mister Ro today?” He sounded awfully calm for someone outnumbered two to one.
“We apologize for the inconvenience,” the lead kage said, and he did sound sorry, “but we must ask you to leave.”
“Have we somehow offended Mister Ro?”
“With respect,” the lead kage said, “the honorable Bai Ro can no longer allow Patriots of Ceto to openly carry weapons in the city of Pioneer Point. It is an issue of optics.”
Why was everyone apologizing instead of shooting each other? This seemed far more pleasant that most negotiations Jinx had seen on jobs with Mack. Maybe this would all end with them shaking hands and leaving.
Renata elbowed her. “Help them, dammit!”
“How?” Did Renata really think Jinx would open the door for Artifice, the Patriots, and Ro's thugs?
“They're going to get killed!” Renata hissed. “This is your warehouse! Defend it!”
“I understand Mister Ro's concerns,” Artifice said, on the feed, “and I thank you for bringing them to our attention. I regret the misunderstanding. We will leave soon.”
“With great respect,” the kage said, “we ask that you leave now. This is non-negotiable.”
If Artifice and Renata were right, Ro was up to his neck in this human-trafficking business. Renata might be right about everything, including why Ro's thugs were here. That meant this negotiation might not be as pleasant as she hoped.
“Unfortunately,” Artifice said, “we have already promised our services to another. Breaking our word would bring great dishonor upon us. Please understand. We will be gone from your city in no less than thirty minutes.”
The kage stepped back as each of his fellows pointed a rifle at a Patriot. Jinx remembered then those data-visors helped kage coordinate, feeding them an augmented reality display that made them disturbingly efficient. Rumors claimed that even in the wildest of firefights, kage rarely wasted bullets.
“You have thirty seconds to get back into your vehicles,” the lead kage said. “So sorry for the trouble.”
The tip of a gun bumped into the back of Jinx’s head. Renata's gun. She did like pressing it up against the back of people's heads.
“You’re going to get them killed,” Renata said, voice quiet. “I'm done fucking with you. Save them or die.”
Jinx needed a plan. Her brain was good at coming up with plans, but only when people weren't threatening to kill her. She needed to work on thinking while people threatened to kill her.
“Fix it!” Renata shouted.
Jinx huffed. “Fine!” She leaned forward and brought up a new window on the console. “Tell Artifice and everyone to duck.”
Renata shouted, “Down!” into her lipstick.
As Artifice and the rest of the Patriots dropped, Jinx activated the sentry guns on the door. They spun up inside the wall and chewed their way out, spewing bullets. Kage scattered and somersaulted behind their limousines, but none of them actually got shot.
That was neither blind luck or acrobatic skill. Jinx had ordered her guns to shoot into the limousines, entirely avoiding human targets. Shooting over the limos would simply endanger the people of Pioneer Point, as every time a bullet went up, it had to come down somewhere.
Jinx suspected Mack would not approve, yet Jinx tried to avoid killing whenever she could. She didn't have the heart to just slaughter people. While her big guns remodeled the kage’s limos for them, she opened the warehouse door by remote. “Go!” Jinx shouted, over the external speakers.
“Go!” Artifice agreed, on the audio feed.
He and the other Patriots charged inside as kage fired blindly from behind their limousines. Morgan went down, blood blossoming from his side. Hall caught him and, with Artifice, dragged him into the warehouse.
Mister Hurt was already inside, of course — that nasty little man ran faster than a darter lizard — and then Jinx slammed the door. Next she spun down the door guns, ending the endless fire. No need to waste more bullets.
The kage and Bai Ro would be pissed off, sure, but ultimately, no one got killed today, just maimed. A little. They would leave now, right?
Renata was gone — dashed out the door of the contract room to find her friends — and Jinx pondered sealing herself inside. Then she remembered the other room, the one she could get to with Renata gone. Jinx keyed the code to unlock that door into her spacenet terminal.
She sprinted from the contract room and glimpsed Renata, the other Patriots, and Artifice collapsed by the door. The building rumbled. Something hit the armored windows hard enough to hurt Jinx’s ears, and then the windows shattered. Goopy liquid fire rolled down the walls and splashed across the floor, threatening all of Mack's trophies and toys.
One of Ro’s kage had brought a firefoam launcher! The automated sprinkler system kicked in and deluged the floor, but water wouldn’t put out firefoam. What could she do to stop it? She couldn’t do anything to stop it!
All Jinx could do now was not die. She felt a bit guilty about leaving Renata and the Patriots in a burning warehouse, at least until Mister Hurt screamed that Jinx was running for it. Her guilt burned away like firefoam. She hadn't asked for any of this!
Sopping wet and huffing hard, Jinx reached the armor room and opened the unlocked door. She closed it, locked it behind her, and caught her breath as the lights inside powered on. Her savior emerged from the dark.
Freyja's armored red form glistened where it stood strapped into the charging station. Mackenzie’s suit of powered armor stood almost three meters tall, with a black skull painted on its faceplate, and it looked intimidating as heck. Jinx wiped sprinkler water from her eyes and recited the activation code.
Freyja's skull-faced helmet swung upward like a gullwing door, hissing a hiss Jinx knew like her own soft breath. Freyja’s armored chest plate split in two, like a pair of hands coming open. Leg panels popped open as well, forming steps that allowed the pilot to climb into the armor.
Jinx climbed, turned, and slipped backward into the padding — Freyja was customized for Mack, but fit Jinx in a pinch — and recited the second activation code. Armor closed and locked as a comforting dark surrounded her. She was in a cocoon, warm, safe, and protected.
Freyja's external cameras booted up. A front screen appeared first, showing the door, followed by side screens, showing her surroundings. One last screen appeared above the front screen in miniature, her rear view mirror. 360 degree spatial awareness was just one advantage of well-made powered armor.
Jinx stepped off the charging station with the satisfying clomp of armored boots, each of her own muscle movements magnified by the suit. Walking in powered armor felt like walking underwater. It took concentration, and you moved slower than you liked.
A scrolling list of systems checks zipped by on the right of her forward screen, reminding her Freyja was unarmed. Jinx clomped to the wall and pressed Freyja’s wrist against the socket holding one of Mack's two recoilless smart rifles. It snapped onto Freyja’s arm, interfacing with the suit’s systems.
Jinx turned and snapped the other smart rifle onto the other arm, then glanced longingly at the railgun they mounted to Freyja’s back when they needed to blow up a tank or something. That kind of firepower probably wasn’t warranted today, so Jinx mounted Freyja’s trusty autocannon to her back instead. She shoved the armor hangar door open.
Eager flames now rode the rafters and most every flammable surface in her warehouse. The valiant sprinklers had given up, but fortunately, it remained a comfortable 22 Celsius inside Freyja. The Patriots huddled at the back, where the fire had yet to spread. Artifice shouted and pointed at her.
Beside him, Renata glared betrayal with wet eyes. Everything around her was burning — all Mack’s trophies were burning — and Jinx wanted to scream at this senseless waste, at being cheated out of all their hard work. Everything they’d earned together, their retirement money, their livelihood, up in smoke because of these stupid Patriots and the stupid kage and the stupid Supremacy, who couldn’t just obey the law.
Jinx eeped as a chunk of burning ceiling bounced off Freyja’s shoulder. So the ceiling was coming down? Fine. Their warehouse had no back door, and she wasn’t going out the front with Bai Ro’s thugs still waiting out there. She aimed up and pressed the trigger.
The autocannon mounted on Freyja's back spun up. A familiar brrrrrrrt vibrated the suit as Freyja traced a circular outline of exploding bullets in the armored ceiling, eating a chunk of the cannon’s ammo. When it was done, Jinx fired her repulsor jets.
Freyja rocketed upward and smashed through the circle Jinx had carved in her own roof. As she landed, Freyja pitched violently forward. Jinx caught herself by windmilling her arms, steadied her suit, and breathed. From up here, she could see threats in all directions.
Her 360 display catalogued dangers in real-time: ten active shooters behind the battered limousines, another crouched behind the trash bins beyond the fence, and one last shooter behind a distant warehouse. Freyja posted warnings about incoming CSD helos, and Jinx had no idea how she’d explain any of this to Ceto Security Division without being arrested.
She was still alive. She’d also saved Freyja from being stolen, and that counted for something, right? Mack would think that counted for something. Jinx fired her repulsor jets and jumped off the back of the warehouse, swatting at the stupid antennas in her way.
She landed without falling on her face, then got Freyja up to a decent jog. She and Mack kept a camouflaged manhole cover secured above the unmarked entry to one of Pioneer Point's drainage tunnels, hidden in the abandoned lot they’d purchased behind the warehouse. Nothing and no one could stop her, yet she couldn't stop seeing Renata's wide, betrayed eyes.
Renata lost everyone she cared about last night, and still saved Jinx from the Supremacy. Renata pressed her gun to Morgan's head to save Jinx from torture, despite knowing it might get her killed. The others could go sit on a stick, but Renata didn't deserve to burn alive.
Jinx stood in the abandoned lot beside the camouflaged manhole cover. Down that hole lay freedom from the Patriots and the Supremacy and everyone. She was clear. She was free. And she turned and rushed back to the warehouse, up an alley, because she was a tenderhearted idiot.
The back wall still stood, but Jinx could fix that. She raised her right arm. “Door, please.”
Freyja’s display outlined a man-sized arch in the middle of the warehouse wall, and then her autocannon spun up once more. One long brrrrrrrrt later, her autocannon had carved the outline of a new door in the back wall of her warehouse. She hoped no one had been standing behind it.
Jinx clomped forward and kicked the wall. Brick and metal cracked inward and shattered, revealing flames. Jinx pushed through, brushed more masonry aside, and entered her still burning home.
Her right-side screen flagged Renata and the Patriots, coughing and kneeling. The kage still hadn’t blown their way in, which was another reason Jinx would miss this place so much. As castles went, it was a good one.
“Move!” she shouted, through Freyja's voice modulator. “This way! Follow me!”
The Patriots seemed baffled by her return, but Renata wasn’t. She hopped up and ran toward Jinx, beckoning those behind her. “Go, go go!”
“Go!” Artifice agreed.
He and a now-shirtless Sergeant Hall — why was he shirtless? — slipped their arms under Morgan's shoulders and dragged him forward. Then Jinx noticed a bloody shirt around Morgan’s torso, probably Hall's, and it made sense.
“Leave me.” Morgan coughed wetly as the Patriots stumbled with his weight. “Get out of here!”
“Oh God, really?” Jinx stomped forward and grabbed Morgan around the waist with Freyja’s strong hands. She slung him over her shoulder. “Run, you goobers!”
Finally, they rushed past her and out of the warehouse, into the back alley. Jinx stomped after them to find Artifice waiting. He stared past the burning warehouse like he could see the front, where the kage were.
“Move!” Jinx shouted.
“One moment.” Artifice’s gaze remained distant, and he clutched a small remote. Was he watching a camera feed? Did he have a PBA installed — a brain-mounted computer — that let him see a feed from somewhere?
“What are you waiting for?” Jinx demanded. “They’re coming!”
Artifice clicked the remote. The ground bucked and trembled. With a deafening roar of tortured metal and shattered brick, a good portion of Mack's still-burning warehouse collapsed.
A small smile crossed Artifice’s face. “Not anymore.”
Jinx turned to see a new plume of smoke rising from the other side of her shattered, burning home. “You blew something up?” What was it with the Patriots and stupidly large bombs? “What the heck did you blow up?”
Artifice focused on her. “Ro's thugs won't be after us now.” He stepped aside and gestured for her to precede him. “Lead the way.”
Jinx stomped toward the empty lot, ignoring Morgan's wet coughing. After helping Mister Hurt slice at her toes he deserved to be jostled around, didn’t he? They all deserved a good beating, but she supposed they were all past that now, given she’d saved them instead of letting them burn alive.
Covered on both sides by two and three-story buildings, Jinx led the Patriots to an abandoned, fenced-in lot filled with damp earth and grass. “Activate hatch,” she told Freyja.
Dirt shifted and grass snapped as the hatch flipped upward, revealing a hole just wide enough for Freyja. A ladder led down into the darkness. From below, Freyja’s sensors detected gently rushing water.
“Down you go,” Jinx said.
Mister Hurt clambered down the hole ahead of everyone, the little rat, followed by Renata, then Hall. Artifice waited for Jinx, probably trying to be gentlemanly or something.
“Down!” Jinx shouted.
Artifice smiled pleasantly up at her. “You don't really plan to seal us down there, do you?”
That was a really good idea, and Jinx wished she'd thought of it. Too late now. Artifice would never trust her around a door again.
“Fine!” Jinx stepped into the hole, careful not to bump Morgan on the rim. She fired Freyja's repulsor jets and landed with only a token stumble. She did knock the air out of Morgan, though. Despite what he’d done to her, his tortured cough made her feel like a heel.
Artifice slid down the ladder like a firefighter and splashed into the ankle-deep water. Jinx supposed she could always jump back up, now, but the hole looked narrow enough that she doubted she could manage it safely. If she missed the jump and came back down, that would be all sorts of embarrassing, not to mention she might crush someone.
“Freyja,” Jinx said, “close the hatch.”
Unlike everyone else around her, the hatch listened.




10: Evidence


HALL CAME OVER, eyes urgent and arms outstretched. He must really be worried about his buddy, given how badly Jinx bumped Morgan around on the trek from her burning warehouse. She handed Morgan down to Hall, resisting the urge to shout about how she’d just saved their lives.
For a moment they all stood in the drainage tunnel, in the ankle-deep water, in the silence that followed an explosion that followed a gunfight. The ceiling was only a meter or so above Freyja’s head. She could reach up and touch it. She didn’t want to touch it.
Jinx’s ears rang but only just, since most of the loud stuff happened after she was safely inside Freyja. She was safely inside Freyja. She pointed both Freyja’s smart rifles directly at Artifice.
“Hand’s up!” Jinx shouted, and it felt really good to shout that. She wasn’t a captive any longer, wasn’t on the run or pleading for her life or trying not to get her toes cut off. She was a woman in powered armor with enough firepower to carve through walls, and she was rather pissed off right now.
Artifice raised his hands. “Thank you for coming back. I appreciate it.”
“Shut up!”
“Let’s start again,” Artifice said. “First, I’m sorry about your warehouse. Part of the reason I wanted to move quickly—”
“I said shut up!” Jinx shouted, louder this time.
“—is because I was worried Ro would spot us and anticipate our actions,” Artifice continued. “He has hurt us, but that doesn’t mean we can’t still help each other. We need you.”
He hadn’t shut up, and Jinx couldn’t mow down Artifice and the other Patriots in cold blood. She wouldn’t murder anyone, and Artifice knew that. Jinx lowered her guns.
“It’s two klicks to where this drainage tunnel lets out on the marshes,” she informed them, a bit peevishly. “You’ll stay here until I’m out of sight, and then you’ll go do whatever you do when you’re not blowing things up or cutting off people’s toes. We won’t see each other again.”
“We can help you rescue Freyja from the Supremacy,” Artifice said, hands still raised. “We can prove we’re telling the truth about the abductions, also, if you’ll travel with us to the crawl ship berthed on the Pioneer Point docks.”
“Not interested.” Jinx stomped forward and forced them to scramble out of her way. “I can rescue my own partner, and you goobers are lucky to be alive after what you did to me.” She walked away from them.
“What we did to you?” Renata shouted from behind her, and her wounded tone made Jinx uncomfortable. “We died for you! All my friends died for you, to save you, and you’re walking away? You don’t even care?”
Jinx slowed, then stopped. She zoomed her 360 display in to Renata’s face, which was covered in dirt and streaked with real tears. Renata was telling the truth ... sort of.
Jinx was alive only because Renata’s friends died on their mission to abduct her at Cordoba’s mansion. Brit blew up in her shuttle, and Gabe got cut in half by a rotor, and Delilah got her head blown open, and then Otto ran into the woods and got shot until he died. They hadn’t been bad people, not really, and now all of them were dead.
And what if Ro and Cordoba and Ryke were doing what Artifice suggested? What if they were abducting people and selling them to the Supremacy for manual labor, or worse, to be experimented upon? What if those people were being hurt right now?
Jinx didn’t have parents because she didn’t know who her parents were, because when she was little, just two or so, the Supremacy took them away. The Supremacy erased her parents, and Jinx thought about that every night before she went to sleep. Forgetting felt wrong.
So what if another baby Jinx was out there, sobbing alone in her abandoned crib? What if some other little girl was crying herself to sleep in a small bed with the other war orphans? What if that little girl was making up stories where the people who loved her had adventures together, laughing and joking, being happy instead of dead?
“My little brother’s up there!” Renata shouted. “He’s one among hundreds, and they’ll kill them all, or worse! How can you let that happen? How can you live with it?”
Jinx couldn’t. Maybe Mack could, but Jinx doubted that. Mack would absolutely stop Cordoba and Ro and Ryke, because when someone tried to do something bad to someone else, Mack made it so they couldn’t do that bad thing. Because they were dead. Jinx wasn’t Mack — she didn’t kill — but she could still help some lonely little girl get her parents back.
Jinx stomped back to the gathered Patriots. Morgan looked pale. He leaned heavily against Hall, bleeding through Hall’s shirt. Renata glared as Artifice stood, arms crossed, and Mister Hurt cowered behind them.
Jinx crossed Freyja’s arms. She liked that she could cross both arms with the smart rifles attached, liked that she’d thought Mack might want to do that in powered armor. Jinx made that possible. She fixed things.
“I want to see your evidence,” Jinx said. “All of it.”
Artifice bowed like he had to the kage outside her warehouse, before Jinx shot bullets at them and then they all blew up. “Of course.” He straightened. “Shall we go now?”
“Fine,” Jinx said. “You lead.” That way, she could keep Freyja’s guns pointed at them.
They walked for a long time, so long Jinx’s mind wandered as Freyja handled routine navigation. Where was Mack right now? What would she say when they saw each other again? How would Jinx explain about their exploded warehouse and her almost missing toes?
Artifice led as if he knew right where to go. This drainage tunnel connected to the larger system, but there was no way back into Pioneer Point that wouldn’t trigger alarms and alert Ceto Security Division. Artifice assured them encountering the CSD was unacceptable — Bai Ro had informants everywhere, which was how he’d known to send his kage to Mack’s warehouse — so they could either walk to the marsh or be thrown in prison. It was past midday when they reached the tunnel exit to the marshes, which was probably why Morgan keeled over when they did.
“Shit, hang on!” Hall eased Morgan down against the tunnel wall and stared, eyes wide. “Hey!” He slapped Morgan’s cheek, but Morgan didn’t react and didn’t breathe, really. “Stay with me! Look at me!”
Renata crouched beside them. “He’s lost too much blood,” she said quietly. “He’s gone.”
Hall glared at her. “He’s not gone!”
“Sergeant Hall.” Artifice placed a hand on Hall’s shoulder. “We’ll come back for him.”
“Shit.” Hall’s body shook visibly. “This isn’t right.”
Jinx watched their sad scene from inside Freyja’s air-conditioned armor, watched and did nothing because there was nothing she could do. She had no bandages or stimulants on Freyja, and she wasn’t a doctor. She fixed armor, not people. It felt bad to watch Morgan die.
Yet die he did, shuddering and then not shuddering. Jinx turned her gaze to the marsh, uncomfortable with everything else. Thick grass and flowered stalks swayed in the wind as insects swarmed in the midday sun. The sun shined in the clear green sky overhead, and Jinx had always thought the Phorcys sea must look like this, vast and pretty.
Jinx decided not to rush anyone. She decided to let these Patriots say goodbye to their good dead friend, to the person who got shot because she maybe didn’t open her warehouse door fast enough. The person who held her leg tight while Mister Hurt tried to cut off her toes.
Artifice walked past her. “Follow me.” He strode into the marsh.
It occurred to Jinx then that Artifice had likely known Morgan would die without help. Yet he still kept them from climbing into the city where someone could treat Morgan’s wound. He kept them from risking capture because, Jinx supposed, he valued their entire party over one man.
Yet as the others stood over Morgan’s still body, as Renata crossed herself, Morgan’s death just seemed so stupidly unnecessary. There must have been another way. Yet soon the Patriots followed Artifice into the marsh, leaving Morgan’s body propped against the tunnel wall.
How could leaving Morgan behind be so easy for them? Jinx assumed people learned to deal with death when it happened so frequently, like it had when the Patriots of Ceto fought the Supremacy, but she couldn’t be sure of that. She’d never lived a soldier’s life or lost anyone except her parents, and she’d been just a baby when that happened.
No one looked back to check if she was following, but Jinx walked Freyja into the bug-filled marsh anyway. Its mud clung stubbornly to every invading foot. Every time an unarmored Patriot slapped at a stinging, biting bug, Jinx felt grateful for her air-conditioned armor. The bugs out here were harmless, mostly, but their bites itched like crazy.
After another hour they reached a re-entry point Artifice declared safe. He led them to an unmarked maintenance door in one of Pioneer Point’s multi-story biocrete walls. He pressed a tiny keycard to the wall, and the door snicked open.
Jinx logged the intrusion for later study. Normally, only CSD or other authorized personnel could open Pioneer Point’s external doors — that deterred piracy and, of course, terrorism — but Artifice must have connections in Pioneer Point’s bureaucracy. Not enough to save Morgan, apparently, but enough to get them inside.
Artifice claimed to be someone most everyone in Pioneer Point considered a hero. The jury was still out on whether he was the real Artifice, but Jinx followed him up well-kept stairs inside the wall anyway. At the top, they filed out into one of many maintenance tunnels inside Pioneer Point’s border walls. There was no traffic here, no CSD, and no witnesses.
As they walked through the dripping maintenance tunnel they passed plenty of cameras, but Artifice seemed not to care. Had he paid off whoever was watching them? And if he could do that, why couldn’t he have paid off whoever would stop them from getting Morgan to a doctor?
There was walking. More walking. An hour and a half of walking, until finally they reached the end of a maintenance tunnel. Outside, the afternoon sun shined down on the worn metal and stacked shipping crates of the Pioneer Point docks.
They’d walked for over three hours since they left her warehouse. Jinx usually didn’t do this much walking, but Freyja had done most of it for her, and the others probably walked this far all the time. Time seemed faster than normal right now, probably because she’d just seen a man die after her home blew up for the second time in twenty-five hours.
“Wait,” Artifice said.
They waited until a big truck with a big trailer pulled up beside the tunnel and stopped. A nervous-looking bald man in a plain orange jumpsuit opened the trailer doors without looking at them, keeping his eyes on his truck.
“Inside,” Artifice said.
The Patriots all piled into the back of the empty truck trailer. Jinx bent Freyja over to fit inside, then moved carefully to avoid accidentally smooshing anyone. The bald man looked away as he closed the doors.
The truck rumbled for a bit before it stopped again. Then doors opened to reveal more Patriots of Ceto and the edge of the docks. Beyond them stood the open deck of a crawl ship. On either side of the crawl ship deck, several stories below, the marsh around Pioneer Pointed glistened wetly. At least the swarming bugs never swarmed all the way up here.
Crawl ships, walking decks that carried hundreds of cargo containers from city to city across Ceto’s marshes, swamps, and sands, moved on a set of thick metal legs. Jinx had always thought the engineering involved was awesome. Stacks of cargo containers filled the ship’s open deck.
“Out,” Artifice said.
He sure was giving a lot of orders lately. Jinx hopped out after the others. She didn’t mind following Artifice’s orders when they were what she wanted to do anyway. She checked her 360 display to find the dock behind the truck empty of possible witnesses. Did Artifice arrange that?
“Follow me,” Artifice said.
Seeing no reason not to, Jinx followed him across the crawler deck to a set of descending stairs. Artifice stopped at the top and glanced at her. “Docking stations wait below. You can park Freyja there. We’ll charge it.”
Jinx frowned inside her suit. “I’m not trusting you with my armor.” It was hers as much as Mack’s.
“I give you my word we will not harm you,” Artifice said. “After we show you the proof you’ve requested, if you still want to leave, we won’t stop you.”
“Like heck you won’t.” Jinx felt a little like Mack now. “Show me your evidence. I’ve got all day, and I’m not leaving Freyja until I’m sure you’re not making all this up.” That was what Mack would say, though probably with more colorful words.
Artifice sighed. “Very well.” He glanced at his subordinates. “Sergeant Hall, let the others know about Sergeant Morgan. I’m authorizing a skiff for his recovery.” He looked to Renata. “Weaver, stay with us.”
Hall saluted before turning on his heel, stiff-like, and marching away toward the conning tower. It was a three-story armored structure with big windows that looked over the deck. Hall might still be upset about Morgan, but Jinx couldn’t be certain. Hall wore a hard expression.
Artifice glanced at Rat-face. “Hurt, you’re dismissed.”
“Of course, sir!” Mister Hurt gave Freyja one more worried glance before scurrying off like the rat he resembled.
Jinx really didn’t like that man. She didn’t like anyone who hurt people for a living, and also, he had a stupid name. He should have caught that bullet outside her warehouse instead of Morgan, but bullets didn’t care who was decent or evil. Jinx was either unusually philosophical or possibly dehydrated.
She checked Freyja’s wellness readout. Dehydration it was. She actually couldn’t stay in this armor all day long, because while it let her go to the bathroom inside it (any good powered armor would) it wouldn’t feed her, and Mack had nixed adding a water tank in favor of more repulsor jet fuel. An impenetrable armored suit was deadly if she passed out inside it.
Artifice led her across the crawler deck, apparently unconcerned about observers. Renata followed. They walked through an alley made by shipping containers stacked three on top of each other, tall enough to reach the windows of the crawler bridge but not tall enough to block the bridge’s view of the marsh. Artifice spoke in a calm, even tone as they walked.
“If you agree to work with us, I’d appreciate your help in opening a link to the Network,” Artifice said. “It is vital we re-establish contact with our informant on Phorcys. They will be key in our efforts to stop this trafficking ring.”
“I can’t promise anything,” Jinx said, “and I wouldn’t anyway.” Network links didn’t come cheap, and while she thought she could hack one together, given time, she wasn’t sure she’d do that anytime soon. “Where is this evidence of yours, anyway? Did you just leave it sitting on the deck?”
“We’re almost there.” Artifice led her to two containers at the end of a long stack wall, two instead of three. He pointed at brown containers battered by travel and thoroughly unremarkable in every way. Renata took up position beside one container, watching it with narrowed eyes.
“Three days ago,” Artifice said, “we intercepted these shipping containers on trucks headed to Argent from Pioneer Point, departing from a warehouse owned by Bai Ro. We had that warehouse under surveillance, and we wanted to know what they were shipping out.”
“So?” Jinx said. “Ro ships stuff all the time.”
“The trucks were registered to a shell company owned by Anton Cordoba, the man I sent Brit and Renata to capture alive. He’s the last link in an abduction ring I believe starts with Elena Ryke and Bai Ro. Cordoba’s trucks transport Ro and Ryke’s victims to Cordoba’s private shuttle pad on the Argent coast. There, Cordoba sends them into orbit.”
“So you sent Brit and Renata to abduct us.” Jinx thought back to the night two women held rifles on her in her own shuttle. “Did you hire us to abduct Cordoba ahead of them?”
“No,” Artifice said. “I have no idea who hired you to abduct Cordoba. Regardless, we couldn’t defeat Cordoba’s private security, and no one can get near Bai Ro since someone blew up his father years ago.”
“Yeah, I heard about that.” No one knew who blew up Jin Ro’s office with him inside it, but it had been all over the news.
“So,” Artifice continued, “when my contact notified me the famous Freyja had taken a contract to abduct Anton Cordoba, I saw an opportunity we could not miss. Every day this human trafficking ring exists, they abduct more people and send them to the Supremacy.”
“Your contact sold us out,” Jinx said, resisting the urge to punch the container with Freyja’s fist. “Nobody’s supposed to see bounty contracts but those who post them or take them. You tried to kill us!”
Artifice shook his head. “I never intended to kill you.”
“He’s telling the truth, Jinx,” Renata added, face calm. “We were just to hold you until you abducted Cordoba and then take him off your hands. We needed him to admit his part in the trafficking ring so we could leverage his confession against the others. After we had him, we would have let you go.”
“My partner would have murdered you,” Jinx said, though she wasn’t entirely sure about that. “She doesn’t forgive anyone stealing her bounties.”
“I was prepared to compensate you for your stolen bounty,” Artifice said. “Money means nothing compared to lives saved, and I was certain once I told you of Cordoba’s part in these abductions, you would see reason. I also trusted that, with the addition of appropriate payment, you would consider our score settled. Had things escalated, we might have come to blows or bullets, but I hoped we could avoid that by paying you off.”
This man made too much sense for Jinx to ever like him. It bothered her that he had an answer to everything, and it also bothered her that she, almost, believed him. Would calling him a liar change anything now?
“If you rescued abducted people,” Jinx said, staring at the cargo containers, “why are they still in there?” It didn’t seem like a very good hiding place.
“That’s what I’m about to show you,” Artifice said. “That’s your proof, though I fear it will haunt you as it has me.”
That sounded super ominous. Jinx didn’t like the sound of that at all. Artifice walked to a container, slid aside an armored panel concealing a keypad, and keyed in a long code. A previously concealed door in the side of the container hissed open in a very un-container like way, revealing darkness and blinking lights inside.
What looked like the mist from a bunch of dry ice poured from the opening, melted away by Pioneer Point humidity. Mist like that usually emerged only from cold environments, which suggested this container was very cold inside. Jinx felt cold.
Artifice stepped back. “You’ll find our evidence inside.”
Jinx stiffened. “You’re going to seal me in there.”
“I won’t,” Artifice said, “and even if I did, you could easily shoot your way back out. This isn’t a trap. It’s a tragedy, and one we must stop together.”
Jinx approached the container. She stooped to fit Freyja inside. She stepped, slowly, into the dark.
Freyja’s external temperature gauge plummeted, transitioning from a balmy 16 Celsius to -10. Jinx wouldn’t want to be inside here without armor. Where were the people Artifice claimed he’d rescued, and why were they all hiding in this icebox?
Jinx crept down a narrow path cutting between two stacks of rectangular boxes. One stack ran along each edge of the container, six boxes stacked on top of each other. Jinx took another look at all the blinking lights, one green per container, and the wires running into the boxes.
These boxes were, she realized, about the size of a decent coffin. About the size of a human body if you added padding and a thin wall, and refrigeration equipment on both sides. A ruthless chill crept up her skin.
Each box had a small window on its side. Jinx brushed away the ice on one window with Freyja’s armored hand. She saw nothing inside, visibly, but a quick Wi-Vi scan from Freyja’s sensors saw so much more. It saw horror.
A human body lay inside each of these boxes.
Each human body was naked and stiff.
Each human body was being shipped like packed meat.
Suspended animation technology was not used on Ceto, and it certainly couldn’t be built into cargo containers and independently powered — at least, not by any technician here. Even three years after the Supremacy left Ceto, Ceto’s government still lagged heavily behind the technology available on Phorcys. No one on Ceto could do this.
The Advanced, however — the genetically-modified superhumans who used suspended animation technology when even their great science couldn’t cure someone — they could do this. They had done this, freezing natural-born in icy coffins, and none of these people were actually ill. They were captives, shipments, meat.
And Anton Cordoba owned plenty of big trucks.
JINX STILL FELT COLD by the time she finished securing Freyja. She’d parked Mack’s armor on the single charging station inside the crawl ship’s conning tower. According to Artifice, his Patriots were pretending to be government inspectors, which made sense. Artifice had paid the crawl ship’s captain enough to ensure his fiction remained unchallenged.
Even so, the sight of the famous Freyja in their charging dock would raise questions. Fortunately, this particular charging dock sealed from the outside, and Jinx had just made certain the locking panel wouldn’t work for anyone but her. Only she could pilot Freyja, and now only she could reach it.
She looked up from the pleasant, mind-calming world of maintenance panels to find Renata watching her, pistol strapped to her hip. Jinx really wanted to sit down. She sat back against the door concealing Freyja, and after a moment, Renata sat beside her.
“I took balancers,” Renata said. “I’m better now.”
Jinx stared at her own knees. Emotional balancers suppressed emotion and evened it out, made you calm when you were sad and calm when you were angry. They also had this nasty habit of making all your suppressed emotions go nuclear after you stopped taking them, but Jinx assumed Renata didn’t care about that right now. It was probably just nice to not hurt so much, to not miss her dead friends for a little while.
“You’re going to help us,” Renata said. “Once we rescue your partner, she’ll understand the stakes and join us. With the two of you on our side, I think we can actually stop this.”
Jinx stared at Renata. “Um, no.” How could Renata assume that? “I haven’t signed on for anything. I certainly don’t know what M—” She caught herself. “What Freyja will do.”
Renata took Jinx’s hand in rough fingers, sending a jolt up her arm. “You don’t have to lie to me.” Renata stared with an intensity that felt an awful lot like how Mack stared at her. “You don’t have to hide who you are.”
“What?” Jinx managed.
“You could have left us in the tunnel, but you came back. You could have left us all to burn in that warehouse, but you came back.” She squeezed Jinx’s hand, smiling in a way that felt real. “You could have let Morgan shoot me, but you saved me.”
A flash of guilt forced Jinx to pull her hand free. “I needed you to find my partner.” Renata was attractive, in a rugged sort of way, but Jinx wasn’t remotely interested. She certainly wasn’t going to do anything now.
“You don’t need me,” Renata said, staring with big, calm eyes. “You don’t need any of us for anything, but you stayed and listened because you know this is wrong. These abductions bother you. You’re shaking.”
“I’m just tired!” Jinx snapped. “And thirsty. I’m really, really thirsty.” She had the worst headache.
“You’re a good person,” Renata said. “You can’t know the truth about this and not want to stop it.”
“I’m not Freyja!”
“But you do love her, don’t you?”
Any comeback Jinx might have offered dropped out of her head. When did Renata figure that out?
“I loved Gabriel,” Renata said, “and he loved me, perfectly. Even if he hated what I asked him to do, he’d do it, while complaining, because he loved me. That’s how I know Freyja will help us. She loves you, and you want her to help us because it’s the right thing to do.”
Renata seemed so sure about everything, so confident they would just trust her. Jinx couldn’t decide if that was attractive or annoying. “Nobody tells Freyja what to do.”
Renata sat back against the bulkhead and stared at the wall across from them. “The woman you love is still out there, alive. Think about how nice that is.”
Jinx really didn’t want to have this conversation right now. She couldn’t stop thinking about what the Supremacy might be doing to Mack, if they still had her. She couldn’t stop thinking about those ominous blinking lights, about the boxes and the wires, about the people.
“Why don’t you wake them up?” Jinx wasn’t sure why she hadn’t asked earlier. Shock, she supposed, or maybe a concussion.
“We can’t wake them up,” Renata said. “We don’t know how.”
“Then find out how.”
“There’s no documentation on breaking someone out of suspended animation,” Renata said, “and it’s not like we haven’t tried. We did try, with the first capsule.”
“The first capsule?”
“The one we tried to open. It melted the person inside.”
Jinx shuddered and slammed the floor. “There has to be some way to revive them!”
“There is,” Renata said, “but we can’t use trial and error when each error melts the person we’re trying to save. We thought Cordoba might know how to free them, which was one of many reasons Artifice wanted to interrogate him.” Her eyes went distant again. “Gabriel didn’t believe that, but he came along because he loved me. He died because he loved me.”
This conversation was annoyingly, frustratingly, unbearably depressing, and Jinx hated herself for not sympathizing more. Renata had lost everyone she loved last night, and all Jinx could think about were her own problems. She wanted to care as Renata lamented, but so much else was going wrong.
Jinx stood so fast the crawl ship spun dangerously around her. “I need food.” That would help things. “I need something to drink, too. Can you get me something to drink, please?”
Renata stood beside her. “There’s a solid mess on board, and it should be empty this time of day. I’ll make you something. I’m a decent cook.” She placed one hand on each of Jinx’s arms. “Come with me.”
The walk made Jinx feel slightly better, and the sandwich and soup that followed tasted amazing. Jinx hadn’t eaten all day. After she devoured her freshly-cooked meal and sucked down a full glass of Ceto’s tangy water, moving forward felt a tiny bit more possible.
The last time she’d eaten was before she and Mack went after Cordoba, almost a day ago. They’d had Chinese noodles and cheap wine. Had it really been only one day since she lost Mack? It seemed so much longer.
Jinx could barely keep her eyes open after she finished eating. She allowed Renata to lead her to a private cabin, then kicked the woman out and dived onto a hard bunk with a thin blanket. She slept, at least until a bunch of alarms blared deafeningly.
It seemed the crawl ship was under attack.
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MACKENZIE’S HEAD POUNDED when she woke on a bed in a tiny cell beneath a buzzing light. She didn’t hurt, because she couldn’t hurt, but the sensation of blood pounding in her head was distracting. Had she just stumbled out of a bar fight?
She checked for clothes and found a standard prison jumpsuit, orange and baggy, and paper slippers. As her brain reorganized, every last moment of what the fuck flooded back in a terrifying rush.
Jinx’s face stared up at her. Jinx’s dead face stared up at her, from inside Freyja, because Jinx apparently saved Freyja when their warehouse burned down. Jinx had been alive somehow, despite being blown up in their shuttle, and now she was dead, again, by Mackenzie’s stupid, bloody hands.
Mackenzie considered smashing the gray biocrete walls until her fists broke or the walls did. Instead, she sat up and focused on what she could do currently. Nothing made sense, so she should wait until things did make sense before going all rage monster.
There was still a chance Jinx survived the beating Mackenzie gave her. Jinx had somehow survived a whole godsdamned shuttle exploding, so maybe she survived being beaten to death, too. It was possible.
For now, Mackenzie would assume Jinx was alive. She would take life one catastrophe at a time, and the first catastrophe was figuring out why she was in a rectangular biocrete cell. The tattered blue CSD painted on the wall told her Ceto Security Division had her in prison. So what had she done to piss them off?
The last thing she remembered, before waking up here, was the jolt from a shocker on the back of her neck. Then blackness. Then this. So who knocked her out? Given the crawl ship infestation, it had probably been a Patriot of Ceto.
Mackenzie hadn’t seen the person creeping up on her because she had been busy watching flailing, flaming body parts land all over the crawl ship docks. She was all but certain Ro fired the crawl ship’s guns at the shipping containers he asked Clayton to steal back, but why? To destroy the evidence? And why did that evidence consist of body parts?
Yet what if wasn’t body parts in those containers, but the whole thing? What if those containers held trafficking victims before the crawl ship’s guns demolished them? Had the Patriots been holding them captive? Had Ro?
It didn’t matter. What mattered is Ro had executed, possibly, dozens of people, because having human trafficking tied to him would end his empire and murdering people wouldn’t harm him at all. Mackenzie needed answers. She needed out of this cell, and she needed out right now.
She slid her legs off the bed and stood, wobbly. The slippers were more annoying than helpful. She kicked them off and took halting, careful steps to the door, testing stiff muscles. She hammered the metal door repeatedly with one cyberized hand, which made suitably loud thumps.
“Hey, assholes!” Mackenzie had a parched throat and the worst hangover. “If you’re going to interrogate me, now’s the time!”
No one opened the door. Mackenzie pounded and shouted until her voice went raw. Defeated (temporarily) she retreated to her bed. A tiny air toilet sat in the corner. She didn’t even have a chair or desk.
This wasn’t good. Being trapped in this tiny cell would make her mental. She was obviously in balancer withdrawal, and oh, she had probably killed her dead girlfriend again, but not before her girlfriend killed her other partner, and that—
That didn’t make any godsdamned sense, did it?
Jinx was not a killer. Jinx had never killed anyone. So even inside Freyja, why would Jinx blow up that crane cab with Clayton inside it?
Jinx wouldn’t murder Clayton like that, so Mackenzie considered, again, what she’d seen and what she only assumed. What if Jinx blew up the cab after Clayton jumped out? Could Clayton still be out there somewhere?
Finally, Mackenzie’s tired, battered mind stumbled across the worst part of this very raw deal. If the CSD didn’t have Clayton to blame, and they didn’t have Jinx, and they didn’t have the Patriots or Bai Ro — they still had one person left to blame for dozens of exploded people.
Her. Just her. Godsdammit.
The door to her cell opened abruptly, and Mackenzie blinked as one person walked inside. She took in his judging frown, his freshly shaved face, and his worn blue CSD officer’s uniform, and gasped. She said the first thing that made any sense to her.
“Clayton, what the actual f—”
Probably One Month Ago, Maybe
CAPTAIN ELIJAH FOSTER STOOD SILENTLY in the rising elevator, sealed in by plastic, metal, and very clean glass. He ran though the arguments he’d devised to ensure whatever mission President Mendoza had devised for him went to someone else. Being tapped for something like this was the problem with being a hero who’d helped win an unwinnable war. The people who should have known enough to leave you alone kept bugging you to help them, begging you to be a hero for them, again.
Eli was done being the Right Hand of Artifice. He was done being a Patriot of Ceto as well, though he hadn’t had time to get their crossed swords lasered off his neck. He was done following the orders of people who saw each year without war as a threat instead of a blessing. He had a gifted teenager to raise, a generous wife to love, and a life to live. He’d earned that. His family was his responsibility now, not assuaging Mendoza’s fears.
The Supremacy wasn’t coming back to Ceto. They’d never have left so completely and unexpectantly, abandoning their bases and even some of their precious Supremtech, if they planned on invading again. Yet no matter how often he and other former Patriot commanders told Ceto’s politicians this, their paranoia (and President Mendoza’s) only grew.
The Advanced had a senate on Phorcys, so of course President Mendoza and all Ceto’s other political assholes had to have a senate too. Cowards and opportunists filled Ceto’s senate, small men and women obsessed with their own power. They ran Ceto because the Supremacy had systematically removed or eliminated all the politicians with real backbones.
The elevator stopped on the highest floor of Ceto’s parliament tower, built in the center of a heavily fortified Duskdale. Construction had finished less than six months ago. This twenty-story tower had armored plates heavy enough to stand up to any known weapon short of a rod launched by a mass driver, and if the Supremacy did plan to take back Ceto, that was how they’d do it. Orbital bombardment.
Technically, Ceto had air supremacy, but that didn’t matter when the Supremacy flew out in space. The Advanced owned all the spaceships left over from colonization, and that made Eli as calm as it made these politicians paranoid. It made things simple.
No one here could do anything to stop the Supremacy from blasting them clean off Ceto, if the Advanced wanted the natural-born gone. It followed that stressing about an attack they couldn’t stop was pointless. Starting another war with the Supremacy would be horrifically stupid, and Eli really hoped President Mendoza hadn’t called on him to plan a war.
A plush red carpet ran down the hallway leading to Mendoza’s office, the only concession to beauty or ceremony. The rest of the hallway was hard plastic and armor plate. No less than six Vindicators stood at attention as Eli walked past, each set of powered armor painted blue and white instead of black. They were proudly CSD, not Supremacy.
Even with their former occupiers gone three years, it took a twenty-story tower filled with Vindicators for President Mendoza to feel safe. That said a lot about the man, but Eli hadn’t come here to belittle Ceto’s president. He’d come here because Mendoza ordered him to come, and he’d do whatever he needed to ensure Mendoza’s next orders were to return home.
The armored door rumbled open, rougher-sounding than Eli would have expected in a structure this new. Mendoza sat at a desk inside his corner office, staring at a wall of floating screens. Ceto’s president had weathered brown skin, a hawkish nose, and graying hair pulled back in a ponytail.
Mendoza swiped away his panels, fixed his gaze on Eli, and beckoned. “Enter!”
Eli walked inside and slouched so he would look less like the recruiting poster downstairs. No royalties forthcoming from those. He stood a non-alarming distance from Mendoza’s desk and saluted. “Reporting as ordered, sir!”
The door rumbled shut behind him. Eli held his salute until Mendoza waved it away. “At ease, captain.”
Technically, Mendoza was a general in the Ceto Security Division, but only because he’d made himself one after the fighting was over. Mendoza hadn’t fought in the war, though he claimed that was only because he’d used his political connections to aid the Patriots of Ceto. He’d worked in local politics and pleased local masters, and he’d pleased enough of them to be elected president after the Supremacy pulled out.
Yet while Eli didn’t like his planet’s president, he respected Mendoza’s keen grasp of politics. Mendoza might be an asshole, but he was really good at being an asshole. Eli would need to tread carefully if he wanted to escape.
“I was surprised to receive your summons, sir,” Eli said, easing into the first of eighteen possible conversation paths he’d devised to make Mendoza not recruit him for whatever he now planned. “As you may remember, I’ve taken great pains to keep my new identity out of the public eye.”
He’d start by stroking Mendoza’s ego and cutting away at his own unwanted legend, then adjust his tactics as Mendoza revealed more about what he wanted. If Eli kept his head and stuck to his plan, he could still escape. Plans and a cool head had helped him survive over ten years of guerilla warfare against the Supremacy.
“I don’t need your advice, captain,” Mendoza said, “and I promise I won’t share your new identity, but you’re the only person I can trust to do this right. We’ve hit a real crisis.”
That didn’t sound like Mendoza buttering him up for a diplomatic assignment. It sounded like a man out of his element, and Eli noticed for the first time how tired Mendoza looked. Ceto’s president might only be in his fifties, but he looked almost a decade older today. Dark circles shadowed Mendoza’s eyes, and his weathered brown skin looked pale.
“I’ll help any way I can, sir,” Eli said cautiously, “but I’m rather inexperienced with diplomatic negotiations and large-scale military operations. If you recall, I worked exclusively with small groups during the insurrection, and our work wasn’t technically legal.” A nice way of saying they made soft targets explode.
“That is precisely why I need you, captain.” Mendoza sat back in his chair and swiped across his desk, bringing up a single panel that showed a brown shipping container. “What do you see?”
Eli went with the obvious. “That’s a shipping container, sir.”
“That’s what we thought, too, until we received this.” Mendoza swiped again, and the floating screen showed the container again, except with a portion of it open. Dark waited inside, and glowing green lights.
Mendoza swiped. The new image showed an interior filled with mist, with two stacks of metal boxes on either side. Those were Supremacy suspended isolation pods, the same pods they built into their advanced homeships to extend their already significantly expanded lifespans. Had Mendoza come across a cache of abandoned suspended isolation pods?
“Look,” Mendoza said, and his next swipe revealed a small window in the side of a suspension pod. A person lay inside, stiff and unmoving, a person who was obviously not Advanced. Eli felt a chill.
Mendoza swiped that last panel away. “There’s more archives, but you’ve seen all you need to see. You’ve seen why I called for you, and why I need you and your renowned talent for quietly solving inconvenient problems.”
Eli took a moment. “Inconvenient?”
“That is one of Anton Cordoba’s shipping containers,” Mendoza said. “It was archived on a shuttle pad owned by Cordoba before he shipped it off to Phorcys. It is one of many we now know he sold to the Supremacy, and we believe the Supremacy is using those inside for human experimentation.”
Eli had known Anton Cordoba was responsible for drug and weapons trafficking — he’d actually bought weapons from the man, when working for the Patriots — but the human element was a new and disturbing development, especially in light of the suspected experimentation. “Who sent you these pictures, sir?”
Mendoza laughed, a tired, dejected laugh Eli didn’t like in the slightest. “It was Shaw, Eli. Your old partner. Artifice.”
That explained why Eli was here and Shaw wasn’t. Technically, Artifice was a shared pseudonym — he, Jeffrey Shaw, and Morna Solace all used it when necessary during the Supremacy’s occupation, swapping it out with monikers like Left Hand and Right Hand to keep the Supremacy guessing — but they were all out of the resistance business now, or should be. Apparently, Shaw was still playing around.
“What matters,” Mendoza said, “is that the Supremacy is abducting our natural-born citizens and shipping them to Phorcys, and we have proof. What matters, Captain Foster, is what we do with that proof.”
Eli still had no idea why Mendoza had requested him. Any of the three people who’d been Artifice might have helped Mendoza unearth this information, but President Mendoza already had all the proof he needed to accuse Anton Cordoba of human trafficking. What else could he want?
As Eli considered all Mendoza had said and, more importantly, what he hadn’t said, a terrible suspicion gnawed. He could think of only one plausible reason Mendoza would call him down here and show him all this.
Mendoza leaned forward. “If you understand why I need you based on what little I’ve shown you, you might actually pull this off.”
Eli squeezed his own hands behind his back. “I’m afraid I don’t understand, sir.” He made the lie completely genuine.
“A shame,” Mendoza said, “but one I’ll accept because you are the only card I have left. I need you to stop your former partner from starting a war.”
Eli’s eighteen possible conversational paths shrank from ten to five to two. “Sir, if you need someone to track down and reason with Jeffrey Shaw, I really think Morna—”
“Morna Solace is indisposed,” Mendoza interrupted. “You are all I have available. I have not forgotten all you did for Ceto, and for us, but Shaw has given me an ultimatum. I have two months before he makes this information public, and I cannot contain the diplomatic fallout if it does.”
That didn’t sound like the Jeffrey Shaw Eli knew. “Respectfully, is it possible you received bad intelligence?”
“Not this time,” Mendoza said. “Shaw believes those Wardens still remaining in the Supremacy will react to this disturbing revelation by turning against their fellows in the senate. He’s wrong. The Civilizers will claim our evidence is fabricated, use their superior numbers and procedural tricks to delay investigations, and eventually, someone will grow frustrated enough to blow up part of the Supremacy.” He spread his hands. “We do that, we violate our own truce.”
Eli understood that much about politics, at least. The Advanced on Phorcys had two political factions, Wardens and Civilizers. The Civilizers claimed the natural-born were barbaric savages, and wanted to toss every natural-born on Ceto into work camps under the guise of “uplifting” them.
The Wardens didn’t want that, yet, but they were also a significant minority. Both factions kept to the treaty they’d signed with Ceto three years ago because it kept angry natural-born from making Supremacy ships, buildings, and people explode, but if the natural-born attacked first...
Mendoza was right. Ceto’s people would lose any war they started, but any number of idiots would still start one, because a lot of angry people didn’t get revenge before the Supremacy pulled out. They craved blood for the friends and family they’d lost during the occupation, and for them, the last war ended too soon. Next time, it wouldn’t end with Ceto “winning.”
Eli kept consternation from his face. Shaw had to understand the current military situation. He had to know they couldn’t win any war they started, so what was Shaw trying to actually do? He always had a plan.
“Here is our reality,” Mendoza said. “I’ve ordered Shaw to suppress this information, and assured him I will take all necessary diplomatic measures to stop the abductions. He gave me two months to do so. That is not nearly enough time.”
Eli knew what Mendoza would say next. He saw the whole conversation play out like he could see the future, and this was a future that could not be changed. “What exactly are you asking me to do, sir?”
“I need you to find out who else is involved with Cordoba’s human trafficking ring and eliminate them, quietly. The simplest way to stop this horrific practice is to remove the criminals selling our people to the Supremacy. That done, Shaw has no reason to make it public.”
“You don’t just eliminate a man like Anton Cordoba, sir,” Eli said, though he was already working through a dozen ways to do just that. “He has a crime syndicate as wide as Argent and dug in deep. I know, because Morna and Jeff helped me build that syndicate under the Supremacy’s nose. We take Cordoba down, a half-dozen replacements will pop up. Argent will disintegrate into a gang war unlike any we’ve ever seen.”
“And so all those warring factions will be too busy shooting each other to sell our citizens to the Supremacy,” Mendoza said. “It is not ideal, but unless you have another suggestion...”
Eli didn’t. He hated that he didn’t.
“However you handle this, captain,” Mendoza continued, “I need Cordoba removed, and I need anyone helping him removed as well. I need an infiltrator and tactician skilled in using local people and scarce resources to their best advantage. You’re the best I’ve got at doing that.”
“Morna’s better, sir.”
“Morna is indisposed,” Mendoza repeated, and the way he stressed the word revealed how frazzled he was by all this. “Shaw went dark after I told him what I planned to do. His deadline stands.”
“Have you asked the CSD to look for him?”
“I’ve given all agencies a planet-wide alert and instructed them to take Shaw into custody, but he’s slippery and difficult to trace. He will find a way to show the world what the Supremacy has done, and then a bunch of very angry people will demand justice I can’t give them.”
“And you’ll lose power,” Eli said. “You’ll be impeached.”
“Yes.” Mendoza sat back in his chair. “And you can bet the person who follows me will be elected by the people. Do you trust the people to act in Ceto’s best interest, captain?”
Mendoza was a real asshole. He was also a correct asshole, in this case, and Eli could find no flaw in Mendoza’s scenario. Too many natural-born wanted another war. They had two months until Shaw’s proof ignited one.
Shaw certainly had something else up his sleeve, something they weren’t seeing, but Shaw had always been too willing to gamble with other people’s lives. Yet Eli didn’t have to figure out Shaw’s plan if he pulled his own plan off first. If Eli eliminated the problem his way, Shaw wouldn’t be able to gamble with anyone’s lives.
There was no other way out of this. Eli had to do this because he trusted no one else to do it right, and because if he didn’t, his family would pay the price. Everyone on Ceto would pay the price.
“I’ll need you to take my Elijah Clayton identity off ice,” Eli said, “and I’ll need a connection to the Network.”
“Why the Network?” Mendoza asked. “I thought all people did there was hire bounty hunters.”
“That is precisely why I need access, sir. Once I verify the information you received from Shaw, I might know a way to get Cordoba out that doesn’t lead back to us or risk any of our operatives.”
Mendoza’s brow furrowed. “You’d trust this to a bounty hunter?”
“All you need to know is that I’ll handle it.”
Mendoza nodded approvingly. Plausible deniability would benefit them both. “Then you’d best get moving, captain. We have two months to fix this.”
“If it helps, sir,” Eli said, running through mental permutations, “I don’t think it will take that long.”
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MACKENZIE SLAPPED CLAYTON HARD ENOUGH to knock his head sideways. “Asshole!”
Clayton worked his jaw. “Okay.”
“You used us!” Mackenzie shouted. “You got my shuttle blown up, got Jinx blown up, got my warehouse—”
“I hired you to do a job for me,” Clayton interrupted, rubbing his chin with one big hand. “Lots of assholes hire you to do jobs for them. Do you slap them, too, especially after you screw up?”
“Someone sold me out!”
“Jeffrey Shaw sold you out,” Clayton said, stepping back before she could slap him again, “and I had no way of knowing he’d acquired Network access. That’s the only way he could have known you were coming, and sent his people to intercept you.”
Mackenzie thought about shouting, again, then decided it would be better to ask her other burning question. “Where’s Jinx?” What she didn’t ask was, Where’s her body?
“Not there,” Clayton said. “Shaw probably took her with your Freyja armor when he pulled out. The CSD moved on the crawl ship firefight as fast as they could, but there were minutes of chaos before enough aircars arrived. I wouldn’t be surprised if a half-dozen skiffs and helos got out before they got enough units in the area to lock down a perimeter.”
“Shaw took Jinx,” Mackenzie whispered. Those three little words made her world make sense again.
A man like Jeffrey Shaw — assuming he was as intelligent as Clayton claimed — would never drag Jinx’s fully armored body off the crawl ship with the CSD and Bai Ro bearing down. Not unless he needed her, and he didn’t need a dead woman. Jinx was alive, despite what Mackenzie saw after she beat her up. That made things possible that hadn’t been possible before.
That made it possible for Mackenzie to climb out of this hole.
“You said you knew Shaw, right?” Mackenzie considered all Clayton had revealed, about Cordoba’s human trafficking and Shaw’s ultimatum. “Why can’t you just tell him to call this bullshit off?”
Clayton glanced behind him, at the empty hallway, then back at her. “That’s not a conversation we can have here.”
“Oh, I’m sorry!” Mackenzie threw up her arms. “Maybe if you’d told me those crates were full of fucking people, I wouldn’t have pummeled my girlfriend half to death or let Ro blow them into giblets!” Oh yeah, her balancers were really starting to wear off.
Clayton’s eyes narrowed. “You need to calm down.”
“I’m calm, asshole. I’m this close to taking your head off.”
Mackenzie trembled as she considered the burning wreckage Clayton, or whoever he was, had made of her simple and quite luxurious life. She’d lost her shuttle. She’d lost her warehouse and everything in it, and now she’d lost her armor. And worst of all ... she’d almost lost Jinx.
As Mackenzie glared at a man who had lied to her and used her, twice, someone stopped her from snapping Clayton’s neck and taking her chances with the many CSD soldiers outside this cell. Jinx. If Mackenzie died here or, worse, got thrown into a cell forever, Anton Cordoba and Bai Ro would keep selling innocent people to the Supremacy.
Jinx would want Mackenzie to stop the Supremacy from abducting people, because Jinx was still haunted by the Supremacy taking her parents. Learning they were taking more parents would absolutely convince her to work with the Patriots of Ceto — at least, if that was what she’d been doing when she and Mackenzie fought on the crawl ship. Jinx would want Mackenzie to help Clayton stop this, even if Clayton was the reason they were both in this mess.
Mackenzie lowered her arms. “You said we can’t talk here. So where can we talk?” She glanced at the empty hallway. “And why didn’t you bring any guards with you?”
Clayton pulled a tablet from the pocket in his uniform jacket. “I’m here to take you into custody. I’m transferring you to a hi-sec protection suite.”
That was a start. “And then what?”
“We work together to hunt down Bai Ro, and Anton Cordoba, and Jeffrey Shaw, and we put a stop to this trafficking problem together.”
“Fine, I’ll play along.” Mackenzie set her anger aside for later, when she could use it to pummel someone. “But just so we’re clear, I’m only working with you until we rescue Jinx. Anything else you’ll pay me for, and trust me, cowboy, my talents don’t come cheap.”
Clayton lowered his tablet. “Yeah, all right.”
Clayton soon got her out of holding, though Mackenzie didn’t miss the hateful gazes of the two soldiers standing inside the security box. They must think she was involved in human trafficking and a literal massacre. Neither made any effort to hide their disgust.
Mackenzie kept her eyes on Clayton’s broad back because she didn’t trust herself to meet anyone’s gaze now. Emotional balancers were always a pain on the tail end, but Mackenzie had something now she hadn’t had the night her shuttle blew up. Jinx. Alive.
As she and Clayton stepped into a shiny metal elevator with glass backing that was certainly bulletproof, Mackenzie planned her next moves. Contacting Jinx would be her first play. The moment Jinx knew Mackenzie was free and safe, Mackenzie was certain Jinx would drop whatever she was doing and come back. Sadly, that wouldn’t get them out of this other mess.
Job two had to be destroying this abduction ring. It wasn’t the type of work Freyja usually handled — she knew better than to piss off entire criminal organizations — but now that Jinx had committed to taking down Cordoba, Ro, and Ryke, Jinx would try it alone even if Mackenzie didn’t help. Mackenzie wasn’t about to let Jinx die, so her only choices were a suicidal run at the big three or losing her girlfriend, again.
If nothing else, the audacity of the attempt might cement Freyja’s legend in the minds of Ceto’s populace, especially if Shaw released his news about human trafficking. Until the Supremacy glassed them all from orbit, Freyja would be a big damn hero to Ceto’s populace. That’d be a nice way to be remembered.
The elevator ride ended. Clayton led her into an armored hallway on a secured floor of whatever new skyscraper held CSD prisoners. After they cleared the body scanners, anti-personnel turrets tracked them the whole way. The hallway walls were plastic and metal, gleaming like they’d just been polished, and the rubberized floor felt warm against her bare feet.
A young-looking man with a blond crewcut saluted smartly as they walked out of the kill box, and Clayton saluted back. Ceto Security Division knew how to salute. Every last one of them took pride in being around before the Supremacy occupation, and then after it.
“Welcome, captain,” the blond man said. “I’ve secured the conference room you requested, and per the President’s orders, no one save myself and he know you’ve returned.”
“Thank you, lieutenant.” Clayton kept walking as the blond-haired soldier fell in beside them. “Miss Flores, this is Lieutenant Coffman, personal aide to President Mendoza.”
Mackenzie catalogued the man’s soft-looking fingers, clear skin, and perfect teeth. His body had no visible scars. She looked away. “Must be nice.”
Coffman raised two fine eyebrows. “Pardon me, ma’am?”
“You heard me.” Maybe Coffman had simply won the genetic lottery, but it was more likely his proximity to the president granted him access to the wonder drugs Ceto’s government seized after the Supremacy left. That made Coffman one of the most privileged assholes she’d ever met.
Nobody this young and pretty made lieutenant in the CSD without some wear and tear, but Coffman looked fresh off the assembly line. So either he was sucking down regeneration drugs, like Mendoza, or he was a political appointee playing soldier. Either case failed to impress her.
Many who lived in Ceto’s slums were missing legs and arms and skin. They were resisters and veterans who fought and bled to free their planet. They didn’t get expensive regeneration drugs or a cushy office. They got the thanks of a grateful populace and the jack shit which came with that.
The only thing politicians on Ceto and Phorcys had in common was their efforts to enrich themselves, and Ceto’s new government, Mackenzie suspected, wasn’t much better than the Supremacy. Their bloody war had always been about power, not people, and Mackenzie wasn’t about to die so a bunch of assholes could get rich. Her job was to make her rich.
Coffman quickened his pace, crossed in front of them, and slapped his palm on the door reader. The door hissed open to reveal a conference room with several active spacenet terminals and what looked like a holographic desk. It was some of the best technology the CSD possessed, and so far as the Supremacy was concerned, it might as well be a broom closet.
Coffman took up position by the door. “I’ll wait outside to ensure you’re not disturbed, sir. Let me know when you’re ready to move, and we’ll get you whatever you need.”
“Must be nice,” Mackenzie said again, staring at Clayton’s back. He ignored her and entered the conference room. She followed, and the door shut them inside.
Clayton summoned a glowing augmented reality terminal and several camera feeds, blinking as he accessed his headdesk and, likely, his Personal Brain Assistant. Most everyone on Ceto had those, brain-mounted computers known as PBAs, though Jinx had added a whole mess of security to Mackenzie’s head. Jinx assured her that, despite the official denials, the little computers embedded inside everyone’s heads were disturbingly easy to hack.
Mackenzie gave the augmented reality feeds a glance, then another, much longer look. One feed sat outside Ro’s tower in Pioneer Point, another monitored the still smoking Pioneer Point docks, and a third aerial feed focused on a fenced-in mansion just outside Star’s Landing, tucked into the sands of the Perennial Desert. That was reckless.
Mackenzie glanced at Clayton. “You’ve got drones surveilling Elena Ryke?”
Clayton shrugged. “Once we learned she was conspiring with an off-world government, it got legal real fast.”
“I’m not a hundred percent on that.” Mackenzie scratched her side, annoyed by the itchy material of her prison jumpsuit. “I mean, Elena’s every bit the ruthless crime lord her father was, but everyone knows the Supremacy is the reason he’s dead. They took Tyler Ryke and carved him into a dozen pieces, and Shaw told you she’s working with them? Elena’s no Patriot, but she fucking hates the Supremacy.”
“Like you said,” Clayton said. “She’s ruthless.”
“This isn’t about being ruthless.” Mackenzie paced around the holotable. “It’s about pride. Elena is prideful to the bone.”
“Sure, okay.” Clayton didn’t sound convinced, and while Mackenzie didn’t particularly care at the moment, she decided to finish her thought. It helped her plot.
“Never mind the open rebellion if literally anyone in Elena’s organization found out what she was doing. The Supremacy murdered her father, her blood, and doing business with them after that would be an act of unforgiveable weakness. Elena doesn’t do weak.”
“You sound like you know her well.”
Mackenzie shrugged. “Well enough to question your buddy’s intel. Maybe Shaw got it wrong.”
“He didn’t,” Clayton said, with a certainty that annoyed the hell out of her, “and I know because that’s what I was doing at Cordoba’s, as his head of security, in the weeks before I called you in. I confirmed Shaw’s intel. Anton Cordoba, Bai Ro, and Elena Ryke are all in this abduction ring together.”
“Then you missed something.”
Clayton looked away. “Even if you’re right, why does it matter whether she’s working with the Supremacy or just selling people for her own gain?”
“Because if she’s not working for the Supremacy, genius, it means Elena’s flippable.”
On the floating screen, tiny black dots walked the perimeter of Elena’s mansion. Those would be more Vindicators, probably customized with illegal weapons. Mackenzie and Jinx had bought many of Freyja’s technically illegal weapons from Elena Ryke.
Clayton swiped away the drone feeds. “Flipping Ryke would be useful, but her being in the dark is not an assumption I’m ready to make. However, I agree with you about one thing.”
“How nice for you.” Given her mood and fading balancers, Mackenzie was having trouble being polite.
“Ryke is our next target,” Clayton said. “Cordoba’s in the wind. Ro is on high alert and probably thinks we betrayed him, so he’ll kill us on sight.”
“So why haven’t you killed him?” Mackenzie crossed her arms. “You have him on human trafficking and fucking mass murder, and the CSD has enough weaponry to demolish his lovely office building. What’s the holdup?”
Clayton grimaced like a man who’d bitten into rotten fruit. “Politics.”
She stared. “Explain that to me.”
“Without incontrovertible proof tying Ro to the shipping containers he incinerated on the crawl ship, the senate won’t authorize a military strike against him. Ro was unusually helpful during the occupation, like most of Ceto’s underworld. Mission critical, if I’m being honest.”
“So what? He just skates on everything?”
“Unless we nail him to the wall on human trafficking with indisputable evidence ... yes. A number of our new senators owe Ro favors, and a good number more would get raked over the coals if he blew his panic bag and leaked the material he has on them.”
That sounded just stupid enough to be factual. “Fucking politicians.”
“Amen on that, sister. You ask me, whoever blew up his father had the right idea.”
Mackenzie forced her attention back to their current problems. “So, to Elena. You think she can’t be flipped. I think you’re a moron, but I’ll humor you. What’s your plan for her?”
Clayton raised his hand and brought up two ID images as floating screens, his face and hers. “We approach Ryke posing as smugglers interested in expanding our reach in the illegal weapons trade. The names I’ve got here have real histories and real people behind them, though those people are currently in orbit. Once we arrange a meeting with Ryke, we—”
“Fuck that,” Mackenzie said.
Clayton scowled. “You plan to let me finish?”
“If your plan is to suggest more undercover garbage, then no, I’m not going to let you finish. We’re not doing any more spy shit.”
“Mack.” Clayton’s tone shifted just enough to assure her he was trying to placate her. “You won’t have to do much more than back me up and look menacing.” So he was adding condescension as well. “I’ll handle the meet up and negotiations. I’ve done plenty of undercover, and—”
“Fuck that,” Mackenzie repeated. “Jinx sold me on an undercover op to snatch Cordoba, and that got my shuttle blown out of the sky and me shot in the leg. I sold me on an undercover op to worm our way into Bai Ro’s organization, and that got Jinx captured again and a bunch of frozen civilians blown to pieces.”
Clayton’s gaze softened. “That wasn’t your fault.”
Mackenzie blinked and looked away. Seeing those bits of bodies spiraling through the air haunted her, but not as much as she’d expected. She’d get those people justice, one way or another.
“Still,” Mackenzie added, “fuck undercover.” She breathed and ran both hands through her rather frazzled hair. “Elena Ryke knows what I look like. The real me.”
“Oh,” Clayton said.
“So undercover won’t work.”
“To be fair, I literally just learned that.” Clayton swiped the panels away and frowned. “So what’s your alternative?”
“Have President Mendoza pull some industrial powered armor from surplus.” Freyja’s frame was larger than the average Vindicator. “Armor the fuck out of it and paint it cherry red.” That was Jinx’s favorite color. “Get your techs to graft an APC autocannon to one shoulder and socket smart rifles into each wrist mount.” Normal Vindicator frames couldn’t mount that much weaponry, but an industrial frame could. “The rest will be cosmetic work, based on beauty shots I’ll provide.”
Clayton’s scowl faded. “You want us to clone Freyja.”
“More like her stunt double, since I doubt your techs are half as good as Jinx. Regardless, the suit doesn’t have to work like Freyja so long as it looks like Freyja.” She puffed out her chest. “So long as I look like me.”
Clayton tapped his chin. “How many bounties have you run for Elena Ryke?”
“Enough that when I bring in my next one, I can get us inside her mansion for a meet-and-greet and a steak dinner. Elena likes me.” Mackenzie remembered feeding Jinx fluffy white cake. “She even invited us to her father’s third wedding.”
Clayton’s brow furrowed. “Damn.”
“I never had these problems when I was Freyja, because I never put myself in situations that couldn’t be solved with guns and armor. So I get us invited inside Ryke’s security, and then you quietly collect whatever we need to flip or arrest her. Easy.”
Clayton grimaced. “I’m sorry, Mack, but Shaw doesn’t get things like this wrong, and neither do I. Ryke is working with Ro and Cordoba.”
“Then maybe she doesn’t know where the people are going,” Mackenzie said. “Maybe her partners told her they’re using the abducted people for their own work camps, on Ceto. Elena is perfectly capable of selling human slaves for cash, but not if that means working with the people who murdered her father. If she finds out where her abductees are really going, we can flip her, and then she’ll give us everyone involved.”
After a long moment, Clayton nodded. “It’s worth a shot.”
“Of course it’s worth a shot. It’s my idea.”
He smiled faintly. “Okay. So, if you’re going to get us in on a bounty claim, who are we bringing in?”
Mackenzie blinked over to her own headdesk, a floating blue screen that took up most of her forward vision, and found all local ports blocked. “Give me an open port to the Network, secure. Don’t try to monitor it. You do that, you’ll get me kicked off as soon as I log in.”
Clayton considered, then said, “Roger that.”
If Clayton was stupid enough to monitor her port, Mackenzie would find another way, but he didn’t seem stupid. Sure enough, a secure port appeared, a small black rectangle blinking the word “Connect.”
Mackenzie focused on the rectangle and cleared it with her image sync, an archive of her mother cutting cloned tomatoes on Dia De Los Muertos. A black AR window opened in her larger headdesk. When it didn’t terminate immediately, she knew the Supremacy programs running on the other end didn’t detect any local monitoring. Good.
She swiped to Open Bounties and filtered for Elena Ryke, where she found no less than five open contracts. The first two bounties were live captures who owed Elena’s pit bosses gambling debts, and Mackenzie flipped right past those. Low-hanging fruit wouldn’t impress anyone, and besides, those idiots hadn’t done anything but suck at cards.
The third bounty gave her pause because of how unusual it was — an eyeballs-only bounty on a Supremacy Special Investigator, some poor sap named Hayden Cross — but any bounty with Supremacy ties got complicated fast. As she read the fourth bounty, however, she felt a swelling of decidedly appropriate rage. This bounty would work for her.
Mackenzie eyeballed Accept and bought herself a seventy-five hour exclusivity window. She would bring this asshole to Elena Ryke, alive and unharmed. Before she logged out, however, she had one last job.
She opened the local notetaking directory linked to her Network account, used by hunters to record details about their targets and attack plans. She added a new note, Western, typing it out using augmented reality keys that floated in front of her chest. It was easier to dictate, but she wouldn’t say anything where Clayton could overhear.
“The sheriff is free and safe, calico, holed up in Boomtown with the Feds. The outsider’s cheating at cards and the bandits are wearing black hats. Find me at the hacienda.”
She saved the message on her account, where it could be read only by her or Jinx (and Jeffrey Shaw, apparently). Jinx would know what the note meant — code they’d drilled into their heads over years, based on the ancient flat movies Mackenzie loved — but Shaw might not understand the references. They were pretty obscure.
Mackenzie closed the window. Her headdesk vanished, and only the CSD office remained. The thought of becoming a hunter again felt good.
“We have a target?” Clayton asked.
“Oh yeah.” Mackenzie felt the rush of adrenaline that came with a new bounty. “And given what we’ve been up against, this job will be easy.”




13: Faux


TWO DAYS LATER, now (thankfully) clad in a breathable black flightsuit, Mackenzie waited with Clayton in an empty hangar that smelled of engine grease and jet fuel. The elevator door leading to the machine bay rumbled open. Huffing with exertion, two CSD techs wheeled out a platform holding a three-meter-tall suit of bright red powered armor.
Mackenzie now had two days to find and kill Anton Cordoba for Captain Varik, but given how much this bounty had expanded beyond that, she was no longer sure if she would, actually. Jinx was alive, not dead, which meant Varik hadn’t killed her, which made the idea of killing him a whole lot less appealing. Murdering Varik would bring the wrath of the entire godsdamned Supremacy down on her, and given the queue to kill her was already around the block, making new enemies didn’t seem like a good idea.
As Mackenzie looked over the suit the CSD had spent two days customizing, she couldn’t help but smile. Faux Freyja had a grinning skull painted on the front of its helmet, and whoever the CSD hired to do the artwork had done a bang-up job. The original artist died several years ago (not her doing) and if Mackenzie ever needed a touchup on her own armor, she might pester Clayton until he put her in touch.
The armor platform was basically a giant metal dolly, with a motor and gyroscope to help these poor techs not dump the suit on themselves. Faux Freyja stood locked stiff, arms clamped at its sides and legs anchored out. Even this close, the similarity was striking. Faux (as Mackenzie immediately decided to call it) wasn’t a perfect replica of Freyja, but it was damn close.
The large pauldrons on Faux’s shoulders were rounder than those on her actual armor, and Faux’s shoulders sat wider, probably a skeletal redesign in later industrial armor models. It looked like CSD techs had gamely attached a real autocannon to the back of this suit, though Mackenzie doubted it fired. The unique feed mechanism Jinx machined into Freyja still mystified her, and she felt a pang of guilt about wrenching that same autocannon off Freyja when she fought Jinx fought (unknowingly) on the crawl ship.
As the techs set the armor platform down with a clang that echoed through the hangar, Mackenzie catalogued a dozen other differences. Faux’s boot toes were tapered tighter than Freyja’s, the heat sinks in its chest had four vents instead of three, and the grab ring that anchored its closed helmet to its chest was angled wrong, with two clamps instead of four. Yet Mackenzie recognized those imperfections because Freyja was her second skin, and hopefully, anyone who saw Faux would just think Holy shit, that’s Freyja! and run away pissing themselves.
Once the techs left the hangar, Mackenzie glanced at Clayton. “That’s good work. Still, you know every last one of those wrench monkeys recognized it.” She glanced at the door the techs had used to exit. “Will that be a problem?”
“Vacation days,” Clayton said. “They have them saved up.”
She was ninety-percent certain Clayton actually meant the techs would just go on vacation, though the other ten percent bothered her. “And the artist? The armorsmith?”
“All trustworthy, and all abundantly compensated. No one will reveal what they’ve been doing, at least not immediately.”
Mackenzie really wanted to power up this armor. “Good enough.”
Clayton did that thing where he barely smiled again. “She’s keyed to the fob I gave you, so open her up. See how she feels.”
Mackenzie keyed a short thumb combination into the keyfob. The clamps locking the helmet’s chin bar against the chest clicked open. Faux’s helmet swung up gullwing style, just like Freyja, and though the chest panels opened to 90 degrees instead of 110, no one would see her getting in or out of this suit.
Panels on Faux’s thighs swung open to the tops of its knees, revealing padding and auto-locking clamps inside. Faux didn’t have the quick access ridges Freyja extended when opened, but it should be easy enough to set her toes into the armor ridges and climb the meter or so required.
With only the barest tightness in her wounded leg, Mackenzie climbed into Faux. Cordoba’s bullet had gone right through her thigh muscle, so it would be months before she fully healed. She didn’t have expensive Supremacy regeneration drugs, like Mendoza. She stepped backward and slid one foot inside an armored boot. It felt like putting on a well-worn shoe.
She stepped the other foot in as well, then slid her hands through the shoulder holes, into the padded sleeves inside Faux’s mechanized upper arms. Faux was a comfortable suit, almost as comfortable as the real Freyja. Had the techs added extra padding, or just used the expensive stuff?
Mackenzie squeezed the activation grips inside Faux’s elbows. Plates hissed and armor closed as the suit sealed itself around her. Everything went pitch black as seals sealed and clamps clamped. That chorus of hisses and thunks always made her heart race.
Readouts booted up, the standard condensed 360 display popular with military pilots. There was also a damage diagram, outside temperature, her GPS coordinates, and active weapons with their remaining ammo. The weapons board showed no autocannon — it was cosmetic, as she’d thought — but the smart rifles built into Faux’s arms were live, even if she had no smart bullets loaded. The ammo ticks below each rifle suggested Faux’s magazines held sixteen smart bullets, which was four more than Freyja. Perhaps it was time for Mackenzie to upgrade.
Suit power stood at ninety-eight percent. She eyeballed the clamp disengage as a red circle drew itself around it, followed by ka-chunks as the platform clamps opened. She leaned forward and let gravity take over, stepping off the platform with the comforting clomps of armored feet.
Mackenzie raised and spread Faux’s arms. She turned slowly in place as the targeting systems linked to her smart rifles painted phantom target boxes. She settled her gaze on Clayton. Phantom red squares flashed into being on his chest and head.
Clayton raised his hands. “Now, Mack, we’re all friends here.” His deep voice sounded tinny through Faux’s external microphones. “Can’t you calibrate on something else?”
“Need a live target,” Mackenzie said. Faux’s speakers blasted those words directly at Clayton’s face.
He jumped and scowled at her, hands flying to his ears. Mackenzie cursed under her breath and eyed her system settings open. She eyeballed the external speakers down to a polite level, all too aware some CSD tech was probably laughing his ass off. “Sorry.”
Clayton cupped one hand behind his ear and shouted, “What?”
Mackenzie laughed, the first good laugh she’d had in two days of largely solitary confinement. She’d had nothing to do but pace, eat, and work out vigorously as she waited for CSD’s techs to finish with Faux. The downtime had, at least, allowed a cyberneticist to fix up the hand Eden severed.
This armor was ready. Mackenzie was ready. She still had twenty-five hours left on her exclusivity window, and though she’d checked the Network every day since Clayton placed her in a cushy apartment/holding cell, she’d received no response to the message she’d left for Jinx. So either Jinx didn’t have access to the Network, or...
No. Jinx was alive. Artifice would not have taken her from the crawl ship if she wasn’t alive. Mackenzie would find her after she cleared this bounty.
She hadn’t taken any balancers during the last two days, but that didn’t feel like an accomplishment. She usually dealt with stressful emotional shit really well. Taking balancers had simply been a necessity of dealing with so much bad emotional stuff while everyone on the planet tried to kill her.
She lowered her arms and stomped around the small hanger, then accelerated into a thunderous jog. She couldn’t risk jumping, as the ceiling was too low, but the readout inside her helmet assured her Faux’s repulsor jets were topped off. Everything else in this suit worked like a dream, so she’d trust the techs to get that one right.
Mackenzie clomped to a stop in front of Clayton. “This is good. I’m ready to go now.”
“That’s great,” Clayton said.
They regarded each other for a long moment.
“You’re going to have to take the suit off now,” he added. “So we can move it out of here. Discreetly.”
“Oh,” Mackenzie said. “Right.”
THREE HOURS LATER (which was fast for a government job) Mackenzie was in the air again, in Faux, crammed into the back of a civilian cargo shuttle chartered by the CSD. Dozens of similar flights occurred every day across Ceto, ferrying cargo from one city to another. This flight would pass directly over the Prospector District in Star’s Landing. That was a former Patriot stronghold and, if she was being charitable, kind of a shithole.
It wasn’t the inhabitants’ fault that their district was crumbling around them. The Prospector District was one of the oldest parts of Star’s Landing, which was, itself, one of the oldest settlements on Ceto. During the worst years of their occupation, the Supremacy policed it heavily, and the only people who stayed were those too poor to move anywhere else.
In the years before their occupation and even during it, the Supremacy did much to modernize Star’s Landing. Yet they’d intended their gleaming glass towers for the privileged — wealthy Ceto politicians and the Advanced — not the average prospector, who could barely afford a mass-produced Habitation Unit. After the Supremacy abandoned their glassy towers, plenty of wealthy natural-born had eagerly snatched them up. They hadn’t wanted to share space with the knuckle-draggers.
As neighborhoods went, there were few rougher than the Prospector District, even for thugs working for Elena Ryke. That made it the perfect place for someone on Elena’s bad side to hide out.
It also made them a perfect target for Freyja.
“Thirty minutes to target zone,” the shuttle pilot informed her. “You’ll get a five minute warning.”
Four and a half more minutes than I need, Mackenzie thought, but aloud, she said, “Great, thanks.” No point in being rude to this perfectly nice pilot. “Patch me into ops, would you?”
“Copy, patching you to ops.”
A moment later, a new window opened on Faux’s Heads Up Display. It showed Clayton’s calm face and the interior of a darkened ops room back in President Mendoza’s tower at Pioneer Point. Clayton looked bored.
No CSD soldiers were coming on this op, because Elena Ryke had informants everywhere in the Prospector District. If any of them caught a whiff of CSD involvement in “Freyja’s” next bounty hunt, it’d be all over the city in a few hours. Though Clayton had Mackenzie’s back with tech support, the actual capture would be all hers. Good.
“What have you got for me?” Mackenzie asked.
Clayton leaned forward. “Everything you asked for.”
“Show me.”
Three more windows opened beside Clayton’s face, and Mackenzie eyeballed those off her main screen so she could check them without obscuring her view. The fact that Star’s Landing CSD had thrown this many resources at a confidential problem showed how seriously President Mendoza was taking this op.
The first window showed a camera feed from a tiny CSD drone that had drilled through the second floor of an abandoned warehouse in the Prospector District. Arno Summer, drug dealer and opportunistic thrill killer, had holed up inside with his chummy gang and hostages who probably wished they were dead right now.
The second window displayed a live airborne shot of that same warehouse from a mimetically-cloaked Guardian drone whirring above Star’s Landing. The final window was from the drone that had drilled into the warehouse’s basement, watching the building’s ancient backup generator.
Mackenzie grinned at Clayton. “I’m impressed. I don’t care what everyone else says, you government stooges can snoop.”
Clayton narrowed his eyes. “I’m not with the government.”
“Right, of course. You just have the president’s home number.” As much as Mackenzie enjoyed ribbing him, her mirth faded as she took a count of the bodies inside the warehouse.
Arno had four soldiers with him, three big men and a smaller one, but the smallest one concerned her the most. It was the small ones who fought the dirtiest. If these men had gone into hiding with Arno, they were likely his handpicked soldiers, chosen for their brutality and not their smarts. With Elena Ryke after him, no one smart would still be with Arno.
Another body was a recent corpse, an older man, probably one who’d had the misfortune of being alive when Arno got bored. The only other occupants of the warehouse were four women of various ages, poor and half-starved by the look of them. Some might be with Arno’s gang by choice, but when your only choices were shacking up with a gang banger or starving in the street, consent became questionable. The sight of those cowering women ate away at Mackenzie, but in a familiar, resigned way.
Freyja was a bounty hunter, not a social worker, and one suit of armor couldn’t change the world. What she could do is take the occasional asshole out of circulation, and that was what she would do today. Mackenzie would have taken this bounty even if wouldn’t get her back to Jinx, because men like Arno Summer didn’t deserve to breathe.
Five days earlier, according to Elena’s bounty text, Summer beat one of her best cabana boys so badly he fell into a coma. Elena tolerated a lot of crimes, but Arno used one of her prized escorts as a punching bag. He must know how badly he’d screwed up, given he was hiding in this shithole, but he probably still thought he’d get away with it.
“You ready to patch me into the warehouse?” Mackenzie asked.
“Yes,” Clayton said, “though I’m still not sure how this helps. You want Summer and his bangers to know you’re coming?”
“Oh, honey.” Mackenzie let herself smile again. “Just pay attention and you might learn something.” She focused on the feed from the drone looking down into Arno’s warehouse. “Take me live.”
“Copy that,” Clayton said, “taking you live.” For a non-government, non-military person, he sure talked like a government and/or military person. “In three. Two. One.”
“Arno Summer,” Mackenzie said.
Below her (from the drone’s perspective) Arno and his bodyguards hopped up like human springs. The drone had hacked into the warehouse’s spacenet terminal and, through it, external speakers. The women looked up, but the drone didn’t have enough fidelity for Mackenzie to tell if they looked hopeful, resigned, or shell-shocked. The feed was more outlines than faces.
“In case you’re wondering,” Mackenzie continued, “yes, this is Freyja, and yes, I am the person who acquired your bounty. Congratulations, cowboy. You’ve hit the big time.”
Arno’s thugs all stared at him, but Arno had eyes only for the ceiling speakers. No one had moved a muscle since Clayton patched her into their spacenet terminal. She knew her voice likely boomed in the cavernous space.
“Here’s the good news. I’m taking you in alive, so long as you don’t struggle or run. Here’s the bad. Nobody said I had to take you in intact, so if you inconvenience any of your hostages before I get there, you’ll meet Elena Ryke without your balls. You boys like your balls, right?”
Mackenzie was still thirty minutes out. If Arno wanted to hurt the women he had in there with him, she couldn’t help them, so she had to hope he liked his balls more than he liked shooting unarmed women in the face. She found that men, in general, liked their balls.
“Of course you’re thinking about running,” Mackenzie continued, “and I admit, that’ll make this more fun.” Summer’s thugs still hadn’t moved. “But I don’t stop hunting, Arno, and there’s nowhere I won’t find you.”
She muted her transmission to Summer. “Take me wide, Clayton.”
“Copy that,” Clayton said. “You’re wide.”
Mackenzie unmuted herself. “Attention Prospector District!” She still spoke to Arno and his thugs, but she now also spoke on every speaker for six blocks around his warehouse. “This is Freyja. Hi. I’ll be dropping by soon, and so long as you don’t shoot at me, I won’t make any of you dead. I’m coming for Arno Summer, and anyone who shelters or hides him shares his fate.” She paused for dramatic effect. “Have a great day.”
She muted her broadcast and glanced at Clayton’s feed. “Take us out.”
“Out,” Clayton said, and his brow furrowed. “That certainly got their attention.”
“I get everyone’s attention.”
“You really think the entirety of the Prospector District will step aside and let you pull Summer out of there? Knowing Ryke put a huge bounty on his head?”
“I’m dead certain of it,” Mackenzie said. “Even the biggest bounty is only worth something if you can claim it, and nobody down there has a claim on my bounty.” The Network made sure of that. “Now bring up the drone’s audio inside that warehouse. I’ve got a fun idea what’ll happen next.”
Clayton fiddled with his console, and a moment later, a clear feed appeared from inside Summer’s warehouse. It played on the speakers inside Faux’s helmet.
“—heard her broadcast,” complained one of the bigger thugs. “That’s Freyja out there!”
“Fuck Freyja,” Summer said. “She’s a fairy tale. Powered armor don’t do shit if you lob an RPG at it, and we’re lobbing every one we’ve got at that mouthy bitch the moment she steps through that door.”
“And how do you know she’ll come in through the door?” the smallest thug asked. “She can fly, Arno, and how secure is this roof? She could come in through the ceiling, or carve a door in the wall with that autocannon, or—”
“Roof’s electrified, you dickhole,” Summer reminded them. “And if she carves through a wall with her autocannon, we’ll just RPG the shit out of the wall and everything behind it. As for the basement, anyone digging in there will step on the mines. I got this place locked down.”
“Maybe she’s shock-resistant,” another thug pointed out.
“You got yourselves stirred up over nothing!” Summer shouted. “You letting her psych you out!” He was definitely losing his cool. “Only way into this warehouse is through those double doors, and anything comes in there gets five RPGs to the face.” He pointed in that general direction. “Ain’t nobody, even Freyja, surviving that. Hell, boys,” and with this, he thumped his chest like a macho bastard, “we could take down a goddamn APC.”
“APCs don’t rip your balls off,” another thug said quietly.
“You bunch of babies!” Summer rounded on them and drew his pistol. “You stood with me against the whole damned Bay Syndicate, stepped over the bodies I dropped when those Red Snakes tried to roll on us, and even dropped those Supremacy Vindicators when they tried to steal our score three years ago. We got this, fellas. No pawn can play a king!”
“Yeah, I’m out,” the first thug said.
Summer pointed his pistol at the big thug and probably would have shot him, right then, if the smallest man didn’t pull his pistol as well. That man pressed it against the back of Summer’s head. Maybe he was smart, after all.
“Drop it,” the smaller guy said. “We’re done.”
“The fuck?” Summer didn’t shoot the thug in front of him, though his arm trembled. “You selling me out, Tall Boy?”
“Everything you said is true, about us,” Tall Boy said, as the thug Summer had just pointed his weapon at sidled out of the line of fire, “but that’s fucking Freyja out there. No amount of money is worth a smart bullet to the head.” He eased forward and snatched his boss’s pistol, then stepped back with both pistols pointed. “Ladies.” He motioned with a gun.
The four women looked at each other, looked at Tall Boy, then stampeded for the door. One tugged it open. They all squeezed through, alive.
“You fucking traitors!” Summer rounded on Tall Boy and pressed his forehead against the gun. “Jack, Driller, first of you to drop this fucker gets his cut!”
“Sorry,” one of the two thugs who hadn’t yet spoken said. “Ain’t worth a smart bullet, boss. Got plenty to do yet.”
All three of Summer’s big thugs backed toward the open doors. Tall Boy stayed behind until they were a good distance away, then backed toward the other thugs with both pistols pointed at a now unarmed Summer.
“I’m putting your gun down here, Arno,” Tall Boy said, “and you’re welcome to take it after we leave. Don’t follow us.” He set the gun on the floor and backed away.
“I’m gonna’ gut you,” Summer growled, “and your girl, and your little one. I’m gonna’ carve your family up nice and slow, make you watch. Gonna’ burn you alive and piss on your grave, you traitorous prick.”
“Yeah, that’ll only happen if you get away from Freyja.” Tall Boy backed through the open doors. “Good fucking luck.”
The doors slammed with a sound that echoed off the walls like a thunderclap. That left Summer alone in a warehouse with a bunch of rocket-propelled grenade launchers and one fresh corpse. And a pistol on the floor.
“Fuck!” Summer shouted.
Mackenzie muted the feed and grinned. “That took less time than I thought it would.”
“Did it?” Clayton was tapping his chin again.
“Though to be fair,” Mackenzie added, “Summer sounds like a shitty boss. With the better ones, it usually takes the hired help at least twenty minutes to turn tail.”
Clayton sat back in his seat. “Freyja’s coming.” He might have smiled, though it was cursedly hard to tell with him.
Mackenzie watched the warehouse feed as Arno Summer, huffing and alone, frantically fortified the only shelter he had left. He’d been nice enough to inform her about the mines in the basement, the electrified roof, and his stock of RPGs, which he’d pulled out and stacked behind the thickest overturned table he could find. Its tabletop faced the armored doors.
She often wondered what went through the heads of assholes like Summer in situations like this. For someone used to having power over anyone and everything, having that power taken away must feel like having your legs pulled off and sewn on backward. You could still walk, sure, and they were still your legs, but they sure didn’t walk the way they had before.
Summer settled into stillness soon enough, breathing and staring, and that told Mackenzie all she needed to know about his state of mind. Summer knew Elena Ryke had sent her, which meant losing his balls was the least of his worries. He’d decided to go out shooting, which, in addition to making collateral damage more likely, would negate her bounty. It clearly specified alive. Still, Mackenzie had a plan for that too.
“Five minutes to target zone,” the pilot said. “You’ll get a one minute warning.”
“Thanks.” Mackenzie did a final check on Faux’s systems. Her weapons board was green. Her armor was ready. She was ready, and Arno Summer was about to have a really bad day.




14: Animal


AS THE SHUTTLE’S CARGO DOOR RUMBLED OPEN, air rushed into the bay. A series of AR squares appeared in the air below Mackenzie, the descent vector she’d locked in before stepping out. The brown, weathered sprawl of Star’s Landing stretched to the horizon.
She stepped out into open air.
The altimeter on Faux’s head flashed red as she plummeted at the same rate as any other piece of cargo dropped out of a shuttle. She let the altimeter drop all the way to 600 meters before firing her primary chute. Gravity punched her in the stomach, and soon her airspeed and descent rate went from red to orange to yellow. Faux handled well. She was low enough now that she could make out individual buildings and streets below.
The buildings were among the first built on Ceto. They were blocky, hardened structures huddled together like the women in Arno’s warehouse. Most of these structures in wealthy cities had been bulldozed. These would be too, some day, if the new Ceto government ever got the money for it.
Mackenzie could now easily make out the battered air-conditioning units leaking all over the building roofs, which meant anyone on the roofs could see her. A few people crept along the streets, probably trying to get as far away as possible, but that didn’t mean no one down there would shoot at her. They might mistake her for a Supremacy Vindicator.
Mackenzie cut her chute just below 200 meters. Floating down would make her a target for any asshole with a rifle. She plummeted the rest of the way with a rattle of powered armor and an urgent beeping from her altimeter. It never got any less nerve-racking.
The ground came up fast. It came up very fast. At the last possible moment Mackenzie fired her repulsor jets, grinding her teeth as G-forces crushed her against the armor padding. She landed, intact, right in front of some poorly dressed guy who’d chosen her alley to take a piss.
He pissed everywhere, of course, though not on her — he wouldn’t dare piss on her — and then he took off so fast he fell over twice before he could get his pants back up. At the end of the alley, more human shadows darted away.
Mackenzie clomped out of the alley in front of Summer’s armored warehouse, looked both ways down an entirely empty street, and smiled inside her powered armor. The only thing missing was tumbleweeds. She turned Faux’s speakers to maximum volume.
“Hey, Summer!” The volume rattled all intact windows on the street. “Time’s up!”
A man like Arno Summer probably had external speakers mounted on his warehouse entry, because threatening people with perforation cost less than actually shooting them. Even on Ceto, bullets didn’t come cheap. Sure enough, Summer responded after a silence long enough to stretch across Star’s Landing.
“Mouthy bitch.” He sounded every bit as confident as he had on the drone feed. “Walk away now, and I might forget this.”
“Here’s my first and only offer,” Mackenzie said, using Faux’s very loud speakers. “Open the door and come out with your hands up. I’ll be gentle. I’ll even let you keep your balls.”
Nothing from the warehouse. Nothing from Summer.
“I’ll use the padded cuffs,” Mackenzie said, “and we’ll have a leisurely walk to where my autocar is parked. I’ll even throw in a bottle of booze for the ride to Elena. She just wants to talk, Arno. You owe her a solid for the boy you laid out, reimbursement for medical bills and maybe some nice flowers. You’ve got money, so what’s the problem?”
“Fuck you!” Summer shouted. “You try and force your way in here, we’ll tear you up! We got this place mined, bitch! We got nine loaded RPGs with your name on it, and my crew’s ready to smoke this whole street if we have to!”
“Five,” Mackenzie reminded him. “You’ve got five RPGs, and since your whole crew abandoned you a half-hour ago, you can only fire one at a time. Also, that’s a really flimsy table.”
Mackenzie checked her feed from inside the warehouse. Summer hopped up from behind the table he was using as cover, looked around, and stomped his foot. She raised the feed from the drone to hear him shouting obscenities with surprising creativity. He huddled behind his table again, where he must have his mic stashed.
“You won’t take me alive!” he shouted. “I’m taking you down with me!”
“Count of ten,” Mackenzie said, “and then we do this the bad way. You won’t like the bad way.” Aloud, she started counting.
On the drone feed, Summer shouldered an RPG and aimed it at the front door. While she wished she could make out his expression on the grainy feed, it was more fun to imagine it. When she hit “one” and he still hadn’t moved, she eyed her feed to Clayton.
“Cut the power.”
“Copy that,” Clayton said. “Cutting the power.”
The third feed, the one in the basement, flashed as the CSD drone down there shot the power generator. The feed went dark. A moment later, Summer’s warehouse went dark too, given he’d armored all the doors and windows. There wasn’t any natural light in there.
“Night vision,” Mackenzie ordered.
The drone that had drilled through the warehouse wall on the second floor flipped to a green and black view of Summer huddled behind his table, shouldering his RPG. He still faced the armored doors, probably convinced he would go out in a blaze of glory. Dumbass.
Using the networked targeting systems on the drone, Mackenzie locked onto the RPG launcher balanced on Arno’s shoulder. She raised both smart rifles on Freyja’s arms to point across the warehouse’s roof, like she planned to lob artillery into it. She gave the loyal CSD drone its last order. “Lights.”
The CSD drone flipped on its spotlight, aiming down at Summer. He screamed and fired his RPG right back. The resulting explosion blew up the drone, the wall, and a whole corner of the warehouse’s second floor, which scattered itself liberally across the block.
To any rational man, blowing a hole in your own fortification would be stupid, but Summer wasn’t remotely rational now. He was a cornered, frightened, heavily-stressed animal, and heavily-stressed animals lashed out. Just like Mackenzie planned.
She fired one smart bullet from each rifle. Both self-guided projectiles arced up and then down through the hole Summer had blown in his own building. Mackenzie breathed as the Guardian Drone above struggled to confirm coordinate locks through the smoke. Soon, the smoke cleared.
The Guardian’s feed showed Summer flat on his back. Beside him, his shattered RPG launcher smoked lazily. Mackenzie fired her repulsor jets, jumped exactly where she needed to jump, and dropped cleanly through the new hole without even brushing exposed rebar.
She landed as Summer moaned and stirred. She watched as he crawled toward his ruined launcher, one hand bloodied by a graze from her smart bullet. She stepped between them.
He looked up, bleary-eyed. She knew Faux’s grinning skull was glaring down at the dust-covered body at its feet. Mackenzie realized she was actually getting attached to Faux.
“I did give you a ten count,” she said.
“Fuck y—” Summer started, before Faux’s shocker mount jolted him into incoherence. She’d heard enough out of him for one day.
Mackenzie knelt, opened Faux’s other hand, and injected a night-night syringe into the back of Summer’s neck. Then she grabbed one of Summer’s four spare RPG launchers, aimed, and fired at the warehouse doors. Jumping out of here with Summer might snap his neck.
The doors exploded outward with enough force to spew metal fragments all over the street outside. Fortunately, no one waited outside, because Freyja had told them not to be outside. Collateral damage wasn’t her style.
Mackenzie threw Summer’s unconscious body over her shoulder and stomped out the front doors. An uneventful twenty minute walk took them to the edge of the Prospector District, where an unmarked armored personnel carrier waited to take Arno Summer to Elena Ryke.
Not one person popped out to say hello.
THE RIDE TO ELENA RYKE’S MANSION, out in the Perennial Desert that sprawled south of Star’s Landing, took them down a lonely stretch of road Mackenzie couldn’t see. The armored personnel carrier CSD had pulled out of surplus had no windows in the back, since that would defeat the point of being an armored personnel carrier. Mackenzie knew there wasn’t much to look at save sand and the occasional piece of abandoned mining equipment, so she didn’t mind.
The APC’s interior had eight worn jumpseats, discolored walls of gray metal, and a torn up rubber floor that looked like it belonged in a shitty bar. On the upside, its large troop transport area was big enough for Mackenzie inside a crouching Faux, Clayton in a worn smuggler’s outfit, and Arno Summer, drooling blissfully as his head lolled against the backrest. Summer was strapped into one jumpseat with Clayton sitting across from him, swiping through augmented reality windows Mackenzie couldn’t see.
Clayton had dressed for his cover, taking on the smuggler identity he’d suggested earlier, and he looked convincingly smugglerish. He wore thick cargo pants, a brown weatherproof shirt, and a light armor vest with enough pockets to tuck away every type of ammunition on the planet. If Clayton did one thing well, it was blend.
He looked up. “Got the live feed. Want it?”
“Sure.” Watching drone feeds beat staring at a drooling Arno Summer, and it would be good to see if anything had changed in the year since she last visited Elena Ryke.
Two windows opened on Faux’s heads up display, both from Guardian drones stealthed in the airspace above Ryke’s mansion. The first followed the progress of their blocky six-wheeled APC as it rumbled along an abandoned two-lane road through scrubland and desert. The second showed an aerial view of Ryke’s complex, zooming slowly in and out.
A field of solar collectors a block long occupied one side of the house and grounds, drinking in energy from Ceto's blistering thirteen hours of sunlight. The drone’s zoom swept across the field to armored walls topped with electrified barbed wire and visible gun turrets. Those turrets fired dumb bullets, but even dumb bullets of that caliber could cut through Vindicators.
Inside the wall, an open plaza of flat biocrete surrounded the actual house, leaving zero cover. Though the plaza appeared empty, Jinx claimed Elena Ryke had all sorts of hidden defenses built into it. Pop up turrets? Shredder grenades? Mines?
As for the house itself, Ryke's “mansion” was more like a three story box without windows. It had only one door, visibly armored. The house had no nods to beauty, just brutal strength on display. Its flat roof held four soldiers in black Vindicator armor who even now watched the biocrete plaza and the desert beyond. They were probably sweating their asses off.
“Is everything like you remember?” Clayton asked.
“All that and a minefield.” Mackenzie eyeballed the feeds aside but kept them in the corner of her gaze. “You’re sure they can’t detect your drones?”
“Not Guardians,” Clayton said. “They’re Supremtech shrouded by mimetic camouflage. You’d be lucky to see them from two meters away, let alone two hundred.”
“How much Supremtech have you got locked away in those shiny towers?” Mackenzie felt a trace of suspicion she didn’t like. “You seem to have an awful lot of it.”
Clayton claimed he and Shaw knew the Supremacy was behind the human trafficking because no one on Ceto had the tech to create that many suspension pods. Those pods were supposed to be beyond anything they could manufacture on Ceto. Yet what if someone on Ceto had come across a stash of pods left when the Supremacy pulled out?
Everything Mackenzie knew about the pullout said it had been rushed, though no one knew exactly why the Supremacy had rushed. Even three years afterward, lucky natural-born still found caches of abandoned Supremtech in weird spots on the planet. Everyone went looking, because that stuff sold on the black market for a stupid amount of money. Freyja’s smart rifles had come from a cache like that, along with every one of her smart bullets.
So what if the Supremacy wasn’t involved in this human trafficking at all? What if someone only wanted them to think the Supremacy was taking these people? Someone like Jeffrey Shaw, who had spun this all into motion?
What if Shaw was playing everyone?
Mackenzie kept those thoughts to herself as the first feed, the one watching their APC on the two-lane road, zoomed out. Their APC was now visible on the feed watching Ryke’s mansion. The first feed panned and went dark as the drone winged away, probably to go spy on someone else.
The remaining drone feed showed them almost at the mansion perimeter. Summer groaned. He was waking up, which reminded Mackenzie of something that would be much easier for Clayton to do. “Gag him, please.”
Clayton glanced at Summer. “Any particular reason?”
“He’s disrespectful,” Mackenzie said. “Elena doesn’t appreciate disrespect, and anything I let him get away with reflects poorly on me. So gag him tight.”
Clayton fumbled around the pockets of his vest until he found a roll of medical gauze. “You’re the boss, boss.”
She snorted inside Faux, where no one outside her armor could hear. Her being Clayton’s “boss” was a show for Elena Ryke. No reason to be out of character in front of Summer.
Clayton got Summer gagged about the time his bleary eyes opened. Summer thrashed against his jumpseat harness, chewing on his gag with a mad look in his eyes. His wide, wet gaze pleaded with her.
Had he not been such an asshole, Mackenzie might have felt a little sorry for him, but this man had beaten one of Ryke’s cabana boys into a coma and beaten whatever poor man had been in that warehouse to death. CSD was still trying to ID Arno’s latest victim, but chances were he was just another poor bastard who couldn’t get out of the Prospector District and paid with his life. Chances were good no one would ever know his name.
Arno Summer had left a trail of bodies behind him longer than most, and just because he was terrified of paying for his crimes didn’t mean he deserved her sympathy. Mackenzie didn’t revel in his fear or desperation, though she wouldn’t blame his victims if they did. Summer was a bounty, and no one got far in her line of work by taking pity on their bounties.
Honestly, this was why she was so picky with her jobs. She never brought in anyone who wasn’t some kind of dickhead. What happened to them after she dropped them off wasn’t her business, though with Summer, she didn’t have to guess.
The APC slowed as its automated system responded to a warning ping from the independent traffic control system in Ryke’s mansion. That system pinged the ID Mackenzie had send Elena and took control. The APC cruised off the main road and wound through a maze of raised barriers intended to slow vehicles on approach. A thick armored gate rattled open. Two gun turrets tracked their progress until they moved inside.
The APC rumbled to a stop, and the silence allowed Faux’s sensitive speakers to pick up the rumble of the gate closing. That was their other problem — after this complex’s armored gate closed, getting out became as difficult as getting in. Hopefully, they wouldn’t need to make a quick exit. Even Faux wouldn’t survive if Mackenzie stepped on an anti-armor mine.
The drone feed showed figures in camouflage fatigues approaching the APC, wearing light body armor. That assured Mackenzie Elena wasn’t expecting trouble. She eyeballed the feed aside but kept it running as someone pounded on the doors. She glanced at Clayton. “Open us up.”
From his jumpseat, Arno mmphed pitifully.
Clayton stepped past her. He pulled down both lock handles with a heavy clang. He stepped back as two of Elena’s soldiers opened the doors and another pointed her rifle into the bay. Clayton raised his hands.
Still crouching, Mackenzie turned Faux to face them, arms down. “Arno Summer. Your boss is expecting him.”
“Nice.” The woman lowered her rifle. “Out.”
Mackenzie couldn’t help but notice the woman’s purple, sparkly jumpsuit was unnecessarily low cut. When wearing body armor, exposing that much cleavage seemed impractical at best.
“This is the smuggler I told you about,” Mackenzie told the gathered soldiers. “Jan Sabato. He’s fresh out of orbit and eager to get to work.”
After Mackenzie sent Elena the request to introduce “Jan Sabato,” she had not received any response. Generally, anything Elena did not explicitly forbid was acceptable, so it seemed safe to make the introduction Clayton (as Jan Sabato) had requested. She just hoped Clayton could fool Elena.
“Must be nice to smell dirt again,” the woman in the low-cut jumpsuit told Clayton. “I’m Sasha.” She offered a hand to help Clayton down from the APC. “I’ll escort you to Miss Ryke.”
Sasha’s outfit made a bit more sense now. This woman must be one of Elena’s handpicked bodyguards. Elena’s bodyguards were all women, all utter badasses, and all ready to kill at a word from her. They were also, at Elena’s insistence, consistently dressed to the nines.
Clayton grinned wide and took Sasha’s hand, keeping his other raised and visible. “Clean air is wonderful, yes, but the sight of such fine faces is far more wonderful than that.” He hopped down from the APC and bowed.
Sasha raised one eyebrow, bright blue lips smirked, before returning her attention to Mackenzie. “Shall we?”
Clayton glanced at the other two soldiers. “Where shall I wait?”
“You’re coming too.” Sasha took three big steps back before she motioned Mackenzie out of the APC. “Turns out Miss Ryke has heard of you, Sabato, at least in passing.”
“I am honored!”
“She’d like to meet the smuggler who drove three crates of wonder drugs out of a Supremacy medical depot without firing a shot. Assuming that was you, of course.”
Clayton offered a very engaging smile and an exaggerated shrug. “I only wish the next job had gone so splendidly, but ... one learns.”
Mackenzie took little steps until she could exit the APC, then dropped onto the biocrete without popping Faux open. Elena Ryke accorded Freyja limited anonymity due to their long relationship. There were probably three people on Ceto and Phorcys Ryke would allow to walk through her home in powered armor, and Mackenzie was one of them.
“Arms out,” Sasha said, to Clayton.
Clayton spread his arms with a swagger entirely unlike the man she’d ridden out here beside. “Let me say, again, how honored I am that Miss Ryke would meet with me.” He kept smiling as another of Ryke’s soldiers frisked him everywhere. “I only wish I had suitable tribute to show my appreciation, but I am, as you say, fresh out of orbit.”
Clayton’s latest transformation genuinely impressed Mackenzie. He now sounded and looked like an entirely different man than who she knew, like this Jan Sabato had possessed him, and she wondered then if the Clayton she knew was really Clayton at all. He put on personalities like other people put on clothes. Still, it wasn’t like she had a lot of allies now.
“We can always find profitable jobs for talented smugglers,” Sasha said, her own smirk unchanged. She turned back to Mackenzie. “Come, Freyja. Miss Ryke awaits.”
Sasha snapped her fingers at the two soldiers who’d opened the doors. They hopped into the APC to grab Summer, which led to more desperate mmphing and muffled screams. As Mackenzie followed Sasha away from the APC with “Jan Sabato” two steps behind, she was really glad she’d had Clayton gag Summer. No one wanted to hear that.
The APC would remain in the middle of the plaza, in plain sight to all. Unlike Anton Cordoba, who’d had bush or statuary hiding spots literally everywhere, Elena valued function over form. Mackenzie didn’t know how Clayton planned to get his spy data and didn’t care, so long as he didn’t do something stupid that got them both caught.
She wasn’t here for spy games. She was here to deliver Arno Summer to Elena Ryke, and to start digging herself out of a very deep financial hole. Mackenzie had to find a way to get Elena alone and ask her, face to face, about this human trafficking business. Jinx was out there somewhere, in the clutches of a mad Patriot, and finding her was all that mattered.
The single door into the three-story fortress rumbled open as they approached, revealing a doorway tall enough for Faux to walk through without bending over. Once inside, Mackenzie popped her helmet and raised it, gullwing style, exposing her face. Soothing cool circulated through Elena’s mansion, and the air smelled like flowers and wood chips. Elena Ryke respected Mackenzie enough not to ask her to step out of her armor, but she would still take affront to talking to a suit.
Opening up powered armor defeated the point of it — even a lucky shot with a pistol could kill Mackenzie now, not to mention revealing her secret identity — but respect went both ways. She couldn’t exactly hand over the weapons grafted to her suit, so opening her suit up was a compromise. Clayton, naturally, hadn’t brought weapons.
The main hallway was wide enough that Clayton’s APC could have driven down it without issue, a striking contrast to the stark brutality inside. It had high vaulted ceilings with what looked like real wooden floors. A runner of red and white stretched from the entry door to the closed double doors at the far end.
All sorts of adornments lined the walls, everything from real oil paintings like the one that burned up in Mackenzie’s warehouse to sculptures in marble and stone. Some of this art might have come all the way from old Earth, on the homeships. That made it priceless.
The wealth on display here could found a small city. Running guns, drugs, and prostitution in Star’s Landing had made the Ryke family very wealthy, as contrary to the CSD’s commercials, crime paid. All this loot made Mackenzie nostalgic for her own exploded warehouse and everything in it, but she pushed melancholy away. She could replace things.
Sasha led them down the hallway, hips swaying noticeably in her tighter than normal uniform. “So what really happened in the Prospector District, with Summer?”
“We talked,” Mackenzie said. Sasha’s interest in her bounty seemed genuine, but Mackenzie’s interest in her wasn’t.
“You certainly did.” Sasha didn’t look back. “We heard rumors, of course, but you know how people exaggerate. Did you really notify the entire block you’d be bringing in Summer?”
Mackenzie kept her eyes on the sculptures. “Seemed fair.”
Sasha laughed then, and Mackenzie noticed she had a very attractive laugh. Elena had good taste in women. She wouldn’t enjoy hurting Sasha if things went ugly.
Clayton watched Sasha walk, openly and appreciatively, and Mackenzie wondered how much of that was supposed to be Jan Sabato. Elena was likely watching them on any of the two dozen cameras in this hall. Would she take Sabato blatantly checking out Sasha’s ass as a compliment on her taste in bodyguards, or as an affront?
No point in worrying about it. It wasn’t like she could offer Clayton any pointers. She didn’t do undercover because she was really, really bad at it.
They reached the closed double doors at the end of the stupidly long hallway. Sasha gripped both handles and pushed. Mackenzie had to stoop Faux to get through these doors, which opened into a large room with vaulted ceilings, a white marble floor, and a luxurious center rug.
An oval table piled high with fresh fruit, cooked meat, and steaming bread waited inside. The smells made Mackenzie’s stomach rumble. She might actually eat dinner if she got the opportunity, but when she recognized the two people standing beside the table, all thoughts of food evaporated.
The first was Elena Ryke, of course — her elegant cheekbones, dark eyes, and woven loops of cobalt-black hair made her impossible to mistake for anyone else — but the second was very different. He had a round, pleasant face, salt-and-pepper hair, and wore gray city camouflage fatigues that did not flatter his squat frame. He was Jeffrey Shaw, a.k.a. Artifice, a.k.a. the man who abducted Jinx and apparently arrived ahead of them.
Well, shit.




15: Savior


JEFFREY SHAW WATCHED THEM with a small smile, and didn’t immediately yell, “That’s Elijah Clayton and Mackenzie Flores, and they’re here to break up your human trafficking ring!” Instead, he said, “I don’t believe I’ve been introduced,” and offered a short bow. “Alan Toretto, of Trion Systems Mining Corporation. Miss Ryke didn’t inform me we’d have visitors.”
“Freyja,” Mackenzie said, because she wasn’t sure how to have a conversation with a man whose word could get her shot a dozen times. She focused on what she could do. “Thanks for seeing me on short notice, Elena. It’s been a rough week.” If Shaw hadn’t ratted her out already, she saw no advantage to ratting him out.
Elena smiled her predator’s smile and clasped her hands behind her back. “It’s been far too long since we’ve had a meal together. You always bring the best gifts.”
Elena stood noticeably taller than Shaw, and wore a green off-the-shoulder dress that sparkled in the overhead light. She was dressed to entertain, which suggested Shaw was her guest, but why?
Mackenzie also noted the unrolled tarp, bright and factory fresh, at the edge of the room’s circular rug. She’d be a fool not to notice that tarp.
Elena waved them forward. “Please don’t be a stranger, Frey. Introduce me to your smuggler friend. I understood him to have over thirty years left on his sentence, so I’m very curious as to how he was released.”
“Yes,” Shaw said, stroking his pudgy chin. “That is interesting! Good behavior?”
Elena arched one thin eyebrow. “Or cooperation?”
Mackenzie resisted the urge to glance at Clayton, but her whole body sweated inside Faux, where Elena couldn’t see. Elena was well-informed, but knowing the ins and outs of Tantalus Prison (the orbital facility that housed Ceto’s most dangerous criminals) was a step above her normal intel. That suggested Elena had new intelligence partners. Shaw?
Mackenzie was so close. All she had to do is stomp forward and grab Shaw, shake him, wring his stupid little neck until he told her where Jinx was, and she could have her girlfriend back. All she had to do was get Clayton shot full of holes, and probably her with him.
Elena would never forgive Freyja for attacking a guest in her inner sanctum. She was also, Mackenzie suspected from the barely concealed panels in the roof, prepared for such eventualities. If Clayton didn’t pull out top tier bullshit, this was going to be a very short undercover operation.
“My freedom came after a fortunate turn in the courts, if you seek answers.” Clayton advanced on the table. “As you may recall, my conviction was pressed most firmly by the Supremacy. There were ... irregularities in the prosecution. Once the Supremacy stopped paying to maintain Tantalus, well ... let us accept that the right money in the right hands can be quite useful to a man as known for generosity as I.” He stopped.
Elena squeezed a chunk of fresh cheese between two fingers and popped it into her mouth. “That was a lot of words.”
“I understand and appreciate your caution, Miss Ryke.” Clayton stared pleasantly at Shaw, who stared (pleasantly) right back. “If you fear I am, as you say, informing, I completely understand your skepticism. Earning your confidence will be a long road. If you wish evidence of my sincerity, I will prove myself however you wish.”
Elena raised one eyebrow. “Ever killed anyone?”
“I have killed,” Clayton said, “though I do not relish those memories.” He shrugged, taking the swagger down a notch. “Such unpleasant tasks are an unfortunate necessity of doing business.”
Elena lifted a wine glass off the table and sipped through very red lips, eying Clayton over the rim. “Would you kill someone for me?”
Shaw watched Mackenzie with a small smile, one that made her really, really want to punch him. Could Jinx be in this building? Could she be in another room?
“My goodness,” Elena said. “Do we have a connection?”
Mackenzie’s gaze snapped from Shaw’s to find Elena watching her with keen interest. Did she know Mackenzie knew about the human trafficking? Had Elena invited Mackenzie here to kill her?
No, dammit, that made no sense. Shaw wanted to stop Elena’s trafficking, didn’t he? Shaw wouldn’t tell Elena that Mackenzie wanted to stop it if he wanted to stop it, too, unless he wanted Elena focused on killing Mackenzie so he could kill Elena from behind, or Shaw had some other plan, or Elena was playing them both and neither of them realized—
Someone knocked loudly on the double doors.
“Oh!” Elena stared happily past Clayton. “My present!”
Mackenzie followed Elena’s gaze. Two of Elena’s muscular guards, led by a bored-looking Sasha, carried a bound, gagged, and struggling Arno Summer into the room. They forced him to his knees on the tarp.
“Mister Sabato,” Elena said, “do you know who this is?”
Clayton glanced at her captive. “The man Freyja brought here in the APC, Miss Ryke. Has he wronged you?”
“Very much.” Elena thumped an otherwise unremarkable portion of the floor with one heel, and a godsdamned auto-pistol popped out of a secret hatch at high velocity. As it arced back down, Elena snatched it from midair.
Mackenzie had seen that party trick before. She’d seen the next trick, too. She didn’t particularly care for the next trick.
Elena spun the pistol on her finger, using the trigger guard, so the butt faced forward. She offered the weapon to Clayton. “Kill that man for me, and I’ll consider hiring you.”
Mackenzie expected Clayton to hesitate, and perhaps Elijah Clayton would have. Jan Sabato simply accepted the pistol with an inclined head, stalked over to a disoriented and moaning Arno Summer, and pointed the weapon at Summer’s head. Summer stared with wide, terrified eyes.
There was an audible click. Arno mmphed once more and slumped. Elena’s personal weapon was, of course, DNA-locked.
Elena clapped her hands loudly enough to echo throughout the room. “You are decisive, Mister Sabato! I appreciate that in a partner.”
Clayton lowered the pistol, turned back to her, and shrugged. “Hesitation favors no leader.”
“Well said.” Elena walked over to join Clayton. “May I?”
Clayton flipped the gun just like Elena had when she handed it to him. She took it, turned to Sasha, and pushed a strand of dark hair from her eyes. “Archive ready?”
Sasha nodded, one eye glowing faintly. “Archiving now.”
“This man,” Elena said, pointing her pistol at a trembling Arno, “beat one of mine until he passed out in a puddle of his own blood, after repeatedly using him in ways for which he had not paid. When you do that, this happens.”
She fired, a single loud report that rattled the silverware. It also rattled Arno Summer’s brains right out the side of his head. His body thumped to the tarp in a rapidly expanding pool of blood. Elena tsked, handed her pistol to Sasha, and strolled back to her table. “Refreshments?”
Mackenzie didn’t watch the two men as they rolled Summer’s body up in the tarp. She didn’t watch them not because she couldn’t stomach such things — honestly, she’d seen much worse — but because she wasn’t done with her staring contest with Jeffrey Shaw. “Trion Systems, huh?”
“For over ten years.” Shaw had a wine glass in his hand now, and he raised it in salute. “Quite the ride.”
“How often do you smuggle goods to Phorcys?”
He smiled faintly. “We’ve only just met, and now we’re comparing illegal activities?”
“Why are you here?” Mackenzie demanded, even though she suspected she knew. Shaw must still be monitoring her Network access, and she had turned in Elena’s bounty using the Network. Shaw had come here to stop her from flipping Elena, but why?
“I’m consulting for Miss Ryke,” Shaw said. “It seems she’s in the market for a new shipping partner.” He popped a chunk of meat into his mouth and chewed.
So had Shaw stolen Mackenzie’s cunning plan, telling Elena the trafficked people she collected were going to the Supremacy, and flipped Elena before her? Was Elena already working with Shaw to take down her former partners? And would that put her on the same side as Jinx’s abductor, or not?
Mackenzie had thought having Faux would put her back in her element, but here she was again, back in the middle of a fucking spy game. Shooting idiots and bagging bounties was so much simpler. Before she could decide what to say next, Clayton returned to the table.
“I must say, Miss Ryke, you make a man’s life interesting.” Clayton didn’t grab a wine glass. “But I’m certain I’ve occupied enough of your valuable time, and it seems you have much to discuss with the lovely Freyja. I shall wait outside for any work you deem suitable.”
A rather predatory smile crossed Elena’s features. “Did I say you could leave, Elijah?”
Clayton hesitated just a bit too long. It was all Elena needed. It was all Shaw needed, too.
Shaw pulled a pistol and pointed it at Clayton in the same amount of time it took Mackenzie to clench her grips and slam Faux shut, which was the same amount of time it took four giant autocannons to pop out of the ceiling. They fixed her and Clayton with visible targeting lasers.
Sasha gasped and raised her own rifle to point at Faux, even though that rifle couldn’t possibly penetrate powered armor. The autocannons focused on Faux, however, easily could. Clayton didn’t raise anything, since he didn’t actually have a gun.
Elena popped another square of cheese into her mouth. “I’ve missed you, Frey.”
Mackenzie trembled with adrenaline. “What the actual fuck?”
“You can drop the Jan Sabato act,” Elena told Clayton, “as well as any pretense of wishing to smuggle for me. I know it’s rude to play with your food, but honestly, it gets so boring out here.” Elena brushed back her hair and sighed. “To business.”
“Sorry?” Clayton said.
“I’ve recently come into possession of troubling information,” Elena said. “I’ve been working with certain partners under false pretenses.”
“Anton Cordoba and Bai Ro,” Shaw added, and the fact that he could interrupt Elena and not have her shoot him in the face suggested she’d taken him fully into her trust. “Of course, you know that, don’t you, Elijah?”
“I will deal with my former partners,” Elena continued. “What Shaw has provided is a chance to collect another, much larger debt.” Elena set down her wine glass and stared at Mackenzie. “Frey, honey. How’d you like to destroy the Supremacy together?”
“I don’t care about the Supremacy!” Mackenzie turned both her smart rifles on Shaw. “I care about Jinx.” She was done with subtle. “Where is she, you smug fucker? What did you do with her?”
They might all soon die in a gunfire ballet, but given her cover was blown, Mackenzie really didn’t care. She had to know where Jinx was before she shot everyone, or they shot her. She had to know Jinx was safe.
“Jinx is fine,” Shaw said, gun still pointed on Clayton. “Actually, that’s what I’d like to talk to you about.”
One Whole Day Earlier, Again
JINX WASN’T IN A GREAT DEAL OF PAIN when she opened her eyes, but that was the problem. She wasn’t in a great deal of anything. She was floating, actually, or felt like she was floating, except she was actually on a scratchy cot, which suggested she was on some really good drugs. She wore only a flimsy hospital gown, drafty and thin.
Her cot was in a tent. The flap was closed, but the air was hot. A desert? Ceto only had a few of those, which narrowed her location down to three places she couldn’t remember at the moment.
Her thoughts bumped into each other. It took effort to piece together her jumbled memories, but when she did, they tackled her all at once. She flinched on the cot and gasped involuntarily.
She remembered anger as she realized that enemy suit was on her back, disbelief when it tackled her after she got it off her, agony as her teeth rattled each time it punched Freyja in the head. And terror. Blind terror.
Things went black after that, so Jinx assumed the enemy armor hit Freyja hard enough to knock her out. Not hard enough to kill her, thank everyone, but hard enough that even now, floating on this scratchy cot, she couldn’t feel her legs.
Oh no.
She couldn’t feel her legs!
Jinx panicked enough to raise her head, just a little, though it made her back ache. Her legs were still there, but they didn’t feel like her legs. She tried to move one leg, one calf, one toe. Nothing worked.
Okay, temporary paralysis. Maybe whoever operated on her put some special medical device in her spine, like an epidural, and that left her with temporary paralysis. Except an epidural shouldn’t fully paralyze you, just make the pain go away. There wasn’t any pain at all.
Incessant beeping penetrated Jinx’s panic. She glared at an ancient heart monitor hanging from a stand beside her bed. She had an IV in her wrist and electrodes all over her chest, leading to that machine.
She was being treated for injuries in a field hospital, possibly. By the Patriots? By the Supremacy? By Ceto Security Division? And most importantly, why couldn’t she feel her freaking legs?
Boots crunched sand outside the tent. Then a brown-skinned hand pulled back the flap and Renata stepped in, one side of her face redder than it should be. She looked half sunburned.
Jinx’s eyes went wide. “What happened?”
“I ran into some steam.” Renata hurried to Jinx’s side and took one of Jinx’s hands, the one without the IV in it. “But I’m fine, and you’re awake now. Chase’s surgery worked.” She smiled so wide it puffed out her cheeks. “We saved you.”
Wow, Renata had gotten a whole lot more attached while Jinx slept. “Um, what happened?”
“Some asshole in powered armor beat the shit out of you.”
“Right, I remember that.” Jinx looked down at herself, at her gown and the unmoving legs sticking out of it. “So why can’t I feel my legs?”
Renata squeezed Jinx’s hand. “This is going to be tough to hear. I wish I had better news.”
“What news?” Jinx didn’t like the way her voice rose.
“There was ... damage. We tried, Jinx. Chase did everything she could, worked more than eight hours to—”
“Who’s Chase?”
“A doctor. One of the best. She’s saved dozens of us, and she saved you, too, but—”
“But I can’t feel my freaking legs!”
“Right. Well, even a woman like Chase can’t fix things that aren’t there to fix.”
“But my legs are right there!”
“But the nerves inside your spine aren’t there, now.”
Those words made the terrifying future Jinx suspected since she opened her eyes cold and real. This was her reality, now, and it sucked a lot more than she’d expected. “Paraplegia,” she breathed.
Renata frowned. “Sorry?”
“That’s when you lose the use of your legs.” Jinx pulled the facts from memory, because those facts felt real important right now. “It’s when a spinal injury makes it so you can’t feel or move your legs, and it does other things, too, like ... oh.”
Blood rushed to Jinx’s face, even though she knew it was stupid to blush at a time like this. She couldn’t stop thinking about Mack, about how they’d never be together again the way she wanted, about how this wasn’t fair. None of this was fair. It was bad enough her legs didn’t work, but what if other things no longer worked, too?
“This sucks,” Jinx declared, as tears welled in her eyes. “Fuck this.”
“I’m so sorry,” Renata whispered.
“This fucking sucks.”
Renata tilted her head. “You’re cursing.”
Jinx sniffled. “So?”
“I’ve never heard you do that before. I mean ... not the F word.”
“Yeah, I try not to say the F word, because Sister Candace always told us cursing hurts God’s feelings.” Jinx shuddered. “Fuck!”
“There’s a chance we can fix you,” Renata said.
Jinx stared for a moment, certain she’d misheard. She hadn’t misheard. And really, honestly, couldn’t Renata have opened with that? “How?”
“Supremacy wonder drugs,” Renata said. “We know from seeing them work in the past that they can heal even serious spinal injuries, if applied before a certain time period.”
A certain time period? “How long have I been out?”
“Two days.”
“How long until the drugs won’t work?”
“Maybe a week, but Jinx—”
“Give me the fucking drugs!”
Renata grimaced. “We don’t have them.”
“Then ... what the heck?” Jinx felt her lower lip trembling and didn’t care. “Why did you say you could help me if you can’t help me?”
“We can help you.” Renata squeezed Jinx’s hand again. “But it’s incredibly dangerous.”
“For who?”
“Everyone, but mostly you.”
“Let’s do it,” Jinx said, as a part of her hesitated and she mentally punched that part in the face. “What’s the risk? What do I have to do to get my legs back?”
The tent flap opened again, and Artifice stepped inside as if he’d been waiting for her to ask that question. His eyes looked sad.
“Oh,” Jinx said. “It’s you.”
“I’m afraid there’s no plan I can offer that doesn’t risk you dying,” Artifice said, “possibly in great pain.”
“I can’t feel pain right now.”
“That’ll change, if we send you off to the Supremacy.”
A chill gripped Jinx. “Why the heck would you do that?”
Artifice walked closer. “Renata mentioned the drugs?”
“The ones that’ll fix me, you mean?”
“Yes.”
“Sure, but she said you didn’t have any.”
“That’s correct. While I believe we could acquire a small supply, using my contacts, I don’t believe we can acquire them in time to save your spine. Since the Supremacy pulled out, supplies of regenerative medicine have become increasingly rare. It would take at least a month to procure more.”
“Why go to all that trouble for me?” Jinx demanded. “You don’t even like me.”
“That’s certainly not the case.”
“The first time I met you, you had rat face threaten to cut off my toes!” She wondered where Mister Hurt was now, and hoped he wasn’t anywhere near her tent. She hated that guy.
“I want to help you, Jinx.”
“You want Freyja, you mean.” Jinx felt a stab of worry. “Where is she?”
“We don’t know,” Artifice said. “We’ve heard nothing from your partner since the Supremacy abducted her in Argent, and I fear—”
“Not her, you big dope! Freyja! My armor! Where is she?”
Mack was probably free already, busting heads and looking for Jinx, but Freyja ... she was Jinx’s baby, and she’d been pretty banged up before Jinx blacked out.
“Your powered armor is in this camp,” Artifice said, after a moment.
“I need to see her,” Jinx said. “I need to fix her.”
“We need to fix you, first,” Renata said.
Renata was still holding Jinx’s hand. Both their palms were kind of sweaty, and as nice as Renata seemed, she wasn’t Mack. Jinx fidgeted and pulled until Renata let go. She focused on Artifice.
“Go back to before you said you can’t get wonder drugs in time to save my spine. You were thinking of sending me to the Supremacy. Why?”
“If you’re willing to fight, even kill, if necessary,” Artifice said, “and if you’re willing to volunteer for an operation that has a low chance of success, we can put you into one of our captured Supremacy suspension pods.”
“Okay. How does that help me?”
“We send you into orbit. We sneak your pod into the next batch of pods Elena Ryke sends to the Supremacy.”
That sounded like a really bad idea. “Didn’t you say they’re experimenting on people?”
“They may be,” Artifice agreed, “and a subject without working legs and significant spinal damage may not meet the criteria for whatever they’re doing. They might simply euthanize you on arrival—”
“Bad,” Jinx reminded him.
“—or they could fix your spine, because their need for functioning natural-born bodies outweighs the small cost of administering what is, to them, an extremely plentiful and easily replaceable drug.”
“Okay, wise guy.” Jinx tried to sit up and failed, though not because her arms and back were paralyzed. She was just really tired, and a bit loopy. “Say they don’t kill me. Say they fix my spine and let me walk again.”
“There is a chance,” Artifice said.
“Then I’m stuck in some secret Supremacy base, surrounded by Supremacy soldiers, where a bunch of Advanced scientists are doing sick experiments on people.” Jinx sucked in her breath and then shouted, “Why would I want that?”
“You won’t be stuck,” Renata said.
“How will I not be stuck?”
“Even if they don’t fix your spine,” Artifice said, “they may still let you live. And if they do that, you could conceivably save the lives of everyone in that secret base. With your help, we could find our missing people, rescue them, and end these experiments once and for all.”
That sounded pretty good, actually, saving everyone the Supremacy had taken. “How is that possible, why is it possible, and how do I do it?”
Artifice moved to stand right beside her bed, so Jinx could see him easily. “Are you familiar with the concept of genetic diversity?”
Well that was certainly a tangent. “Sure.” Everyone learned about that in school, even those whose school was pre-recorded public access programs on their headdesk at an orphanage. Ceto’s schools were crowded, and Jinx’s orphanage got more use out of her as a technician, anyway.
“To put this simply,” Artifice said, “the Advanced ... the people populating Phorcys, running the Supremacy, and, until very recently, running our planet ... lack genetic diversity. They are all remarkably similar, disturbingly so.”
That wasn’t even the weirdest thing Jinx had heard this week. “Why?”
“We don’t know,” Artifice said, “but we do know this intelligence is accurate, which means the Advanced, more than any species, are vulnerable to bio-engineered weapons. One illness could wipe them out.”
“Hold a tic.” Jinx gripped her cot. “You’re talking ... like a plague?”
“That would be one option.”
“You’re making a plague to unleash on the Advanced?”
“Not a plague,” Artifice said. “A leash. The Patriots of Ceto have never stopped preparing for the Supremacy’s inevitable return. Unlike President Mendoza, we refuse to stand defenseless until they invade again.”
“Why would they?” Jinx asked. “They haven’t yet.”
“They’re already abducting our citizens,” Artifice reminded her. “They have ships with mass drivers lingering in the space between Phorcys and Ceto, ships we don’t have and which they have refused to scuttle or sell to us. The only thing protecting us is the eccentricity of their newest leader, President Tostow, and he is very, very old.”
This was actually making sense. “You think they’ll invade again after Tostow dies?”
“We know they will, and Tostow dying from natural causes is our best case. Assassination is more likely, meaning our freedom lives on borrowed time. Fortunately, we now know the Supremacy’s Achilles heel.”
Jinx frowned. “Their what now?”
Artifice waved her question away. “It’s an old Earth tale. Unimportant. It means we know the Supremacy’s weakness, and Ceto’s most talented genetic engineers have crafted a bio-engineered defense against them.”
“Right,” Jinx said. “So what does your plague do?”
“It’s a virus, actually,” Renata said.
“Okay.” Jinx stared at her. “What does your virus do?”
Shaw answered. “Our engineers believe that introducing our genetically tailored virus into any Advanced population will allow it to spread rapidly through their largely identical immune systems. It will weaken them to the point where they can’t fight, and once released, the virus will prove almost impossible to eradicate. It will make the Advanced docile.”
Jinx thought about that. She didn’t like it. Some Advanced were evil, sure, but she’d met some real nice ones before the Supremacy pulled out.
Jinx had loved chatting with the two Advanced ladies trying to start a soup kitchen in Pioneer Point, even after people threw bricks through their windows. A year before the armistice, an Advanced hired her and Mackenzie to track down his little boy, whom the Patriots abducted for ransom.
That Advanced man hadn’t been a monster. He’d been a father like the one Jinx never had, shaking with fear. When Mack and Jinx returned his boy, alive and unharmed, that man cried so hard it made Jinx cry, too. The Advanced were perfect and flawed and good and bad. It didn’t sound like Artifice’s virus cared about any of that.
“A docile Advanced population would simplify our defense of Ceto,” Artifice said, “but it might not even come to that. You see, if they know what we can do to them, they won’t attack us in the first place. It’s another concept from old Earth, like the Achilles heel I mentioned, but one with a much larger chance of changing the current imbalance of power.”
“I don’t think you should infect a whole race,” Jinx said.
“We won’t,” Artifice said, “unless they force our hand. It is a concept known as mutually assured destruction.”
Jinx glanced at Renata. “That sounds really bad.”
Renata shook her head. “If they hit us, we hit them back, but harder. We can’t make them all sick cause they’d glass us from orbit, but they can’t glass us from orbit since we’d make them all sick. So we live and let live.”
“Because you can hit the Advanced with a superbug that’ll pretty much genocide them.”
“They have the ability to wipe us out now.” Renata’s eyes narrowed as a fervor returned to her tone. “Just like they wiped out my squad when we rescued you. Remember? The only thing holding the Supremacy back is a crazy old man who will probably keel over in a few years.”
“President Tostow,” Jinx said, just to be sure she was following. She did have a lot of drugs in her system.
“Tostow is benign,” Artifice agreed, “or seems to be. Like many Wardens, he retains a decency the Civilizers lost on their journey across the stars. Yet the Supremacy’s former president, Peter Mullen, is still out there. Mullen will return to power once Tostow dies, and there are too few Wardens in the Phorcys senate to save us.”
“But if you do this,” Jinx pointedly reminded them both, “you’ll infect the Wardens too. You said your virus can’t be stopped.”
“It is not an ideal solution,” Artifice agreed. “But the alternative is to allow the Advanced to attack us, enslave us, or, worse, exterminate us. Whether Tostow dies from illness or a coup, the Supremacy will resume their war against us. That is a war they will win.”
“Okay.” Jinx tapped her fingers on the bed, since she couldn’t tap her toes. “This is really frightening and all, and a bit nuts. You built bio-weapons. But if the Supremacy is this vulnerable, they must sanitize everything that comes into their facilities. So even if you planted the virus in the pod with me, they’d just kill it, wouldn’t they?”
Artifice leaned close. “Not if we infect you with the virus.”
That sounded even worse. “You said it makes people weak.”
“Only Advanced,” Artifice assured her. “While natural-born can act as carriers, only a tiny percentage develop symptoms. Better yet, the virus cannot move from one natural-born to another. This allows us to precisely target its deployment.”
“But wouldn’t the Supremacy just nuke the heck out of Ceto if they knew we all carried the virus?”
“Our virus would be upon them before they made that decision. It would neutralize the vast majority of Advanced before they knew what was happening. And, of course, we would then offer them the cure.”
Thank God! There was a cure. “So if an Advanced gets infected, you could fix them?”
“On a case-by-case basis. On a larger basis as well, if we taught them how to create the anti-virus.”
“But you’d only do that if they surrendered.”
“We’d only do that once we felt certain they had no plans to attack us again,” Artifice said. “Only then would we offer our olive branch. They survive, so long as we remain alive to cure them.”
This was all starting to sound disturbingly plausible. “And you think I could infect a whole base? Like ... a minicide?”
“Yours is precisely the test case we need,” Artifice said, “to assure both our own leaders and the Advanced that the virus can do what our genetic engineers believe it can do. A sterile, isolated environment like this black site is perfect for a small-scale test. It can easily be quarantined.”
“You’d be like a Trojan horse!” Renata said, smiling a bit too wide. Like she was trying to convince herself, too.
“What the fudge is that?” Jinx asked.
“This is your decision,” Artifice said. “You helped us defend the crawler from Bai Ro’s thugs, and even though we couldn’t save the pods—”
“What?” Jinx asked.
“—even though we couldn’t save the pods, we still—”
“What do you mean, you couldn’t save the pods? There were people in those pods!” Jinx blinked. “Where are the people?”
“Those motherfuckers blew them up,” Renata said.
Oh God no. “Who?”
“Bai Ro,” Renata continued. “His soldiers. They took over the crawler’s turrets somehow, hacked in, and blew up the pods with the people inside. Ro knew the CSD was closing in, that they would find the pods, and they’d nail him for human trafficking.”
“All those people,” Jinx whispered. She remembered a man stumbling from the autotruck cab that had been stealing the containers, a man she’d let escape before she blew up the cab. Had that man blown up those containers? How could anyone do something so horrific?
Were the deaths of all those people her fault?
Jinx struggled to remember how many pods she’d seen in the single shipping crate she’d inspected. Four in a stack, and the stack was maybe five wide, so twenty. But there was another side. So forty, but there had been two shipping crates. Two times forty was eighty, minus the person who melted, so seventy-nine. The math was easy — math had always been easy, for her — but wrapping her head around the people was not.
Seventy-nine women, men, and children, all captured by Bai Ro and Elena Ryke and Anton Cordoba. Seventy-nine innocents all dead, stolen from their families. Like her family. Like her parents.
A lump swelled in Jinx’s throat. Almost a hundred people had died after she got knocked out inside Freyja, and it was going to happen again if she didn’t stop it. People would die. Children would die. She had to save them, even if all the Supremacy did when she got to their secret base was shoot her in the head and dump her out the airlock.
At least, before they did that, she’d infect them with Shaw’s virus.
“I’ll do it,” Jinx whispered. “I volunteer.”
Artifice glanced at Renata. “I must be clear here. Your chances of success are low. I’d peg them around twenty percent.”
“Don’t care,” Jinx said. “Infect me.”
Renata gripped her shoulder. “You are incredibly brave. I told you. You’re a good person.”
Jinx swallowed. “Just get it over with, okay?”




16: Potluck


MACKENZIE BARELY KEPT HERSELF from pulling the triggers that would start a bullet ballet. “You dick bag. You played her. You sent her up there to die!”
“There’s a chance she won’t die,” Shaw said.
“Fuck that, and fuck you!”
“Manners, Frey!” Elena shook her head and tsked. “Just because we disagree doesn’t mean we can’t be polite.”
Mackenzie turned on Elena, though not visibly, since she didn’t want pointed guns making Elena nervous. “How could you go along with this? We trusted you. Jinx trusted you!”
“And I trusted you,” Elena said, eyes narrowed, “yet you entered my house under false pretenses, vouching for a man you knew was an agent of President Mendoza. As trust violations go, that’s rather high up the list.”
Elena had her dead to rights, but Mackenzie was far past caring. Her voice cracked. “I need Jinx safe.”
“I know that, which is why I’m willing to forgive your indiscretion.” Elena raised her wine glass in half-hearted salute. “Love makes fools of us all. If it comforts you, I did not know what Shaw planned for Jinx until he’d done it, though I do appreciate the audacity.”
“Nobody’s committing genocide,” Clayton declared, which was a ballsy thing to say when he was the only one in the room without a gun. “Even a whiff of what you’ve done will get us glassed before you can blink.”
“The Supremacy won’t know what we have until it’s too late,” Shaw said, “and I have multiple contingencies in place. Small bundles of the virus are already on Phorcys, even now, in the care of agents I trust. We can release them at any time.”
“Then why haven’t you?” Mackenzie demanded. “You’ve already said you’re willing to wipe them out. Why wait?”
Clayton glanced her way, gaze hard. “He has to know it works first. If they released the virus and the Advanced stopped it, then learned who’d made it, they’d wipe us off Ceto before we could strike again.” Clayton walked toward Shaw until Shaw’s gun was pressed against his forehead. “The Patriot leaders would never agree to this. This is planetary suicide.”
“They did,” Shaw said.
“Morna would never agree to this.”
“The decision was unanimous.”
“Bullshit!”
“Enough!” Elena snapped her fingers for attention, then waved Sasha over. “Sasha, be a dear and show Mister Clayton to a cell, would you? One of the nicer ones, with a real toilet.”
Clayton glanced at the woman walking over to escort him to a nice cell with a real toilet. “Let’s not.”
“Oh, don’t be like that,” Elena said. “You gambled and lost. Don’t be petty.”
“He’s not being petty.” Mackenzie raised one smart rifle and pointed it at Sasha. “And that man’s not going anywhere. He’s with me.” She pointed her other arm, and its smart rifle, at Shaw. “Down, boy.”
Eyes wide, Sasha stopped where she was. Shaw, for his part, didn’t appear to care he had a smart rifle pointed at him.
Elena dramatically facepalmed. “What is this man to you but a burden?”
Mackenzie kept Sasha and Shaw covered as she watched Elena. “Finish making your offer. You want to destroy the Supremacy, don’t you? Well, I don’t give a shit about them. I just want Jinx back, and you obviously want something from me, or we’d be shooting now. So what do you want?”
“Ma’am?” Sasha said, rifle held rock steady. “Your orders?”
Mackenzie took Sasha’s measure and didn’t like what she found. Sasha looked ready to charge and die on Elena’s orders. Refusing Elena would get Sasha killed anyway, afterward, and not nearly as quick.
Mackenzie turned her attention to Shaw. “You need me, don’t you? You need Freyja. So what do you want?”
“Perceptive as ever.” Shaw stepped back and lowered his pistol, and Clayton, thankfully, didn’t escalate. “I want you to work with us. I want you to rescue Jinx from the Supremacy, just as you intended all along.”
“Because you sent her to a Supremacy black site in a fucking coma pod. You’re the reason I have to rescue her.”
“Be that as it may,” Shaw said, “you’ll do it, won’t you? We’ll have a better chance of flying under SpaceGov’s radar if we launch on a single small, commercial shuttle. Our team must be small by necessity.”
“And you want me on it.” That was why Shaw sent Jinx ahead of her, of course, to get Mackenzie on his team. She’d never agree to a suicide mission otherwise.
“I want you to lead my team, Freyja,” Shaw said. “Rescue your girlfriend. Rescue the hundreds of people the Supremacy abducted, and bring back data showing the virus Jinx brought into that base disabled the Advanced. Your archives of this mission will be the proof we need to convince everyone of its virility.”
“With everyone being...”
“President Tostow,” Shaw said. “Former president Mullen. And our very own President Mendoza, who, when presented with an option to stand on equal footing with the Advanced, will certainly endorse my actions.”
“You mean the public will endorse you,” Clayton said. “Because Mendoza knows turning down a chance to bloody the Supremacy will get him run out of office, and once you’ve played this card, there’s no take-backs. Once you put genocidal plagues on the table, we win or we die.”
Shaw shrugged. “We were never politicians, Elijah. We were planners, warriors, and leaders. We did what had to be done to protect our people, and now, together, we still can.” He tucked his pistol back into his hip holster. “Work with me.”
“Jessica wouldn’t want this,” Clayton said.
Shaw’s vexing composure flinched.
“She fought as hard as any of us to free the planet,” Clayton said, “but she never wanted genocide. She’d never agree to this. She’d hate this.”
Shaw’s composure slipped back over his face. “You know nothing of what Jessica wished or didn’t.”
“And we can’t ask her now, can we, since the Supremacy cut her up for medical experiments.”
“Oh my,” Elena said, one eyebrow arched. “Just like my father.” She sipped her wine.
Clayton glared at Shaw. “This isn’t about saving Ceto. This is about your revenge, and like I told you years ago, revenge doesn’t fix anything.”
Shaw stared right back. “Easy for a man with a family to say.”
Wait, Clayton had a family? Since when? Elena was now tapping one foot, and Mackenzie suspected she had about ten seconds before Elena shot them all and moved on with her day. “Enough! I’ll lead your team.”
Shaw glanced her way and smiled. “Excellent.”
“But only if Clayton comes with me.”
Shaw glanced at Clayton. “You’re using that name again?”
“‘Clayton’ will not be coming with you,” Elena said, literally putting her foot down, “because he does not agree with Shaw’s plan to wipe out the Advanced. I will have this done correctly, and sending a man who wishes to do it incorrectly seems ... counterproductive.”
“Then tie him up,” Mackenzie said. “Drug him so he’s asleep the entire flight. Do whatever you need to feel comfortable, but I’m not leaving him to rot in your cells.”
Elena gasped dramatically. “I have very nice cells!”
And people generally die in them, Mackenzie thought, because saying that aloud would be a mistake. She was all too familiar with what happened when Elena Ryke grew bored. At best, Elena would hold onto Clayton as leverage against President Mendoza. At worse, she’d drop him into her underground arenas for sport.
“Is this the price for your cooperation?” Shaw asked.
So someone was listening. Thank gods. “Yes.”
A flicker of annoyance crossed Elena’s face, and Mackenzie worried she’d pushed too far. Elena Ryke did not like people making decisions for her. Anyone could do that, but they typically only got to do it once.
“This could work for us,” Shaw said, rubbing his chin with one thumb. “If this mission goes south, it gives us deniability.”
“Oh?” Elena was tapping her dangerous foot again.
“I have full confidence that my team, led by Freyja, will secure the Supremacy black site and provide us the archives we need,” Shaw said. “However, there is always the chance we could be shot down and captured. If so, my dear friend Elijah,” and with that, he gestured at Clayton, “will link any failed operation directly to President Mendoza.”
“Interesting.” Elena’s foot stopped tapping. “Continue.” Her autocannons hadn’t retracted, and her targeting lasers weren’t getting any less noticeable.
“It’s a win win,” Shaw said. “If everything goes as we intend, we infect that base, prove our theory, and save our natural-born. We get our archive and have our détente.”
“I heard two wins in there.”
“If the operation goes south,” Shaw continued, “the Supremacy finds the body of a personal agent of President Mendoza on our shuttle. Once Mendoza is implicated in an attempt to launch a virus against the Advanced, he’ll have no choice but to back our plan to eliminate the Supremacy. Mendoza knows what they’ll do to him if they think he’s moved against them. He can only protect himself by embracing our plan.”
“Jessica would hate you for this,” Clayton said.
Shaw frowned at him, and Mackenzie imagined a man on the verge of pulling out his pistol and shooting Clayton in the head. “Your opinion.” He turned back to Elena. “That’s what I’d suggest, Miss Ryke. Of course, I defer to your judgment. You’re in charge.”
Good save, Mackenzie thought.
Elena dangled her wine glass in one hand. Finally, she nodded to Sasha. “Lower your weapon, dear.”
Sasha breathed out. “Yes ma’am.”
Elena turned her gaze on Mackenzie. “Frey.”
Mackenzie weighed her less-than-zero options. She lowered her arm-mounted smart rifles, but Elena just watched, unimpressed. Right.
Mackenzie squeezed her grips and popped Faux open, exposing herself to eyes, air, and possible gunfire. Elena smiled and tapped her wrist. With a chorus of whirs and clicks, the autocannons hanging from the ceiling retracted into their holes. Panels slid over them.
Elena breathed deep. “That was delightful!” The flush in her cheeks showed Mackenzie just how fun she thought almost getting murdered had been. “Sasha!” She turned on her visibly shaken bodyguard. “My study. Now.”
The other woman offered a smile Mackenzie saw as a bit forced. “Yes ma’am.”
That bit of seductive banter reminded Mackenzie of Jinx, and heady love hit her harder than expected. Jinx was either on her way to a Supremacy black site or already there, now, waiting to get shot in the head. Possibly already shot in the head. Mackenzie had no time to waste, and had no choice but to do as Shaw asked. Complaining wouldn’t help.
“Shaw,” Elena said, eyes now locked on her bodyguard’s swaying posterior, “you have your strike team leader. Go fuck up the Supremacy.” She chugged the last of her wine, set down the glass, and stalked off with a hungry look in her eyes.
“Thank you,” Clayton said, once Elena was out of hearing range. “We can still stop this.”
Shaw stepped up to Mackenzie’s other side. “You can still join us, Eli. We always worked better together. The Supremacy will invade again, and you know we can’t beat them in a straight fight.”
Clayton shook his head. “Not like this.”
Mackenzie stomped one armored foot hard enough to make them both jump. “You can argue the ethics of genocide later! Jinx already has a head start, and I’m not letting her get shot.” She turned Faux to face Shaw. “When do we launch?”
“Our window’s three hours from now,” Shaw said. “I’ve cleared a route through SpaceGov that’ll get us off the planet and into orbit without raising any eyebrows. Once in orbit, we’ll follow the signal from Jinx’s beacon and track her to the Supremacy base.”
“Cutting it close, again,” Clayton said.
Shaw smiled. “And always overthinking things. We balance well.”
“Gods, just ... whip them out and measure!” Mackenzie stomped over to the table piled with food. “I’m getting something to eat.”




17: Launchpad


TWO AND A HALF HOURS LATER, Mackenzie finally had her baby back, and only once she was cocooned inside Freyja did she realize how much she’d missed it. The inside of her powered armor smelled like Jinx, a mixture of dried sweat and engine grease, and that conjured memories that made Mackenzie’s chest ache. In a bit of good news, before Jinx went to sleep in that pod, she managed to reattach Freyja’s autocannon, because she was a genius too good for this world.
In comparison to Freyja, who looked amazing given the damage Mackenzie inflicted, the ship Shaw dug up to blast them into orbit looked like a rustbucket. Ceto’s first settlers had once used ancient cargo shuttles like this to ferry supplies from the orbiting homeships to the ground. This blocky mess of thrusters and jagged lines was not remotely aerodynamic, and on the inside, it looked even worse. Shaw’s Patriots had gutted it.
To be fair, they’d stripped everything out of the shuttle because it was the only way to fit Freyja, Faux, two smaller suits of aging Vindicator armor, and a rover in the cargo bay without murdering the weight limit. Between that and several crates of medical and emergency supplies, Shaw’s crew barely fit.
Four Patriots would join her on this mission, in addition to Clayton (who was already tied up at the front of the shuttle’s bay) and Shaw. The first was Renata: the woman with the half-shaved head who’d held a gun on Mackenzie in the crawl ship. Renata would drive the rover hauling the portable suppression dome they’d use to stop enemy smart bullets from tracking them, assuming the Supremacy shot any.
The second Patriot was Hall, a tall man with a scarred lip. She’d choked him out on the crawl ship and dropped him into the marsh around Pioneer Point. He’d pilot one of the two refurbished Vindicators, so she’d watch him closely once they assaulted the Supremacy black site. If the Patriots planned to double-cross her, Hall seemed like the go-to guy to shoot her in the back.
The third soldier, Edge, their banally codenamed pilot, was a short, thin woman with a lip ring, nose ring, and bright purple faux hawk. The last of their party, Chase, was an actual doctor, with short black hair and kind gray eyes. Chase had saved Jinx after Mackenzie beat the shit out of her.
Chase would pilot the other refurbished Vindicator. She apparently lacked the skill to do more than walk powered armor, but she would need to enter the black site with the assault team to examine the virus impact. She needed protection.
Mackenzie didn’t care what happened to the other Patriots, but Chase was different. Mackenzie owed Chase Jinx’s life, and she took that debt very seriously. When she’d informed Chase of this earlier, from inside Freyja, the older woman simply smiled and bowed her head. Chase couldn’t speak, only sign, and Mackenzie didn’t understand sign language.
Jinx had tried to teach her, once — Jinx learned sign language at her orphanage, to help fellow orphans who couldn’t speak — but they’d never had time to really practice. Mackenzie would give anything to try again. She’d give anything to do anything with Jinx, right now, that didn’t involve black sites.
At Shaw’s suggestion, Freyja was first into the shuttle. The other Patriots then loaded in Faux, the Vindicators, and the rover. With nothing to do but sit inside her powered armor, Mackenzie again called up the holo Jinx left for her.
She froze the holo, staring at Jinx’s soft brown face, tracing every strand of curly hair. Jinx floated before her like a woman on the other side of a mirror, because Jinx had recorded this message while inside Freyja. It was the perfect way to talk without Shaw being able to listen.
“Hey you,” Jinx said, or the Jinx from yesterday, anyway. “So, I’m alive. You probably knew that already, but just to be safe, I recorded this so you’d know Artifice was telling the truth. Or know if he lied to you, I guess.”
Mackenzie wanted to make sure she hadn’t missed anything the first time. Also, she hadn’t actually seen Jinx since before their shuttle exploded. It felt good to see her, even if she was just a holo.
Jinx told pretty much the same story Shaw related at dinner. Jinx obviously saw her mission as the only way she could save innocent people, not as a con Shaw invented to use her as a virus delivery mechanism. Jinx could be so naïve sometimes, but that was part of why Mackenzie loved her. She loved that Jinx thought people were good.
“So anyway,” Jinx continued, smiling in that dorky way Mackenzie adored, “I need you to know I wanted to do this. I want to be with you forever after this is over, but there’s a really good chance I won’t make it back from space alive. So if I do die, I’m sorry for hurting you.” Her voice grew husky, her eyes wet. “The thing is, I just can’t let people be abducted and experimented on. I have to save them, but I’m going into this with eyes open. My choice.”
Mackenzie couldn’t fault Jinx’s bravery or heart. Jinx was an adult who made her own decisions, but damn, those decisions often terrified Mackenzie.
“I know Artifice doesn’t care about me,” Jinx said, “and though Renata might ... she’s nice, actually, so please don’t hurt her if possible ... he’s using me like I’m using him. I don’t want all Advanced to get sick, but I do want to rescue our people from the bad Advanced at this black site.”
Of course Jinx did. Of course she’d risk herself for others, despite the danger.
“Even if the Supremacy kills me when I arrive,” Jinx continued, “I don’t want you to let Artifice unleash his virus, okay? No genocide. Not every Advanced is evil, and I won’t let my death be responsible for a whole bunch of innocent people getting infected. If you let Artifice unleash that virus to get revenge, over me, I’ll never forgive you.”
Mackenzie figured they’d discuss releasing viruses once they were both safe. As much as she respected Clayton’s genuine morality, she also respected Shaw’s tactical analysis. Holding a virus over the heads of the Advanced would even a very uneven playing field, provided it was presented as an unstoppable reprisal, rather than a first strike.
Still, Clayton had good points as well. Once the Patriots of Ceto revealed their creation, the Supremacy would wipe them out the moment they saw an opportunity. Revealing they knew the Advanced’s weakness and threatening to exterminate them escalated things beyond any truce. There was no peace possible after one side threatened genocide.
“Also,” Jinx said, “I need you to promise me you’ll save the other people up there, even if you can’t save me. I want you to get the people the Supremacy abducted home, to their families and their children. If I die, I want to die for something good.”
The shuttle’s bay door slammed, startling Mackenzie. They must be prepping for takeoff. She tuned out the sounds of people strapping in and armor being strapped down, because she didn’t plan to watch this holo again until Jinx was safe.
“I know I’m asking for a lot,” Jinx said, with an adorable little sniffle, “but I know you’ll come through because you always do. I didn’t say this enough before our lives went crazy, but you’re the best thing that’s ever happened to me, and none of the bad stuff that happened since Cordoba’s is your fault. No matter what, I’m glad I loved you. I’m glad we existed.”
Mackenzie wanted to shout a dozen things but couldn’t, not to a recording. That was okay, though. Once they found each other again, she’d shout all the mushy stuff in person.
“Oh!” Jinx blinked. “Be careful with the autocannon. The Patriot tools were really old, and their machine bay was slop. I did everything I could to fix Freyja up, but her autocannon’s not one hundred percent stable, so don’t fire it unless you have to. I’m pretty sure it’ll shoot just fine, but there’s a chance it might just ... fall off.”
Freyja’s sensors warned of vibrations outside her suit. Shaw’s dilapidated shuttle was taking off, finally, exactly three hours after dinner at Elena Ryke’s. They had to get to Jinx in time. They would get to Jinx in time.
“See you soon,” Jinx said. “I hope.” The holo ended, freezing Jinx in time.
Mackenzie closed the AR window, slowed her breathing, and focused on the ferry bay outside. Faux and the other two suits were strapped down, as was the rover. Only Mackenzie remained in her powered armor, because she didn’t want anyone else knowing what she looked like or who she was.
At the front of the bay, staring sullenly at a wall, Clayton sat tied to a jumpseat. Hall dozed in his rattling seat and Renata tapped her feet on the floor. Shaw and Chase sat up front, with Edge. Why didn’t anyone else seem concerned about the way the shuttle was shaking?
The blasted junkyard reject rattled, harder and harder. Mackenzie ground her teeth. Would this shuttle just explode? What if it just exploded? Would Jinx die thinking Mackenzie abandoned her?
Her stomach roiled as her eyes watered, and she regretted stuffing her face with Elena’s food. Fortunately, Jinx had interlaced injections for a number of combat drugs into Freyja’s frame. A Dramamine injection settled Mackenzie’s stomach, and clenching her fingers around Freyja’s hand grips steadied her nerves.
Soon the rattling faded, as did the sound of engines, and though Freyja’s feet stayed maglocked to the ferry’s floor, Mackenzie felt much lighter now. Freyja fit tight enough she didn’t float inside her suit, but she might as well have. She hoped this mystery facility spun enough to generate gravity, because although she could fight in zero-G, it wasn’t like she had a lot of opportunities to practice.
While the shuttle’s cargo bay lacked windows, the occasional muffled blast of maneuvering thrusters told her they were in space. Twenty tense minutes passed with no warnings from Edge and no explosive decompressions, which suggested Shaw had told the truth about handling SpaceGov. SpaceGov regulated all interplanetary traffic between Phorcys and Ceto, and while smugglers made it on and off both planets with disturbing regularity, they had fast ships and decades of experience.
Shaw’s voice crackled over the speaker in the ceiling. “We’re on our way to Phorcys, or appear to be, though I suspect our actual destination will be one of its many moons. If all goes well, we should receive a ping from Jinx’s transponder soon.”
A moon made sense. Shaw had suggested President Tostow, the Supremacy’s current leader, wasn’t on board with human experimentation. That made the black site a rogue operation run by former President Mullen’s people, or others inside the Supremacy’s military who still wanted Ceto.
Maybe Shaw was right. Maybe Ceto’s people should use this truce to develop a weapon against the Supremacy. Maybe unleashing a virus against the Advanced was justified when some of them would commit genocide right back. Mackenzie couldn’t be sure. She just knew she didn’t want that responsibility resting on her shoulders, which was another reason she’d never joined the fight on either side. Causes got you killed.
A cause might have gotten Jinx killed.
“Mack,” Clayton said. “You there?”
Mackenzie eyed Hall — still asleep, shockingly — and Renata, eyes lost in her own little world. Mackenzie turned, knelt before Clayton, and pulled the grips inside Freyja’s arms to open Freyja’s helmet and chest. “Sure,” she said quietly.
“You can’t let Shaw do this,” Clayton said.
“I’m not letting anyone do anything.” Mackenzie kept her voice as low as possible, hoping ambient shuttle noise would mask their conversation. “I’m getting my girlfriend back.”
“You can’t allow him to unleash that virus.”
“You have a better way to take down that black site without getting the prisoners killed?”
“We’ve already launched the virus against the black site,” Clayton said. “It’s done, and it might help us save a few people, but that’s as far as this thing goes. After this is over, you have to help me bring Shaw in before he releases that virus on Phorcys. It can’t be contained.”
“How does arresting him solve anything? You heard him. The Patriot’s decision was unanimous.”
“He’s lying,” Clayton said, forcefully but quietly. “Once I tell Morna what he’s planning, I’m certain she’ll veto it.”
Mackenzie frowned. “You mentioned that name before. Morna, the other third of your little Artifice trio. Who is she?”
“Morna Solace,” Clayton said.
Mackenzie did a mental inventory and blinked. “Cliffside’s mayor?” Morna Solace was famous, actually, though only for being one of Ceto’s most popular politicians. Not for being a Patriot hero.
“Yes,” Clayton said, “and the fact that I’m giving her up should show you how important it is we don’t do what Shaw suggests. Xealot vanished after the Supremacy pulled out—”
“You mean the Patriot supreme leader?” Mackenzie interrupted. “The legendary warrior with the black powered armor, heatsword, and the ability to cloak his whole suit?” She’d always been insanely jealous of that armor. “No one’s seen him since the armistice. People say he’s dead.”
“Not even close. He stepped down after the armistice, when he and Morna retired, but the two of them still pull more weight than anyone in the Patriots. If we convince them this is a bad play, they’ll convince everyone else. The reason Shaw’s kept this quiet is because he knows the true Patriot leaders will veto his plan if they learn about it. So we tell them.”
“That’s a big assumption, Mister Clayton,” Mackenzie said. “And speaking of which, is that even your real—”
“Hey!” Renata shouted from behind them. “Why are you chatting with the prisoner?” The fact that Renata had taken this long to notice didn’t say much for her mission focus.
“No virus,” Clayton whispered.
Mackenzie stood Freyja up, closed her armor, and turned toward Renata. The other woman floated closer, handing herself over using bars grafted to the ceiling. The half of her hair that remained floated like curls in water.
“What were you two talking about?” Renata demanded.
“Favorite methods for sealing women inside coma pods,” Mackenzie said. “Why? You got an opinion?” She’d found being a three-meter-tall suit of powered armor with a grinning skull on its faceplate stopped arguments.
Renata’s knuckles whitened around the ceiling bar. “You know we don’t have a choice here, right? You don’t get your girlfriend back unless we take that black site.”
Anger stirred inside Mackenzie. “And who’s fault is that?”
Renata glared for a moment, then looked away. “I care about her too, all right?”
“About who, exactly?”
“You know who.” Renata drifted closer. “I don’t know you, but Jinx loves you like crazy, and someone like her wouldn’t love someone like you unless you were a good person.”
Oh wonderful, Mackenzie thought. Now we’re bonding.
“But you have to know what the Supremacy will do to us,” Renata said, her intense gaze returning. “They abducted my brother. They abducted hundreds of people. They took or murdered thousands of us before the armistice, and they’ll do it again as soon as Tostow dies. They might even take him out themselves.”
Mackenzie said nothing. Freyja’s silence spoke for her.
“So, just ... leave the war to us, all right?” Renata relaxed her death grip on the ceiling bar. “I know you hunt bounties, but you never joined the Patriots, and there’s no reason to change that. After this is over, take Jinx somewhere safe and lay low.”
If you idiots don’t kill her first. Mackenzie bit back a fresh wave of worry. If she’s not dead already.
“Threatening to drop a plague on the Advanced will only harden them against us,” Clayton said, to Renata, from behind Freyja. “Xealot never authorized this.”
“Well Xealot’s not around anymore, is he?” Renata said. “So how about you help me save my brother or fuck right off?”
The speaker above their heads crackled. “We have a signal,” Shaw said. “Jinx’s transponder just fired. She’s alive. It also means we’ve successfully infected the base.”
Mackenzie breathed out, weightless. Jinx was alive. She was alive.
“She’s on Medusa,” Shaw said. “Eight hours flight time.”
Clayton snorted. “Figured it’d be Medusa.”
Renata visibly relaxed a bit. “I know, right?”
Mackenzie struggled to remain silent, looking between them both. “What’s so important about the moon’s name?” She knew Medusa was one of Phorcys’ nine moons, but didn’t know why it was named that.
“Oh,” Renata said, and her suddenly genuine smile made her sort of gorgeous. “It’s a great story. See, there were these things called Gorgons...”




18: Moonwalk


JINX OPENED HER EYES to find a person in a silver hazmat suit standing beside her pod. She couldn’t know for certain whether an Advanced occupied the suit — she couldn’t see anything through the reflective square where the suit’s face should be — but she didn’t see why anyone who wasn’t Advanced would be waking her up in their secret black site. Unless Artifice had really, really screwed up his intel.
Jinx felt more mentally alert than she expected after waking from artificially induced cryogenic sleep, but when she tried moving, she failed miserably, and not just her legs. Her arms wouldn’t move either, and she couldn’t move her head or neck or anything else. Her eyes could move, and by straining left and right, she made out a plastic-looking ceiling beyond the padded sides of her open pod.
Another hazmat suit walked into view to her left, reflective face square pointed at the suit on the right. “Well, that’s confirmed,” the left suit said, in a clear female voice. “Sample has onset paraplegia. What’s the call?”
Jinx opened her mouth to ask that the call be don’t shoot her in the head, please, but no sound emerged. Nothing emerged at all, and that was all sorts of terrifying. Was this a side effect of cryogenic suspension? How long until she got her voice back?
“We can still use it,” the right hazmat suit said, a man, “though Live Fire will be down a sample. All the others got claimed while the test was running.”
Left hazmat groaned. “Like we need another department head complaining their stock is light. So where do we ship this one?”
“Swap it with Biotech surplus,” Right hazmat suggested. “It’s not like they need their little petri dishes to walk around.”
Jinx gave up on speaking and worked on breathing, and she would have trembled if she could. These people had a department named Live Fire, and it needed specimens? Did they just randomly shoot people?
“You know,” Left said, “we could stick it in a healing pod and stitch its spine back together. Should only be a day or so, and then it could go straight to Live Fire.”
For a moment, Jinx felt hope — they were going to fix her spine! — until she remembered they were going to fix her spine so they could send her to a department called Live Fire.
“We’d get killed in the drug audit.” Right settled both gloved hands on the edge of the pod. “How’s this? I’ll file the STF if you take my shift on cleanup tonight.”
“Hell no!” Left raised both hands. “I’ll do the STF. Bay four always takes forever to scrub down.”
Wait, what happens in bay four? One gasp limped out of Jinx’s mouth. Why couldn’t she speak?
“Fine,” Right groused. “But you’re running this junk down to Biotech. I’ll start on the transfer order.”
“Have fun.” Left glanced at Jinx once more. “I’ll run this specimen through decon.” The woman in the hazmat suit walked out of sight, and then the ceiling started to move.
No, not the ceiling. Her pod. Her pod was moving — pushed by the woman? — but Jinx didn’t feel any movement. It was almost like moving in zero-G, but she knew they had gravity here because of how she lay in the pod. So her pod must be hovering, which would have been neat if she wasn’t screaming internally.
At least she wasn’t going to Live Fire. She really didn’t want to go to Live Fire. Still ... was Biotech any better? This woman called the people there walking petri dishes. God, couldn’t they just get sick already?
Her pod slid into a chamber that was just about pod-sized, with transparent walls and a black metal ceiling filled with tiny nozzles. Doors dropped and sealed — or perhaps windows? — and then Jinx was fully encased. What now?
Now ended up being a soapy-smelling cloud of mist spurting from the nozzles above. Jinx closed her eyes just in time to avoid getting droplets in them. She held her breath until she couldn’t anymore, and when she breathed, the mist sliced like glass through her nostrils. Pain ripped through her paralyzed body as the seals popped open and the pod slid out.
She couldn’t breathe. She couldn’t breathe! A blurred form pressed a mask to her face, and oxygen flooded her burning lungs. Some desperate survival instinct forced her to breathe, and eventually, her insides hurt just a little less; horrible instead of excruciating.
The pod moved again after that, and it moved for a good long while. Jinx kept trying to speak. By the time the pod stopped again, her blurred vision had cleared enough to let her see the lights above.
Muffled voices spoke beyond her pod, like they were coming through a thick blanket. Her head felt unbelievably fuzzy. Had they drugged her?
“That the last specimen?” someone asked, a different woman from the one she’d heard earlier. “Why’s it late?”
“Broken spine,” Right hazmat said. “Hoping you can take one for the team, since yours don’t, you know, do much moving around.”
“Funny,” the new woman said. A remarkably attractive woman with light brown skin and dark eyes stepped into view beside Jinx’s pod. This Advanced was not wearing a hazmat suit, which suggested she might become patient zero. “Did you just take this out of decon? It stinks.”
Jinx glared as the Advanced woman looked her over like Jinx would look over a new piece of armor for Freyja. The Advanced looked human and were, technically, if you set aside the extensive genetic engineering that resulted in their physical perfection. It was difficult to find an ugly Advanced, as they were all strong, intelligent, and long-lived — and apparently susceptible to super viruses.
“C’mon, Anya,” Right hazmat said, still out of Jinx’s view. “Do me a solid here. Swap it for one of your mobile samples and Live Fire will never know the difference.”
Wait, they were going to take some poor person from Biotech and send them to Live Fire? Jinx tried shouting again, refusing to let them trade some poor soul’s life for hers, but her mouth produced only tiny gasps.
Anya sighed dramatically. “Fine, but you owe me for this one.”
“Come collect next time you get another bottle of wine. I’ll make it interesting.” Jinx’s captor chuckled just like a normal person would. “Where do you want it?”
“Pod two-oh-four’s vacant,” Anya said. “Dump it in there. I’ll gas three through ten so you can pick whatever looks good.”
Jinx’s pod moved again. A door hissed open. Then the pod tilted, and then Jinx saw walls, and floor, and glass. She had a moment to examine her new surroundings, to note her cell was hexagonal, not square, and that it had a narrow bed in one end and a tiny toilet in the other. Then none of that really seemed important, because her pod had tilted enough to dislodge her.
Oh no, she thought, as the very hard floor rushed at her very numb face. This is going to—
She hit with a loud slap. Her nose throbbed. She lay on folded arms with her face down and her hips up, completely immobilized and thoroughly freaked out. Had they broken her entire spine?
A door clunked shut. Voices murmured beyond glass and plastic, then faded. A loud hiss filled her cell, but Jinx couldn’t look for the source because her face was still pressed against the solvent-smelling floor.
The hissing stopped. Soon after, Jinx found she could move again ... barely. Had the gas countered whatever they used to paralyze her? That was a neat trick, though a bit villainous.
Tingling started in her fingers, then crept up her arms into her chest. Finally, Jinx found the strength to roll onto her back, slamming down and staring up. What the bejeezus had they done to her while she slept?
Jinx struggled to raise one hand, feeling along her neck for recent scars or incisions. She found bunched flesh at once — a bumpy, vertical scar on her neck, just below her chin. Her vocal cords. They’d done something to her vocal cords. These jerkwads had muted her!
So she couldn’t speak, and she couldn’t walk, and she wasn’t armed or super strong or anything, but she must have infected Anya with Artifice’s virus. Anya hadn’t been wearing a hazmat suit. That meant Jinx had just saved everyone imprisoned in this base, just like she’d hoped ... she hoped.
The ceiling of Jinx’s cell had a single round light in the center of its dark hexagon, muted as if to simulate night, and was interesting in absolutely no other way. It provided a blank slate on which she focused until she recovered enough to look at the rest. She rolled her head to stare through a large pane of clear plastic next to the closed door of her cell. The Advanced had probably made it clear so they could watch their prisoners at all times.
Beyond the window was a narrow hall, with four other cells visible on the other side of it. There were probably more cells on each side of her cell as well, assuming the hallway kept going. Jinx needed to see more.
She rolled onto her stomach. She reached toward the clear wall with both arms and pulled, dragging her unmoving lower half across the smooth floor. Even in this base’s low gravity, four such pulls left her biceps throbbing, her shoulders aching, and her chest burning, but moving felt good. It was good to know she could still move, even if her legs remained useless.
Only then did she notice the single man in the cell across from her, staring at her. He sat butterfly style, dressed in nothing but a papery-looking gown. He raised one hand and signed, “Hello.”
This man knew sign language! Jinx knew sign language too, from her time at the orphanage. She felt a rush of excitement, tempered by being trapped in a cell as a walking petri dish, and signed back. “Who are you?”
He signed four letters. “CARL.”
“JINX,” she signed back. “You all right?”
He shrugged. “Where from?” His signing was a bit sloppy, which suggested he was tired or new at this.
Jinx didn’t feel up to spelling out all twelve letters of Pioneer Point. “PP.” She hoped he knew what she meant.
“How many with you?”
She shook her head. “Asleep.”
He nodded. “Don’t sign when others are nearby. Watch out for metal men.”
What an odd thing to sign. Metal men could mean Vindicators – if there was a sign for Supremacy powered armor, she’d never learned it – but she hadn’t seen or heard any Vindicators in the facility. Did he mean robots? How cool would it be if the Supremacy had guard robots?
It would not be cool, she reminded herself. It would be horrible. This place was horrible, and Carl looked like he’d seen some really terrible things. It might have been the tint on the windows, but his skin looked pale.
“Where are the others?” Jinx signed.
Carl pointed to his left, her right. “Test.”
That didn’t sound good. “They okay?”
He shook his head again, and he looked suddenly exhausted. Jinx felt bad for him, but she didn’t dare tell him a rescue was coming. Something at the back of her mind whispered that he could be a plant, or a spy, or just really bad at keeping secrets. She wanted to comfort him, but comforting him might mean everyone’s doom.
“Nice to meet you,” the man signed. “Sleep while you can.”
That was super ominous, but also good advice. There was no one in the hall, and no one save Carl in the cells across from her. The Advanced must have surgically muted their prisoners to prevent them from conspiring, but they hadn’t counted on people who knew sign language. These unfeeling jerkwads weren’t as smart as they thought they were.
Still, Jinx had already accomplished her mission — not being killed immediately, and getting near enough to an Advanced to infect them with Artifice’s special virus — so all she could do now was wait. Artifice had said the virus replicated quickly upon finding a healthy host, and speculated it could spread through a filtered ventilation system in under an hour. It might do that. It might save everyone.
The way those two Advanced had treated her, and the sight of that poor man across the hall, burned away any sympathy for these people or guilt about infecting their base. These monsters had a Live Fire department. Sure, not all Advanced were evil, but the ones in this base certainly were. They deserved to be docile.
Jinx had done all she could, and thinking too much about what must have happened to the prisoners before she arrived would haunt the heck out of her. She’d sleep and wait for Mack and Renata and whoever else to rescue her, and they would rescue her. Artifice had promised her he’d tell Mack where she was, though honestly...
There was always the chance he’d been lying.
BY THE TIME EDGE, PURPLE MOHAWK AND ALL, landed Shaw’s ratty shuttle in a dark crater on the dark side of a dark moon, Mackenzie was more than ready to stomp out and shoot the first Vindicator she saw. A full eight hours had passed since Shaw pinged Jinx’s beacon, and while Mackenzie had slept, some, the nap left her more cranky than rested. Anyone could have done anything to Jinx by now.
The passive beacon Chase had surgically implanted in Jinx’s chest still fired a single pulse every hour, spinning up just long enough to transmit before spinning down again. Shaw had assured her it wouldn’t do that if Jinx wasn’t alive. He was probably lying — it was stupid to make a tracking beacon not work if the person it was buried inside died — but even if Jinx was alive, some evil scientist could be torturing her in there.
At least they’d confirmed the black site’s location. As they’d drifted toward this moon they’d gotten a look at the site through telescopics from space. It consisted of four mottled black domes connected by a series of black tubes — probably reinforced hallways. Its mottled color scheme matched Medusa’s dark, rocky surface. From anywhere other than directly above it, especially another moon or planet, it would be practically invisible. No surprise, given what they did here.
Edge had aimed their shuttle at Medusa from way out in space, then shut everything down. That made them nothing more than another piece of space debris drifting into Medusa’s gravity well, and Edge landed them without additional burns. Good pilots were hard to come by, and despite her mockable callsign, Edge had proven very good.
Now they were down without being shot down, waiting for the cargo bay to depressurize. Clayton was tied up in the sealed pilot’s compartment, with Edge keeping an eye on him. Medusa had an atmosphere, thin and absolutely not breathable, and enough gravity that no one would fly off the moon unless they tried really hard. Gravity was good. Mackenzie worked better in gravity.
Shaw piloted Faux, because of course he’d take the best and biggest suit for himself. Hall, the Patriot with a scar on his lip, occupied one refurbished Vindicator, with Chase, the mute doctor who saved Jinx’s life, in the other. As the shuttle ramp lowered, Renata fired up the rover.
They had landed more than an hour’s walk from the Supremacy black site. Artifice had wanted to be absolutely sure they arrived undetected. Once they secured the base, they’d call Edge in for a pickup.
For the first time, Mackenzie wondered just how Shaw planned to get hundreds of prisoners off this rock. Even if they left their powered armor behind (which Mackenzie wasn’t doing) Edge’s shuttle could probably only carry forty people crammed in tight. According to Shaw, the last shipment Elena Ryke sent up contained eighty damned souls.
There could be hundreds of people at this black site, people too sick or injured to walk, and evacuating them would be a challenge for a fleet of support shuttles even if the Supremacy wasn’t shooting at them. Unless, of course ... there weren’t hundreds of people here at all. Unless all the people who’d gone up previously were dead, and Shaw knew.
What if Clayton was right about Shaw? What if this whole mission was nothing more than Shaw taking revenge on the Advanced for the daughter they’d abducted and cut apart? What if Shaw knew the prisoners were all dead, including Jinx, and that was why he hadn’t brought a shuttle big enough to carry them back to Ceto?
As Renata rolled their six-wheeled rover onto the dark and rocky surface of Medusa, Shaw, Hall, and Chase stomped after it in powered armor. Mackenzie followed in Freyja and decided she’d solve this little mystery right now, while she was still in a good position to shoot them in the back.
“Hey, Shaw,” Mackenzie said, over the localized voice network running out of Renata’s rover. “How many prisoners you think we’ll find in there?”
Shaw turned Faux to face her. Despite her worry, Mackenzie didn’t fail to notice that Freyja now faced down her evil twin on a dark moon in deep space. That would make a good movie. She might even watch that movie.
“I’m not sure,” Shaw said.
“You sent eighty up with the last shipment, right?” Mackenzie kept her tone casual. “So there’s got to be hundreds in that base, assuming other shipments carried the same number or more. How long has Cordoba been sending them up here?”
“I’m not comfortable making estimates yet,” Shaw said. “Why do you ask?”
So he really didn’t have any plans to bring these people home. Fuck. Mackenzie considered spinning up Freyja’s autocannon and ventilating him, Hall, and Renata right now — she could do it long before their weapons pierced Freyja’s armor — but that would mean killing Chase, too, and she wasn’t about to kill Chase. Chase wasn’t a monster, unlike Jeffrey Shaw.
No, starting a fight with her only allies was the wrong move. She still needed Jinx back, and she’d have a better chance of getting Jinx back if she kept up this alliance with Shaw until she learned his ultimate plan.
Of course, given she’d slipped Clayton a scrap of sharpened metal when no one was looking, Clayton might end up thwarting Shaw’s plans for her. At the least, Edge was in for a surprise. Mackenzie felt a bit bad about that.
“Just curious, that’s all,” Mackenzie said. “Don’t really care, so long as we have room for Jinx on the shuttle.”
“We’ve saved her a seat,” Shaw said, “along with Renata’s brother, and whoever else we can rescue. Supremacy safety regulations require a facility of this size to have escape shuttles on site to facilitate rapid evacuation. I’m fairly confident that between those craft and our own shuttle, we can evacuate every last natural-born on this moon.”
So Shaw planned to steal Supremacy spacecraft once they took the black site. That made sense, actually, and it was a hell of a lot easier than landing your own little fleet undetected. Better yet, if the Advanced were all sick and disabled, stealing their ships would be easy.
Come to think of it, stealing the escape shuttles off this moon would also be the best way to prevent any surviving Advanced from escaping and spreading the virus beyond the base. Stranding the Advanced survivors here was actually a decent plan, or at least a good cover story. As much as Mackenzie hated to admit it, Shaw was good at plans.
“Sounds good,” Mackenzie said. “Let’s move.”
“This is your show, Freyja,” Shaw said, and the sincerity in his voice surprised her. “I’d not have asked you along if I didn’t trust your judgement. Where you march, we follow.”
“Great.” Mackenzie didn’t particularly care to have all their guns behind her, but Freyja’s 360 display would warn her if they pointed any at her. “Follow me. Disable repulsor jets, smart rifle targeting, and life support.” Mackenzie stomped off.
“Say again?” Hall gamely marched along behind her. “You said disable life support?”
“You heard correctly.”
“But don’t we need life support?”
“Not in an atmosphere.” Mackenzie forcefully reminded herself that not everyone used powered armor as often as she did, which was a good reason not to bite Hall’s head off. “Your suit is vacuum sealed, and active life support is only necessary every thirty minutes or so, to refresh your air. Shut it down now, and I’ll give the order to fire it up before we all suffocate. Your air might start to smell a bit nasty, but cutting life support cuts your power signature in half, and with smart rifles and repulsor jets spun down, we’ll be damned difficult to detect.”
“So you’ve done this before,” Hall said, as Renata’s slow-moving rover followed them with Shaw and Chase flanking. “Cut your life support on an airless moon.”
“It’s not airless,” Mackenzie reminded him. “And yes, I’ve done it before, though I was underwater at the time. Now cut what I told you to cut and keep an eye out for enemy drones.”
“Copy that,” Hall said, audibly dubious. “Cutting life support.”
Mackenzie muted her mic before she huffed. If she had to explain every order she gave on this moon, this rescue mission would get real old real quick. None of the others questioned her, so hopefully Hall was the most stubborn of the group.
Now running on minimal power, Mackenzie led the group across Medusa’s uneven surface. Its gradual peaks and valleys were easy to walk. Even Renata’s crawler had no trouble in low gear. Though the rover remained their biggest power signature, it was still small enough that drones would likely see it visually before they detected it.
“Hey, Artifice,” Renata said, after they’d walked for ten minutes. “Got another question.”
Now was not the time for questions, but Mackenzie let them talk because learning their true purpose was more important than enforcing radio discipline. Maybe Renata had doubts about Shaw, too. She seemed smarter than the others.
“How are we piloting those Supremacy shuttles?” Renata asked. “Edge is piloting ours, right? I’m qualified for atmospheric flight, not orbital, and I don’t think Hall—”
“I will pilot one shuttle,” Shaw said. “If there is another, we’ll enlist Elijah Clayton.”
“The guy you left tied up with Edge?” Hall asked. “That seems like a really bad idea.”
“Clayton is a Patriot,” Shaw said, with audible admonishment, “and one of the most honorable men I had the privilege to fight alongside against the Supremacy.”
“But you tied him up,” Hall said.
“We have a difference of opinion about how to prepare for the coming war,” Shaw said, “but when it comes to saving our people, we march in lockstep. Once we secure the base, we’ll bring in Edge and Clayton, and with three pilots and three shuttles, I’m confident our evacuation will proceed as planned.”
Mackenzie wondered if Shaw’s people had questioned him this often before she started planting doubts in their minds. Either way, more insight into the man who’d sent Jinx to a Supremacy black site was useful. When the time came to decide whether to kill Shaw for his crimes, she wanted every shred of evidence available to weigh against his life.
A timer beeped inside Freyja thirty minutes later. Her air smelled musty, so Mackenzie gave the order she’d promised earlier. “Halt here.” A larger than average peak stood between them and the Supremacy black site. “Fire up life support. Five minute break to recycle your air. If it still smells nasty in another five minutes, let me know, and if you smell something burning, let me know right now.”
A nasty smell suggested a clogged filter in the armor’s circulation system, which would be problematic, but not fatal. The smell of something burning, however, suggested an overheated filtration unit. The safest solution was normally to open the armor and get out until it cooled off, but that was impossible on a hostile space rock. Fingers crossed.
“What if it smells like gym socks?” Hall asked.
“That’s fine,” Mackenzie said. “It’s your own socks.”
“Right.”
“It smells fine in the rover,” Renata added. “Fragrant.”
“Cut the chatter,” Shaw ordered, before Mackenzie could do it for him.
To their credit, neither Renata or Hall replied. Chase, of course, said nothing, but Mackenzie suspected their team’s doctor was smart enough not to break radio silence even if she could speak.
Five minutes later, they saw no sign of Supremacy drones. “Life support off,” Mackenzie said. “Move out, single file. Renata, you’re in the back.”
That formation would put Freyja outside the range of the portable suppression dome generated by Renata’s crawler, the one that would stop smart bullets. Yet Freyja’s thick armor could take a few hits. What she couldn’t take was getting their only defense against Supremacy tracking projectiles blown up by an opportunistic RPG.
If Freyja’s bright-red color scheme and grinning skull did nothing else, it drew fire. Sometimes that was good and sometimes it was very, very bad.
They walked another twenty minutes until Mackenzie judged them almost upon the base. She raised Freyja’s arm and pumped downward, signaling a halt, then turned and walked back to the others. She led them to Renata’s crawler.
Once they’d gathered, Mackenzie motioned “down” with both hands. Artifice, Hall, and Chase knelt as she did.
“Cut transmission to three meters,” Mackenzie said, having already done so. “You’ll find the range toggle under Systems, Emissions, Short-Range. Eye it down to three dot zero zero and eyeball confirm. Don’t talk to me until you’ve done that.”
Shaw spoke first. “Done.”
She trusted the others to follow Shaw’s lead. “We haven’t seen any pickets,” Mackenzie said, “so either your virus has already taken them down, or the idiot who runs this base is stupidly overconfident.”
“Satellite surveillance?” Hall asked.
“Edge detected no satellites in orbit,” Shaw said, “which suggests this site’s commander believes satellites would draw attention. He likely believes a low profile is the best defense against detection.”
“How do you know it’s a him?” Renata asked.
Mackenzie grinned inside her armor. “A female commander would have pickets.”
Renata chuckled. She had a nice chuckle.
“Be that as it may,” Shaw said, “what is our plan of attack?” At least he was a polite asshole.
“Renata stays back here,” Mackenzie said. “Shaw, you and Hall shadow me until the last hill, just before we’re in visual range of the black site. I’ll scout ahead and kill anyone who needs killing. I’ll call if I need help.”
“Won’t they detect your transmission?” Hall said.
“If they’re shooting at me, cowboy,” Mackenzie said, “they’ve already detected me.”
Hall’s armor didn’t move. “Fair point.”
“Renata, roll up the rise but keep it between you and the site. When I give the order, you gun that rover over that rise as fast as possible. I won’t call you in until I’ve eliminated anything that can kill you.”
“Copy that,” Renata said. “No getting killed.”
“If we take fire,” Mackenzie continued, “fall back to the range of Renata’s suppression dome, behind the rise. We’ll drop them if they move on us, or roll forward as a unit if they don’t. Anyone need this explained again?”
“It makes sense.” Shaw sounded pleased. “You sound like you’ve run these sort of operations before.”
“Not really,” Mackenzie said. “But I’ve watched a lot of battle archives, almost every engagement with powered armor.”
“Oh,” Shaw said.
“And westerns,” Mackenzie added. “I watch a lot of westerns.”
“Giddy up,” Renata said.
Mackenzie liked Renata a whole lot more. “Go time.” She turned, rose, and stomped off toward the last hill before the black site.
As she approached what would no doubt be imminent battle on a moon with no breathable atmosphere, where any suit breach would prove fatal, her heart thumped. Some of that was fear, of course — there was always fear — but most of what filled her was anticipation. A whole garrison might wait for her inside that black site, but she was about to do what she did best.
Shoot a bunch of assholes and bring everyone home.




19: Tin Men


MACKENZIE BEGAN HER ASSAULT by launching herself over the last rise, but just barely. Going too high and floating down was a great way to get shot. As soon as she cleared the hill, Freyja’s IFF system spotted and tagged four hostile targets: a Vindicator and three drones. She locked them and squeezed her triggers twice, two rounds per rifle.
Two drones exploded in a shower of metal. The third drone took evasive maneuvers that did nothing against a smart bullet, then exploded too. The Vindicator took a hit directly to the helmet, which freakishly didn’t penetrate. It would raise the alarm now, making this a lot more difficult.
“Go,” Mackenzie said, comms at full range. As she landed, she checked her 360 display. Shaw and Hall charged around the hill. Neither jumped, since jumping powered armor in low gravity was difficult for all but the most skilled pilots. Well, the landing part, anyway.
She fired another smart bullet at the enemy Vindicator, which had just started to turn. The round penetrated below the shoulder and cut through, blowing a mess of blood and padding out of the back of the suit. The enemy Vindicator slumped, rifle lowered and unaimed. It hadn’t tried to fire or jump away, which was odd. Had her first shot stunned the pilot?
Another Vindicator loped around the dome ahead. A blinking “Lock-On” warning flashed on Mackenzie’s display a half second before a smart bullet hit Freyja’s shoulder hard enough to turn her suit. She moved with the momentum as two targeting squares appeared on the distant target. She squeezed her triggers.
Shaw’s smart rifles fired in concert with hers, and four smart bullets hit the enemy Vindicator in quick succession. Blood and armor spurted everywhere as the suit — and the soldier inside — collapsed.
Mackenzie glanced at the diagram tracking Freyja’s thicker than standard armor — unbreached — and breathed out, slow. No depressurization. She’d gotten lucky.
“Got anything?” Mackenzie asked, rifles pointed at the black site. No other Vindicators came out to greet them.
“Clear,” Shaw said.
They’d secured their approach at the cost of a third of her ammunition. Seven shots and five kills was sloppier than she liked, but she’d take it. She’d expected the Supremacy to have better pilots up here, but maybe they’d sent out their B squad.
Mackenzie stomped forward and rounded the large dome, smart rifles ready and targeting computer searching for targets. None presented themselves. “Ren, you’re up.”
On the right portion of her 360 display, Renata’s rover roared over the hill, fast enough that it caught some impressive air off the top. It was almost certainly stupid to go airborne off a sloped rock, but it looked really cool in low gravity. Given all the hostiles were down, Mackenzie decided not to yell at Renata. After all, Renata hadn’t actually gotten to shoot anyone.
Mackenzie soon found an airlock on the closest of the four domes. “Found an entry,” she told the others. “Form up on me. Chase, you’re clear.”
She waited, smart rifles pointed at the sealed airlock, as the others gathered. Shaw and Hall arrived first, charging around the dome to back her up, then Renata skidded her rover to a stop beside the door in a cloud of dust and space rocks. Finally, Chase jogged leisurely into view around the dome. Or maybe she was having trouble with her armor.
“Sergeant Hall, you have the door,” Shaw said.
“Alarms?” Hall asked, as he ripped a panel off the dome. He shoved the fist of his powered armor right inside.
“I didn’t—” Mackenzie started, then stared at Hall. “Did you just shove your fist inside the door mechanism?”
“Brute forcing it,” Hall explained. His suit’s arm was buried up to its elbow.
Mackenzie was really glad he couldn’t see her expression. “And that works for you?”
“Where’s the rest of the guards?” Renata asked, before Hall could answer.
“The incubation time of the virus is a little over two hours,” Shaw said. “Jinx arrived more than ten hours ago, so if all worked as intended, the Advanced must be disabled.”
Mackenzie turned on him. “The one that shot me didn’t seem too docile.” Staring down the skull on Faux’s helmet really was intimidating. She liked how it looked.
“That soldier could have been armored up when the virus entered the site,” Shaw said. “Did you see the way the first Vindicator pilot we encountered reacted? He seemed lethargic. He didn’t fire back, despite having an opportunity to do so.”
That had seemed sort of odd. “You think he was already sick?”
“It is quite possible. The virus dramatically suppresses aggression, even in defense of one’s own life.”
The airlock doors parted with a heavy-sounding clunk. “Got it,” Hall said. He stepped back, then gripped one side of the open door with two armored hands. “Help me pull this open.”
Gods, Mackenzie really hadn’t expected that to work. She gripped the other side and pulled one way as Hall pulled the other. Together, they revealed an empty airlock that was technically just a lock now. And, of course, they had another problem.
“How’d you plan to close it up?” Mackenzie asked.
“Never planned to,” Hall said. “Bases like these have vacuum seals, but only every twenty meters or so. After we open the door, anyone waiting to ambush us inside loses air.”
Mackenzie took a moment. “That’s novel.” It did seem unlikely the Supremacy would place holding cells directly by the airlock. They’d want more barriers between any escaping prisoners and the freedom to die in the toxic atmosphere. “Don’t blow their hallway quite yet.”
“Why not?” Hall asked.
Mackenzie squeezed in beside Hall — there was only room for two suits of powered armor inside the airlock — and peered through the window into a darkened hallway. She immediately spotted several Advanced lying in plain sight, but they weren’t passed out or sleeping. They were dead.
Mackenzie had seen a lot of dead bodies, but these were a bit more splattered than she was used to. They had big gaping holes in their chests, and there was blood splattered everywhere, on walls, floor, and ceiling.
“Hey, Shaw?” she asked.
“Yes?”
“Does your virus cause people’s chests to explode?”
There was a significant pause. “No.”
“Why?” Renata asked.
“Check your fire once we’re in the dome,” Mackenzie said. “Seems the prisoners might be breaking out ahead of us.” That would mean even more guns in play, with lots of untrained people running around shooting them. Which was just—
“Great!” Renata shouted. “Can we find them?”
Mackenzie pulled down the lever and opened the airlock door. “If they don’t shoot us first.”
IT WASN’T THE FIRST TIME Jinx had come awake to gunshots, but it still scared the bejeezus out of her. She sat up in the bed and listened. Had the shots been the end of some horrific dream? She was certainly traumatized enough by now.
Another deep bang echoed in the hallway, followed by shouting. Who was shooting? Was Mack here? Jinx rolled out of bed and hit the floor hard enough to make her grunt. She dragged herself to her cell window, hoping Carl might have some idea what was going on.
His cell was empty. No Carl. Crud! Had they taken him to testing?
A repetitive clomp-hiss became audible beyond her door, a sound like powered armor moving at an easy walk. For a moment, Jinx dared hope it was Mack — at least until the bloodied body tumbled into view outside her window. A blonde woman scrambled across the tile, gasping for breath.
Anya, the Advanced woman who’d put her in this cell, collapsed before her window. Their eyes met, and Anya mouthed something. Then her face exploded.
Clumps of flesh and blood and brain peppered the window as a massive gunshot rattled the cell. Jinx eeped and urked. Had she really just seen that? Had she really just seen a face explode?
Whatever just murdered Anya was not a smart bullet. Already hyperventilating, Jinx rolled out of view of the window. The clomp-hiss came closer as Jinx squeezed her eyes shut. She couldn’t die like this. She didn’t want to die like this.
The clomp-hiss continued past her cell. It kept going, and as it moved past, Jinx peeked one eye open. She glimpsed something big, humanoid, and metal outside her cell window. It was shorter than powered armor, but bulkier. Carl’s warning screamed in her head. Metal men.
Jinx grappled with her entirely understandable terror until the clomp-hiss was far away. She was safe. She was alive. She forced herself to roll onto her stomach and pulled herself to the window.
So the Advanced had killer robots roaming the halls. That was ... fine. That made sense actually, in an evil sort of way.
But why were those killer robots killing their own people?
ONCE THE WHOLE CREW entered the black site, including Renata, who’d donned a hazmat suit before leaving her rover, Mackenzie shut the airlock door. A vacuum seal had dropped the moment they entered, farther up the hall, which provided a nice additional bit of cover. Chase stomped over to a dead Advanced and knelt. She popped the chest and helmet of her suit open, exposing her upper body.
“Hey!” Mackenzie shouted. “Air hasn’t cycled yet!”
Chase shrugged and leaned out of her suit, wearing surgical gloves. She reached two gloved hands inside the large hole something had blasted in the Advanced man’s chest. She poked and prodded, lips pressed together and gray eyes narrowed. Then she stood, stripped off both bloody gloves, and tossed them. Mackenzie assumed she had more in the suit.
Chase made several precise hand gestures, and again, Mackenzie wished she’d spent more time leaning sign language with Jinx. It bothered her that Chase could communicate with Shaw without her understanding it.
“Chase confirms this man was shot by a high caliber round,” Shaw informed them, “that caused far too much internal damage to be a smart bullet. She estimates fifty caliber or better.”
“Damn,” Hall said. “Internal turrets, maybe? Could the prisoners have taken the room where they’re controlled?”
Mackenzie didn’t like this. Freyja could survive a few direct hits from smart bullets, which were small and light by necessity, so they could bank around corners. Direct hits from rounds of the caliber Chase suggested would crack her armor. Who had shot these Advanced, and where did they get the really big gun they used?
“Chase,” Mackenzie said, “don’t unlock your armor unless I tell you it’s safe.”
Chase raised an eyebrow at her, lips quirked. That wasn’t any sort of agreement, though she did shut her armor. Mackenzie stomped past her.
“Stay behind me, all of you,” Mackenzie said, “especially, you, Ren. I don’t need anyone’s chests exploding.”
“Roger that,” Renata said, voice muffled inside her hazmat suit.
They crept forward until Mackenzie reached the panel by the vacuum seal. She pressed the button to release it, then pried it up with help from Hall and Shaw. Once they could duck under, they moved deeper into the base.
“I don’t believe prisoners could acquire weapons of this caliber,” Shaw mused, almost to himself. “Had the victims been natural-born, I would assume Vindicators carrying heavy-caliber rifles shot them down trying to escape, but—”
“Ssssh!” Mackenzie knelt in Freyja and pumped a raised fist, urging the others down behind her. In the distance, Freyja’s sensors detected a rhythmic, repetitive sound. A hiss followed by a clomp.
It sounded a bit like powered armor, but the cadence was too rhythmic. Mackenzie knew Freyja and armor like her — she had been using powered armor since she was a teen, tinkering with agricultural suits in her mother’s garage — and even Jinx was often impressed at how well Mackenzie could diagnose a suit’s problems from the sounds it made.
This wasn’t the sound of powered armor. It was powered, obviously, but not by a person. That left one possibility.
“Hey, Shaw?”
“Yes?”
“Does the Supremacy have any killer robots?”
“Not that I’ve encountered.”
“Shit,” Hall said. “I hate killer robots.”
“Shadow me single file,” Mackenzie ordered. “Stop when I tell you.” She rose and stalked forward.
Whatever was down the hall would hear her, but she could hear it too. She led three suits of powered armor and one woman in nothing but a hazmat suit forward. The hiss-clomp grew closer, steady as clockwork.
She flipped Freyja to Wi-Vi and picked up the outline of a solid mass through this wall and the one perpendicular to it. Her sensors showed a squat, humanoid shape in purple relief, too blocky and spiky to be a person. It had a thick chest, freakishly narrow arms, and what looked like gun barrels for hands. It was definitely a killer robot.
At Mackenzie’s order, Freyja’s autocannon rose, turned, and snapped into place upon her shoulder. She targeted the enemy robot through both walls, using Wi-Vi, and confirmed both walls were internal to the base. She squeezed her trigger.
The barrel spun up, and then the welcome brrrrrrrrrt of Freyja’s best weapon cut through the wall beside her, the ventilation space beyond, and the wall on the other side. The blocky purple silhouette jerked and thrashed before flopping backward.
Mackenzie moved into a jog and rounded the corner. What remained was a mass of blocky metal shapes held together by black pylons and rivets. Freyja’s autocannon had chewed the killer robot’s chest in half. That exposed sparking wires, whirring servos, and broken hoses spurting bright orange fluid.
She shot the collapsed machine with both smart rifles, making a mess of its big gun arms. Yet the godsdamned thing kept thrashing as she stomped closer. What the hell did it take to kill these things?
Mackenzie stomped hard on the squat metal head affixed to the killer robot’s chest. She stomped again and again, and by the time she finished, the killer robot had stopped twitching.
“This is just lovely,” Mackenzie said. “How many do you think they have?”
From around the next corner, a chorus of hiss-clomps answered her.
MORE GUNSHOTS SOUNDED as Jinx debated by the window of her cell. There was no guarantee she’d stay safe in here. Whenever the robots got done killing in the hallways, they might start killing in cells. Was that what happened to Carl?
Jinx stared out the window wall for signs of anyone who could help her. Only then, with her face so close to the window, did she notice the faint rectangular line in the window’s base. It wouldn’t have been noticeable at all if not for the contrast provided by Anya’s blood and gray matter, still spattered all over the outside.
Three lines made a small rectangle set against the floor in the bottom of the transparent window. Jinx dragged herself closer, rolled onto her back before the rectangle, and poked until the panel clicked.
This panel opened! With effort, she teased open a small rectangular hole that was far too small for a person. What was it?
This must be how they fed the prisoners, sliding trays into the cells. There was no need to lock these slots, since a prisoner couldn’t fit. Or maybe it had been locked and wasn’t anymore, now that killer robots were shooting everybody.
Her excitement faded — she wasn’t a meal tray — until her eyes caught a glint of plastic resting on the floor amid bloody bits of Anya’s brain. That looked like a keycard! Maybe Anya had been coming to hide in a cell when she fled the killer robot!
Jinx pulled the tray slot inward, then squeezed one arm through and out into the hall. She pulled herself up against the window wall. As the edge pushed into her armpit, she winced, slapping her hand and arm across slick floor. Her fingertips brushed the edge of a plastic card and tugged.
From up the hallway, hissing clomps approached. The killer robot was coming back! Jinx crushed herself against the window edge. She clawed for the keycard. Clawed, and clawed, and snatched it between two fingers. Yes!
Hiss. Clomp. Hiss. Clomp. The angry robot was definitely coming back. Jinx almost lost her grip on the slick card as she yanked her arm inside. Before she could roll away from the window, a squat metal robot rounded the corner.
Its boxy head swiveled, a head with a single red light in the middle. That light fixed on her. Jinx froze. This flimsy window couldn’t possibly stop its giant bullets.
The robot’s red light pulsed steadily. Jinx didn’t even breathe, because doing literally anything could get her shot. She willed it to think she was dead. She willed herself to be dead, at least ... enough that she wouldn’t actually be.
The robot moved again. It clomped toward her, clomped past her, and clomped down the hall. Jinx gasped and breathed again, chest burning. She was alive, but how was she alive?
Robots worked off programming. Therefore, that robot’s programming had prevented it from shooting her. It had been ordered not to shoot her, but why? Because she was in a cell? Because she wasn’t armed?
Yet Anya hadn’t been armed, either, and the robot still shot her. Jinx would never have a better chance to escape than while killer robots were shooting every Advanced in the facility, and as much as she wanted too, she couldn’t depend on anyone coming to her rescue. Not even Mack.
So how could she get out of here without any working legs?
One problem at a time. That was how Jinx fixed a suit of banged up powered armor, by fixing one small problem at a time. She pulled herself to the door, rested her back against it, and waved the keycard around.
The door opened so fast she fell backward into the bloody hall. The stench of marinated body assaulted her nostrils, and this time, Jinx did throw up. Bile and Patriot rations splattered down her chest.
Her throat burned as her eyes watered. She pushed past the rancid smell of opened corpse and rolled onto her stomach, which just made the smell worse. She pulled herself down the hall, in the opposite direction the killer robot had gone. The blood actually made it easier.
At the end of the hall, Jinx spotted another dead Advanced, his face contorted with fear. Bloody, robot-shaped footprints walked right past him. How many people had these robots murdered?
Even the short trip down the hall had exhausted her. Her shoulders burned, her back ached, and her arms trembled. So, new plan. Hide. Find somewhere to hide that wasn’t her cell and wasn’t a hall and wait until she thought of a better idea. She would have a better idea soon.
As she rounded the corner, Jinx gaped up at the stretcher the Advanced had used to bring her here. It sat on the floor, by the wall. Could it still hover? Could she hover, if she dragged herself onto it?
Robot feet clomped in the hall behind her. Crud! The killer robots must be walking regular patrols, mindlessly following their routes and killing anyone they came across. Jinx dragged her body along the floor, shoulders and biceps burning like her stomach. She clawed her way to the hoverstretcher. She gripped a handle and dragged herself onto its bed.
The robot sounded so close! Jinx’s blood-soaked hands fumbled along the stretcher’s sides for an On switch, a joystick, or a button. She stabbed blindly at a raised panel until the stretcher rose fast enough to bounce her. She was floating. She was floating!
Jinx pushed up and leaned over the side. Of the six buttons on the side panel, four were placed like quarters of a compass. She pressed one, and the stretcher bumped the wall hard enough to rattle her teeth. She tried the one opposite, and the stretcher slid away from the wall. Success!
Jinx mashed the button facing away from the robot. The stretcher took off in a smooth glide, and it was all Jinx could do not to scream joyously. She was flying! She could fly!
Now she had to fly fast enough to not get her face shot off.




20: Failsafe


“HELLO? REINFORCEMENTS? CAN YOU HEAR ME?”
As a disoriented voice flooded the hall, Mackenzie halted. She’d been backing down the hall, covering the others as they retreated from killer robots. Freyja’s Wi-Vi sensors couldn’t penetrate more than a wall or two, but that, combined with her suite of audio sensors, had created an abstracted three-dimensional map of her surroundings. No killer robots blocked the way they were traveling, but they had found no prisoners either.
“Hello?” The uneven, disoriented voice continued to play over invisible speakers in the hallway ceiling. “My name is Asato. Commander Asato. I need your help.”
“Is that really their commander?” Renata asked.
Shaw pursed his lips. “Quite possibly.”
“He sounds drunk,” Mackenzie said.
“That is the effect we expected. Significant degradation of mental faculties, somewhat like a high fever, combined with disorientation, crippling lethargy, and a complete lack of aggression. We judged such symptoms would be ideal for disabling enemy soldiers.”
Mackenzie had to admit that was useful. “So you drugged him with a virus.”
“Technically, his body is drugging itself.”
“Great,” Hall said. “Can he call off his killer robots?”
“Hello?” It was Commander Asato again. “We need ... reinforcements. Yes. You are reinforcements, aren’t you? I see you on the ... two screens.”
“Wow, he’s stoned,” Renata added.
“Where is central command?” Shaw said, very loudly. He must have cranked up Faux’s external speakers, which were almost as loud as Freyja’s. “Can you direct us?”
“Yes,” Commander Asato said, suggesting he could hear them. “Walk down the hall.”
“Which direction?”
“There,” Asato said. “There’s a hall there.”
“Great,” Hall said. “He’s talking about me.”
“We should find the command center,” Shaw said, “and secure it at once. It stands to reason it would be at the center of this dome, and we could disable the robots from there.”
“Except the center of the dome is past the killer robots,” Mackenzie reminded everyone.
Hall’s Vindicator pivoted to her. “Can’t we just go around them and double back?”
That was actually a good idea. “Move.” Mackenzie pointed up the hall. “Follow the circle.” Despite her scuffle with Hall on the crawl ship, she was growing to like him too.
Shaw took the lead, with Mackenzie in the rear and the others stuck between them. They passed more bodies, all Advanced, all shot up like the poor bastards back at the airlock. Were they sick and disoriented before they died? Mackenzie hoped so. Being drunk before your chest exploded probably made it less terrifying.
“Hallway right,” Shaw announced.
“Take it,” Mackenzie ordered. This might actually work.
Freyja continued mapping them in real-time. The incomplete map it projected inside Mackenzie’s helmet suggested that hall led to the dome’s center. To her right, purple shapes flashed on Wi-Vi.
“Robots are all around the far side.” Mackenzie really, really loved this suit of powered armor.
They stomped down the hallway in single file — the only way powered armor walked in hallways this small — until they reached a reinforced door beside a glowing red keypad. Mackenzie could see it past Hall’s suit.
“Door,” Shaw announced. “Internal and reinforced.”
“Don’t touch it!” Mackenzie sidled up the line despite bumping into Chase. Hall was about to shove his fist inside the wall again.
“What?” Hall asked, as she squeezed past him.
“I don’t know how that worked the first time,” Mackenzie said, “but we need to close this door after we open it.”
“Well sure.” Hall sounded a bit offended.
Once she reached the front of the line, Mackenzie flipped away Freyja’s right hand to reveal a code unraveler — another Jinx special. She pressed it against the keypad. On the display inside her helmet, numbers and letters flew by at ridiculous speed. While Freyja could shoot new doors into existence, opening them was quieter.
A combination flashed. The door hissed open. Mackenzie stomped in and pointed both smart rifles at a man slumped behind a desk. “Hold it!”
The man perked up. “Hello.” He smiled pleasantly, blinking as if waking from a nap. “I’m Commander Asato. You are the reinforcements?”
I’m pointing my guns at you, but sure. Mackenzie gave their captive a once-over as the rest of her little crew stomped inside. Commander Asato, a tall muscular man in a gray Supremacy uniform, relaxed in a swivel chair. Behind him, floating screens showed hallways filled with bloody corpses. Renata closed the door, sealing them away from killer robots.
Asato raised one trembling hand. “I’m sorry for calling you. I wasn’t sure what else to do. I ... I believe I’m supposed to clear the base.”
Shaw popped open Faux to reveal his face, arm, and hands. “Don’t you worry, sir. We’ll help you figure this out.” He glanced at Hall’s Vindicator. “Watch the door.”
“Watching it,” Hall said.
“Renata,” Shaw continued, “let’s give the captain a moment.”
“Sure.” Renata stood glaring at the dazed officer, hands clenched like she was ready to throttle him. Mackenzie could relate. Asato commanded the people who’d abducted Renata’s brother and, now, Jinx.
“I’d like tea,” Asato said. “Do you have any tea?”
“Chase,” Shaw said, “I’d like a detailed toxicology report and a full archive of Commander Asato’s condition. I’d like a record of everything for our report.”
Chase walked over to Asato and popped her suit’s chest and helmet open. She pulled on fresh plastic gloves. Asato smiled like he expected a massage.
Mackenzie unleashed Freyja’s wireless scanner on the room. She needed something to find Jinx: an I/O port, an unlocked computer terminal, or an unsecured tablet.
This room held four terminals, but Freyja’s wireless scan assured Mackenzie she was locked out of all of them. Before he lost his marbles, Commander Asato must have locked his entire system down. Dammit! How could she find Jinx with killer robots patrolling the complex? And why killer robots?
“Hey, Asato.” Mackenzie stared at the man. “Why are your security robots shooting your own people?”
Asato’s head lolled forward before snapping up. “Robots are shooting my people?”
“Robots are shooting your people,” Mackenzie repeated, slowly, and for his benefit. “Why are they shooting your people? Did you give them that order?”
“I did?” As Chase stuck a needle into him, Asato winced. “That hurts.” He didn’t sound all that upset.
Shaw walked over to stand beside Chase, armor open, and glanced Mackenzie’s way. “Let Chase finish her examination before you interrogate him. This is the first time we’ve seen the virus in a live Advanced. We’ll learn a great deal in the next few minutes.”
Mackenzie hated waiting, but Asato’s terminals were locked down, and while Freyja was still tracking killer robots, none approached this room. They probably walked pre-determined paths, deviating only when they detected threats. Given no one had shot Asato in the chest, the robots probably didn’t come in here.
Chase stuck the blood-filled syringe into a handheld tablet with a red cross on its back. As she watched it, her eyes narrowed. Mackenzie assumed that tablet was an advanced medical device, but she’d never seen one like it.
After what felt like far too long, Chase tucked the device inside her open armor and turned on Shaw, hands and fingers dancing with surgical precision. She signed a prognosis Mackenzie couldn’t begin to understand.
“I see,” Shaw said. “That’s unexpected.”
Chase sliced several motions.
“No, I trust your analysis, doctor. I just didn’t expect this result.”
“Okay, spill time,” Mackenzie said. “What didn’t you expect?”
“If the good doctor is correct,” Shaw said, nodding to Chase, “then our virus succeeded beyond what even we could hope for. It’s truly remarkable.”
Mackenzie resisted the urge to point a gun at him. “What’s remarkable about it?”
“The virus has bonded with Advanced DNA at a base level, effectively becoming part of their genetic profile. It won’t just make existing Advanced docile. It will also seep into embryos, should an Advanced become pregnant, and children will be born as calm and placid as their parents.”
Mackenzie remembered what Clayton had said back in the shuttle, before they took off. Genocide was wrong, and given these results, unleashing this virus was absolutely genocide. Commander Asato looked incompetent to feed himself or wipe his own ass, let alone raise a child without killing it. Left to his own devices, he’d probably starve to death.
“So it’s bonded,” Mackenzie said, keeping any other thoughts to herself. “Still doesn’t explain why those killer robots are slaughtering their own people.”
“I gave the order to clear the base,” Asato said.
Mackenzie focused on him. “What do you mean, clear the base?”
“If contamination spreads, we must clear the base.”
“Clear it?” Mackenzie horrifically understood. “You mean like ... kill everyone?”
“Euthanize.”
“You murdered your own people?”
“The orders said euthanize, to avoid contamination spreading off-world. I had to euthanize everyone to protect Phorcys.” Asato frowned. “Are you sure you don’t have any tea?”
Fucking donkey balls. Before the virus turned Asato into a tea-craving imbecile, he’d had just enough time to realize what was happening and order his robots to murder his entire staff. That move was vicious, cold-hearted, and completely sensible, given Shaw’s virus could wipe out Asato’s entire race if it got back to Phorcys.
As Mackenzie’s mind rushed through the ramifications of this latest nugget of horror, dread punched her in the stomach. If Asato ordered his robots to eliminate his own people, because of the virus, did that mean...?
“Where are your prisoners?” Mackenzie demanded. Where is Jinx?
“Prisoners?” Asato asked. “They’re locked down.”
“But not euthanized?”
“Not enough bullets,” Asato said. “They are well contained. They will starve to death.”
They’d starve. He’d starve them. Gods! This man’s heartless efficiency had saved the woman she loved, and now he was docile as a tired toddler. Asato had made a hard decision to protect his planet and his people. Or maybe he’d just followed orders like a good little soldier, because he was a colossal dickbag.
“So what about the cure?” Renata asked, bringing up literally the last thing Mackenzie cared about right now. “Will the cure still work on them?”
“We aren’t sure,” Shaw said.
Chase signed violently. Her tense shoulders and narrowed eyes suggested she rather was sure.
“What did she say?” Mackenzie demanded.
“The bond is beyond what we expected,” Shaw admitted. “Chase believes our current strain of anti-virus may not reverse all effects. Of course, I’m certain we can address that once we’ve gathered more data.”
Chase vigorously shook her head.
“So there’s no cure.” Mackenzie pointed Freyja toward Renata. “There goes your mutually assured destruction.”
Renata shrugged, arms crossed. “So we strike first. Fuck ‘em.”
Mackenzie turned back to Asato before an argument could suggest what she really thought about this. “Hey, Asato? Where do you hold your prisoners?”
“Here.” Asato poked at a manual keyboard built into his station. “And here. And here.”
The screen behind him flipped from hallway to hallway, some filled with blood and bodies. Many of the pods built into the walls held people. Just before Asato flipped onward, a dark-skinned woman riding a hoverstretcher slid into view.
“Stop!” Mackenzie shouted, as another hall replaced that one. “Go back!”
“Back?” Asato asked, like that was a strange notion.
“Back to the last screen!”
Asato pushed a key. “Back.”
The screen returned to the prior hall. The woman on the hoverstretcher slid out of view, yet one glimpse was all Mackenzie needed. Jinx was alive, and riding around on a hoverbed, and currently not dead.
“Can you unlock these terminals?” Mackenzie demanded. “Can you give me a map to that hallway?”
“Hmm,” Asato said. “Yes?”
TWO DEEP REPORTS ECHOED from the hallway behind Jinx. She flinched and slowed her bed to a crawl. Someone else just got murdered.
Stealth was better than speed. As the hoverbed cruised along Jinx kept her ears open for the sound of clomping, shooting, or screaming. That was why she heard the thumping coming from the wide bay door on her left, erratic, forceful, and ... frightened? With just the thumping to go on, it was hard to be sure.
Jinx cruised to a wobbly stop and tapped her still blood-covered fingers on the hoverbed’s soiled fabric. God, she was so gross right now. It was the least of her problems, but, seriously — blood and vomit and feces? And in her hair?
The door thumped. It thumped quite forcefully, and the little green button by the door blinked invitingly. Jinx was stalling, she knew, because neither path that stretched ahead was one she liked.
If people like her were trapped behind that door, speeding off would abandon them to probable death by killer robot. If there weren’t people in there, though — if they were killer robots — well then she’d be a Jinx-shaped smear on the wall, and then how would she help anyone?
The silliest idea formed. Jinx slid her bed next to the door and rapped on it, an old limerick rhythm she’d learned at the orphanage. Rap ta-ta-tap tap.
Silence. No thumping. Had she alerted the killer robots? She did it again. Rap ta-ta-tap tap.
THUMP THUMP.
Jinx jumped in her hoverbed, then poked the green open button. The door rumbled. As it rose, the first people scrambled out from beneath it. They wore white jumpsuits, like her. They had no idea what they were walking into.
No! Jinx shouted, or would have, if she could talk. She flailed her arms. A few stopped to gawk as others sprinted down the hall. Before Jinx could speed after them, someone grabbed her wrist hard enough to make her flinch.
She ripped her wrist away and hissed, then gasped when she recognized the hand’s owner. Carl! It was the man she’d signed to, across the hall, when she first arrived in her cell.
Gunshots echoed close by, followed by terrified screams. Jinx winced at those horrific sounds, at each person she’d just failed to save. The others all froze, looking to Carl, and Carl grimaced and beckoned. Back into the bay, his worried gaze said.
Another gunshot echoed from the hall, and those stricken by indecision got a whole lot of decision real quick. Everyone scrambled back into the bay. Carl signed rapidly from inside.
“Safe in here, but no way to open from the outside. Your choice.”
No way to open from the outside, was there? Jinx looked at the blinking green button, at the bed, and got another silly idea. As Carl and the prisoners pressed against the back of the bay, Jinx raised the hoverbed. Then she grabbed the bed’s remote and rolled off.
Even in low gravity, it hurt when she landed. Carl gasped, as did several others. Jinx flopped toward them. Then Carl grabbed her shoulders and dragged her inside with the others. A woman with frayed blond hair stretched past and slammed the green button, then hopped back as the door to this bay — or whatever it was — rumbled closed. Slowly.
The clomping was almost upon them when a reassuring crunch told her the door was closed tight. They were locked in, though not really, since Jinx had the hoverbed’s remote. The bed now floated at the same height as the blinking green button outside.
Jinx flipped on the bed’s camera, generally used by a remote operator to guide it. On the remote’s tiny monitor, a killer robot stomped toward the bed. Fresh blood dripped down its boxy chest.
Should she move the bed? What if moving it got her hoverbed shot to pieces? Then she’d have no way out of here, and then she’d be trapped forever, and oh thank God the robot was walking around the hoverbed finally. It must have been programmed to avoid hoverbeds, since bumping expensive hardware would cause damage.
Everyone stood breathless until the clomping faded. Then breathless for a bit after that. Finally, Jinx breathed out, turned to Carl, and signed. “Bed outside. Opens door.”
His eyes widened, and then he smiled. “Nice,” he signed. “Glad you’re safe.”
“You too.” Jinx took a rough count of those in this bay. It held twenty people at least, but this must be only a fraction of the prisoners. Where was everyone else?
She signed the question, and Carl shook his head. “Don’t know. Only know plant group.” He glanced at the closed bay door. “Those two were new. They couldn’t sign.”
He looked tired. He looked like the Patriots in the tunnel beneath Pioneer Point, after Morgan died.
So what had Carl meant by “plant group?” Biotech. That was where the Advanced sent Jinx when they learned her legs didn’t work, as you needed working legs to be useful to Live Fire. God, those poor people over at Live Fire. At least the Advanced were getting a taste of their own bullets.
Jinx rolled over and tried to sit up. Carl helped her, as did the woman with the stringy blond hair. They settled her against a wall, and then Jinx took in the rest of the bay. It was a weird bay.
There was nothing in here. No furniture. The floor had grates every few meters, but it was too dark to see whatever lay below. Other than small nozzles on the walls, Jinx saw no buttons or switches. Why were their nozzles on the walls? She pointed, then asked.
“Gas,” Carl signed.
Oh. So this was where they gassed people. So had they been ready to gas Carl and the others? And was it, like, killer gas, or just ... sleeping gas? Jinx really wanted it to be sleeping gas.
The other woman thumped her chest, then signed letters. “ANNA.” So she knew sign language too. Awesome. Jinx signed her name back.
“What’s going on?” Anna signed.
If these people had been in here for a while, they might not know what was going on outside. Jinx signed an explanation as best she could. Anna’s eyes widened when Jinx got to the part about the robots killing Advanced, but then she smiled, grimly. She must have lost people as well.
Jinx’s heart ached for them. These poor people had suffered so much. She had to get them out of here, but how?
“Plan?” Jinx signed. She was usually good at coming up with plans, but she’d just crawled through gore and sewage while almost getting shot a dozen times.
Carl glanced at Anna. Anna glanced at Carl, at Jinx, and then signed “Hide until everyone’s dead?”
That had been Jinx’s plan all along. Yes. That was a great plan.
Some thing pounded violently on the door.




21: Reunion


IT WAS ONLY AFTER THUMPING on the sealed bay door that Mackenzie noticed the blinking green button obstructed by Jinx’s floating hoverbed. Oh. Well that would make it easier. She shoved the stretcher aside and pushed the button.
The door rumbled open to reveal a mob of people in wide-eyed panic. Freyja rapidly tagged and targeted twenty-two haggard men and women in white jumpsuits, all piled on top of each other at the back of the bay. Their eyes didn’t get any less wide when they saw that it was Freyja standing outside, not a killer robot. Did they recognize her?
Of course they recognized her. She was fucking Freyja, dammit, and she’d come to rescue them. Well, Jinx mostly, and there she was, huddled against the door and gaping wide-eyed. Oh gods. That was Jinx there.
Mackenzie popped her helmet open, popped her chest hatches, and stomped Freyja forward. As she advanced the other prisoners scrambled away, leaving Jinx alone and staring. Freyja took a knee in front of Jinx, like she was about to propose, and Mackenzie leaned out. She dragged Jinx into her arms and immediately noticed two things.
First, Jinx smelled really, really bad, but Mackenzie could tolerate that, even if she gagged a little. The other problem was more immediate. Jinx hissed in pain and hung limp in Mackenzie’s arms, because Mackenzie had forgotten Jinx’s legs didn’t work and she’d sort of let them dangle sideways. Oh, crap.
“Gods, sorry. So sorry!” Mackenzie set Jinx down and fell back into her armor, staring at the woman she loved. Jinx beamed through tears and hiccupped. She had such adorable hiccups.
Someone coughed, and several feet shifted audibly. Mackenzie looked at the others in the bay. She’d just revealed her face to twenty-two random people. Everyone in this bay now knew what Freyja’s pilot looked like, and could probably pick Mackenzie Flores out of a lineup if some asshole came looking for her.
Well, whatever. She’d deal with that later, because Jinx was alive, not dead. Not experimented upon or blown out into space. Now to get her the fuck out of here.
A man with gray hair and a grimace waved his hands at them. It took Mackenzie a moment to realize he was signing, like Chase. Like Jinx, who signed right back. Why wasn’t anyone talking?
“Hey,” Mackenzie said. “We need to go. We have a shuttle ready to blast off.” She stood Freyja up, ready to grab Jinx and dash out of here, but as she looked at those still huddled in the bay — at haggard faces and wide eyes — a little fist closed inside her chest.
“We’re here for you,” Mackenzie said. “All of you. We’re taking you back to Ceto.”
From the hallway to her left, a robot hiss-clomped.
“Oh gods, really?” Mackenzie stood, thoroughly exasperated. “Stand back! Stay there!”
She sealed Freyja and marched out of the bay. She brought up Wi-Vi and spotted the robot through the walls, but this hall wasn’t like the last one. It stretched away in both directions for far longer than she liked.
Freyja’s autocannon couldn’t shoot through four walls without venting the base to the atmosphere outside. If she opened this hallway to toxic atmosphere, everyone she’d just rescued would asphyxiate, including Jinx. Mackenzie broke into a jog. Powered armor didn’t sprint.
The robot’s purple Wi-Vi outline flickered as she jogged. Too slow. The robot rounded the corner. It raised its guns to blow a hole right through her, then didn’t, as a loud brrrrrrrt filled the hallway.
Even as Freyja’s high-velocity rounds tore the robot in half, the damned thing shot the ceiling. It blew a small hole that became a big hole as the hall vented violently. An airseal slammed down behind Freyja, between her and the open bay, and Mackenzie gasped with relief. Then Freyja’s autocannon spun down and popped off.
The cannon made a raucous noise as it rolled down the hall behind her. A jingling like coins hitting biocrete suggested its giant bullets were now feeding into empty air. Jinx had warned her the cannon wasn’t well-attached, but the timing was colossally fucked up.
Mackenzie reached the robot and punched its still wobbling legs into the wall. She knelt, grabbed its thrashing torso, and heaved up. The robot’s torso flew right out the new hole in the ceiling and landed ... somewhere. Mackenzie didn’t really care where at the moment.
She clomped back to the airseal. Through its small window, she saw Jinx on the other side. One prisoner supported Jinx on each side, which was nice of them. Behind Jinx, the rest of the natural-born stood clustered in a perfect killbox. She had to get back to them before another killer robot came up on them from behind.
Mackenzie brought up the map she’d pulled from Commander Asato’s console. With the hallway vented, she couldn’t open her suit, so she raised Freyja’s hands and extended her palms. Wait. She clomped away.
It took her a few minutes to find a fresh airlock, step outside, find another airlock, step inside, hack a locked door with Jinx’s device, then jog down a hallway leading back to the bay. She’d taken too long! She tore around the corner, heart pounding, to find a bunch of wide-eyed people still alive and pressed against the airseal.
Freyja sounded like a killer robot. She must have scared them senseless, but Mackenzie didn’t fail to notice that Jinx was behind them, protected by their bodies. These were good people. Time to get them home.
“Who’s the leader?” Mackenzie asked. “You?” She pointed at the man who Jinx had signed with. “Where are the other prisoners? There are more of you here, aren’t there?”
The man she’d pointed at glanced at Jinx and then at her, signing, but she had no idea what he meant to say. She turned to the blonde woman. “Can you interpret?”
The blonde shook her head, and Mackenzie got an inkling of just how twisted their captors had been. “You lost your voice?” Jinx wasn’t talking either. “They took your voice?”
Jinx, the man, and the woman all nodded. Mackenzie grimaced. “Can any of you speak?”
The rest of the prisoners shook their heads. The Advanced had muted everyone, somehow, which was smart, but also really evil. Gods, she hoped it was reversible.
The man with the grimace and the older woman with the stringy blond hair started forward, supporting Jinx between them. Even without words, Mackenzie understood.
“Right,” Mackenzie said. “Follow me then.”
MACKENZIE HAD JUST ENTERED Commander Asato’s dome when she encountered the first group of bedraggled prisoners shuffling through it, guarded by Hall, or someone she assumed was Hall. He still wore his Vindicator suit. Its reflective faceplate hid his face.
“Artifice has Asato doing everything now,” Hall said though his external speakers, since comms could be intercepted. “He shut down all remaining robots. He’s given us maps to all departments, and we’re freeing prisoners block by block. Renata heard something about her brother, but I haven’t seen her since she ran off.”
“That’s great.” Mackenzie hoped Renata’s brother had survived. “How many have we rescued?”
“Over a hundred and fifty. None can speak, but a few have been cognizant enough to round up the others. We’ve got two platoons of rescued prisoners loading up the rest, but the shuttle pad isn’t sealed, and there’s only twenty rebreathers on the entire base. We have to load a dozen at a time, then carry the rebreathers back for the next.”
That sounded far more organized than Mackenzie had expected panicked prisoners to manage. “What about the Advanced?”
“Dead fucking everywhere. Seems like none of them survived Asato’s purge, so while Chase won’t get any more useful data, we’re actually going to pull this off.” He stepped back as more prisoners shuffled past. “I’m glad you found her.”
Mackenzie glanced at Jinx. “Sure you are.”
“I mean it. She’s one brave kid. I’d have gone myself if Artifice let me, but hey, she volunteered.”
Maybe Hall was serious. Maybe he did feel bad about sending Jinx up here to be murdered. He’d still let Shaw do it, so nice as he seemed now, she couldn’t trust him. Not with Jinx.
“How many shuttles do we have?” Mackenzie asked.
“We found two Advanced escape shuttles, just like Artifice hoped. Edge is on her way in the rustbucket, and with all three, we’ll fit everyone with room to spare.” More people in white jumpsuits shuffled past. “Problem is, a whole bunch of these people are FUBAR’d, so even with the help of the ones who can still think, it’s taking a long time to herd them to the bay.”
Mackenzie watched a bald, glassy-eyed woman stumble past. “Define FUBAR’d.”
“These assholes fucked with their minds to make them compliant. They can carry out simple orders, but that’s about it. It’s like they can’t think for themselves anymore.”
“Like Asato?”
“Yeah, like that fuck job. But like I said, they’re not all like this. The ones you brought in look alert, and I’d estimate that brings us to one-hundred-seventy.”
“That’s it?” Mackenzie had expected a whole lot more prisoners. Perhaps Ro and Cordoba hadn’t shipped as many people as she’d feared.
“Yeah,” Hall said. “The other four hundred are ash. Asato opened his inventory records for us.” The last prisoner shuffled past him. “After they got done experimenting on them, they cremated the bodies.”
Mackenzie shuddered. The cruelty here was inhuman, even for the Advanced. For a moment, she genuinely wondered if unleashing Shaw’s virus on Phorcys was the right call.
“Freyja, we need you,” Shaw said, over comms. “Please come to the command room.”
“Go,” Hall said. “I’ll get these poor bastards where they need to go.” He stomped after the last of the prisoners, who shuffled onward at an unhurried and entirely broken pace.
Mackenzie walked to Jinx and her helpers. “I’ll take her from here. Thank you for protecting her.” Now that the killer robots were shut down, she wouldn’t be using Jinx as a human shield.
The man nodded. He and the blonde woman helped Jinx into Freyja’s arms. Freyja cradled her, and Mackenzie wished she could feel Jinx’s warmth through Freyja’s armor. Later. That could all come later. They’d have all the time in the world after they got back to Ceto.
“Follow that Vindicator to the shuttle bay,” Mackenzie ordered the survivors. “Get the hell off this rock.”
She stomped toward the control room. She glanced at Jinx often, but with the fighting over and four hundred confirmed dead, Jinx wasn’t looking at her. Her stare looked glassy, and Mackenzie felt that little fist close in her chest.
Jinx had always been so open, so quick to assume the best of people despite her rough childhood. She’d just learned the Advanced tortured and incinerated four hundred people. Had it broken her? It genuinely bothered Mackenzie.
Fuck if it mattered. Mackenzie would do whatever she must to support Jinx until Jinx found a way back from whatever horrors she’d witnessed here. Mackenzie could do that for the woman she loved. She’d do it gladly.
They reached the command center, doors now standing open. Mackenzie turned Freyja sideways to fit through, holding Jinx close. Commander Asato slumped in the corner. Jeffrey Shaw sat in Asato’s seat, having abandoned an unlocked Faux nearby.
Chase stood beside Shaw in the other Vindicator, its torso opened up. Chase shouldn’t have her armor open. If a rogue robot walked in here without warning, Chase could get her head shot off.
“Hey,” Mackenzie said. “Seal that armor, soldier.”
Chase smirked and signed something. Jinx perked up and signed back. The two of them had a quick exchange, and then Jinx thumped Freyja’s shoulder and pointed at Faux.
“Jinx can’t walk,” Shaw said, helpfully. “But your powered armor can walk for her. We all agree our best option is to put Jinx inside your other Freyja suit.”
Mackenzie wondered if Shaw had somehow booby-trapped the suit, to use Jinx as a hostage, but when would he have found the time? “Thanks.” She stomped over to Faux. “How close are we to dusting off?”
Freyja’s clunky robot hands made it difficult to get Jinx’s legs properly oriented. Shaw helped, which surprised Mackenzie. Once inside, Jinx could pilot Faux using its hand grips.
“We’ll need at least twenty minutes to finish loading the prisoners,” Shaw said, once they’d finished with Jinx, “and there’s a problem.” He tapped Asato’s command console.
On the wall, the screen behind Shaw flipped to an external camera on the far side of the complex. Black-armored Vindicators crept toward the base. There were only eight out there, but eight veteran Vindicators would slaughter everyone here. Dread crept up on Mackenzie as she did the math.
“It seems Asato actually did call for reinforcements,” Shaw said. “Unfortunately, their sealed suits will prevent our virus from infecting them.”
Eight on one was terrible odds, even for her. “How long?”
“Assuming they secure the complex section by section, they’ll reach us in ten minutes or so, and the shuttle bay a few minutes after. Unless we take off before that and leave half our people behind, we’ll still be loading when they arrive.” The fact that Shaw hadn’t suggested they take off was another surprise. “We must delay them. Any suggestions?”
Now supported by the body braces and exoskeleton inside Faux, Jinx walked Faux over to Shaw’s seat using hand grips. Jinx leaned out and signed at Shaw.
Shaw raised one eyebrow at Jinx. “You can do that?”
“What’s she saying?” Mackenzie demanded.
“You’re sure?” Shaw asked, entirely not answering Mackenzie’s question.
Jinx nodded, lips tight. Mackenzie knew that look. Jinx wasn’t wrong.
Shaw detached Asato’s command console. “All yours.” He handed it up to Jinx.
Jinx balanced the console on Faux’s lowered chest brace and typed, focused on the AR screen floating in front of her. She was doing something clever, but what?
“I asked you a godsdamned question, Shaw,” Mackenzie said. “What did Jinx just say?”
Shaw fixed her with a grim smile. “She said that with full access to Commander Asato’s system, she can turn his killer robots back on.”
Mackenzie glanced at the eight enemy Vindicators stalking toward the first dome. “Fan-fucking-tastic.” It was a bad day to be Advanced.
The command console beeped. Jinx stopped typing, mouth screwed up in annoyance. Had the system locked her out?
“Incoming call,” Shaw said. “I told Edge to hail the base once she was ready to land. We have to warn her off.”
Jinx poked keys. A small black panel opened in the corner of the cameras monitoring the advancing Vindicator squad. Edge must be sending audio only. Instead of Edge’s voice, however, another filled the room.
“Hey, Shaw,” Clayton said. “Let’s talk.”
Oh, Mackenzie remembered. I left him that little strip of metal.




22. Plan A


THE WAY SHAW GLANCED AT HER told Mackenzie exactly what he thought about how Clayton freed himself. She didn’t give a shit what Shaw thought. What she did care about, at the moment, was Clayton getting everyone killed.
“Jinx,” Mackenzie said, “patch that console directly into Freyja’s comms.”
Jinx typed vigorously. Mackenzie trusted Jinx to mute the channel so only she and Clayton could hear it. A blacked out screen appeared inside her armor.
“Hey there, cowboy,” Mackenzie said. “We’ve got a problem.”
“I expected Shaw,” Clayton said, evenly. “But, I suppose, I should have expected you.”
“I got you on that shuttle. I got you away from Ryke.”
“I know, and I’m grateful, but what the fuck, Mack? You can’t be okay with genocide.”
“You haven’t seen what the Advanced did down here,” Mackenzie replied, aware of the tautness in her voice, “but you’re right. Shaw’s virus is even more powerful than they realized. According to Chase, it bonds with Advanced DNA more firmly than anyone expected.” She considered the best way to explain it. “Look, I’m not a scientist, but this shit turns them infantile, and according to Chase, it’ll do the same thing to their kids.”
“Damn,” Clayton said, softly.
“Shaw says they can tweak their anti-virus, but Chase seemed pretty much fuck no on that. Given their respective track records, I’m inclined to trust the nice lady who saved Jinx’s life over the asshole who sent her to die in a space coffin.”
“Can you secure Shaw? I’m about to land.”
“Don’t land, and stay away from the west side of the base. We just spotted a Vindicator squad moving up on us, eight of them, walking in a formation that suggests they’re securing things.”
“Search and rescue,” Clayton said, “or search and destroy, triggered when the base failed to check in. They’re here to kill you and everyone in there. Get out now.”
“That would require leaving one hundred or so people to die, Mister I’m-So-Righteous-I-Won’t-Commit-Genocide,” Mackenzie said, “and I’m not willing to do that.”
Clayton took a moment. “So what’s your plan?”
“We’re working on it, but comms can be monitored. Just hang back until you get the all clear. We might need you.”
“Understood.”
Clayton trusted her, even after everything that just happened. She liked that he trusted her. As she considered options, Mackenzie watched an all-too-calm Shaw, a fidgeting Chase, and an entirely occupied Jinx.
Shaw was probably trying to decide if she and Clayton had betrayed him yet. Mackenzie wondered, again, what he planned to do if things went south. She had Freyja, and Shaw had given Jinx Faux, and Chase sure as hell couldn’t stop them both.
Why would Shaw leave himself vulnerable? Mackenzie didn’t for a moment believe he’d suddenly become an altruistic paragon of virtue at the sight of four hundred dead natural-born. No, Shaw had a plan, and she had to figure it out before he double-crossed them.
Gods, she hated spy games.
Jinx raised both fists and pumped, the excitable energetic genius Mackenzie loved. Jinx’s smile was an odd juxtaposition, given she was celebrating reprogramming killer robots to blow holes in Advanced Vindicators, but Mackenzie would have pumped her fists.
“Excellent.” Shaw extended a hand. “May I have that back now?”
Mackenzie stomped forward. “No.” There was no telling what Shaw had planned, but she wasn’t going to make it that easy. “Keep the console.”
Jinx yanked the console inside Faux, then backed up her suit using its hand grips. Jinx didn’t trust Shaw either, but the man had to have anticipated this sudden but inevitable betrayal. Chase watched them all with narrowed eyes.
Shaw smiled at Mackenzie. “What did you and Clayton decide?”
“I’m taking command,” Mackenzie decided, “because we don’t have time to deal with you and Clayton’s interpersonal bullshit. You hired me to lead this posse, right?”
“I did,” Shaw said, “which is precisely why I handed the command console to your partner. I leave myself and my soldiers in your capable hands.”
“Right.” Shaw was probably lying, but she didn’t even care right now. “So job one is stopping that Vindicator kill squad, or at least delaying them long enough to get our people on the shuttles.”
“You don’t think the robots will prove sufficient?” Shaw asked. “They acquitted themselves well earlier.”
“They were gunning down unarmed scientists in open hallways,” Mackenzie said, “not fighting veteran soldiers in powered armor.” No, Jinx’s killer robots would need a lot of help. “I guarantee the soldiers the Supremacy chose to guard their secret murder base are one hundred percent more deadly than any killer robot.”
“So how do we stop them?” Shaw asked.
Mackenzie thought back to their trek to the black site and had a genuinely good idea. “Where’s Renata?”
“Hasn’t returned yet,” Shaw said. “She said she would call in once she located Angelo.”
Angelo must be Renata’s brother. Mackenzie hoped Renata found him. “We actually don’t need her,” she said. “What we do need, however, is her rover. Can you drive it?”
Shaw stood. “Of course.”
“Find it. Drive it back the way we came, to the little hill Renata did that joyriding jump off of. I’ll have Clayton land the shuttle there. Get the rover on board.”
“You plan to use the rover’s suppression dome to protect the shuttle from enemy fire,” Shaw said. “And then use the shuttle to scout the base, from the air, for our opponents. Clever.”
Mackenzie had certainly thought it was, so it annoyed her that Shaw figured it out so easily. She zoomed in on Commander Asato and dropped a targeting rectangle on his head. With only a tinge of guilt, she pulled her trigger.
Chase blinked at the gunshot, at the spatter all over the wall. Shaw’s brow furrowed. Mackenzie had no idea how Jinx reacted, and she didn’t dare look.
“Nothing infected goes back,” Mackenzie told everyone. “Just like you planned, this was a one time test.”
Shaw shrugged. “If you think that’s wise.”
That smug bastard probably had all the data he needed on the virus stored in Chase’s medical pad. Didn’t matter. Once they were all back in space, Mackenzie would just take it from him. No one was unleashing this monstrosity on Phorcys. She pulled her gaze from Asato’s corpse.
“Follow me,” Mackenzie ordered everyone. “Shaw, does that console work outside the C and C?”
“That’s how they’re designed,” Shaw said. “It should have a range equal to the base.”
“Order Renata and Hall to defend the shuttle bay.” Mackenzie stomped for the door. “Chase, go help load people. We’ll hold those Vindicators back as long as we can, but if they get past us, take off with everyone you can save. Don’t wait for us.”
“I knew you’d guide us through this,” Shaw said, sandwiched between Freyja and Faux as they left Asato’s office. “You are a natural leader, Freyja, and a warrior I am very grateful to have on my side.”
“Fuck you very much,” Mackenzie said. “Now shut up and try not to kidnap anyone.”
“THIS IS A REALLY BAD IDEA,” CLAYTON SAID, over comms, as their shuttle rumbled over the top of a tall black dome. “We’re not armored. If they hit us, there’s no way we can go back into space, and if they hit us a lot, we explode.”
“ANOTHER DOWN,” Jinx typed, from where Faux was locked to the cargo rail on the shuttle’s far side. That left six of the original eight, with all the robots Jinx sent at them destroyed. Mackenzie had hoped for more kills, but these enemy pilots were apparently really fucking good.
“We don’t need this bucket to be spaceworthy,” Mackenzie said. Freyja was anchored to the cargo rail on the near side of the shuttle. “We just need to keep their attention. Fly evasive.”
Clayton cruised them sideways. “You and I have different understandings of the word evasive.” The first surviving Vindicator jogged into view, rifle raised. It fired in concert with Freyja and Faux.
Freyja’s smart bullet slammed into the enemy Vindicator’s chest, lodging there. Faux’s bullet pierced its faceplate dead center, emitting a puff of blood and disintegrated armor.  The Vindicator dropped — five left — as Clayton cussed up a storm over comms.
“We’re venting air,” he said, and a moment later his voice returned, muffled. “Okay, all out of air now.” He must have sealed his helmet.
“Suppression dome holding steady,” Shaw said, from inside the rover in the shuttle’s belly. “Charge at sixty percent.”
Clayton was wrong. This was a great plan, and as Clayton hovered them across the dome holding the five remaining Vindicators, no more emerged. That meant they’d learned two very important things when Faux shot their buddy in the head.
First, the suppression dome generated by Renata’s rover protected this shuttle, which meant smart bullets couldn’t track it. Second, aiming manually took time, and it took enough time that Freyja and Faux could drill them with smart bullets if they tried to shoot back.
So they didn’t want to come out and play? Fine. She’d start with Plan B.
“Execute the lockdown,” Mackenzie ordered.
“DONE,” Jinx typed.
Though they couldn’t hear it, Mackenzie knew all the airseals in all four domes had just slammed down. While the Vindicators could break them down, each airseal would take time, fuel, and ammo. They only had to buy ten minutes.
Plan A had been to shoot all the Vindicators in the open while Clayton’s flying kept the ship intact, but given how groggily this shuttle maneuvered, Mackenzie had to admit that locking all the Vindicators inside might have been a better Plan A. At least until the top of a hallway exploded, and three enemy Vindicators popped out on repulsor jets.
“Fire!” Mackenzie pulled her triggers as red targeting squares danced drunkenly across her 360 display. Yet somehow, two of the three enemy Vindicators managed to evade smart bullets. Only one got hit, crashing through the dome and punching a new hole. Four left.
Fuck these assholes and their godsdamned competence! The enemy Vindicators’ full burn repulsor jump, combined with the thin atmosphere, meant even smart bullets couldn’t bank hard enough to track them. Worse, the Vindicators were firing back, manually, and apparently all of them knew how to shoot.
“Evade!” Mackenzie shouted over comms.
“What do you think I’m doing?” Clayton shouted, as metallic-sounding pops echoed in the background. “It’s a fucking meteor shower in here!”
Mackenzie led her shots. One more Vindicator took a hit — three left — but the last dropped out of sight. Worse yet, the last two rocketed up and dropped into cover as well, before Mackenzie could shoot them. So much for Plan B.
“Anyone hit?” Mackenzie shouted. “Report!”
“Fine here,” Clayton said.
“FINE,” Jinx typed.
“Not ... fine,” Shaw managed.
“Are you hit?” Mackenzie demanded.
“Quite so,” Shaw said. “I don’t believe this is survivable.”
How could he be so calm if that was true? “What’s the suppression dome at?”
“Zero,” Shaw rasped. “The charge is ... zero.”
“Well, that’s that,” Clayton said, as the shuttle shuddered slowly around the dome. “No more suppression, and more holes in this bucket than I can count.”
Really, it was a miracle Clayton hadn’t been shot. Maybe Clayton was right. Maybe this had been a shitty plan, but Mackenzie would rather have Vindicators shooting at them than at the poor people on the shuttlepad.
“How many left?” Mackenzie asked Hall, over comms. He still guarded the shuttlepad, alone.
“Two more batches,” Hall said. “We’re almost done.”
“Keep rounding the dome,” Mackenzie ordered. “We need to draw fire for a little longer.”
“That’s suicide,” Clayton said, though he kept rounding the dome. “They’ll target us and knock us out of the sky.”
“We know our suppression dome is down,” Mackenzie reminded everyone. “All they know is we’re still shooting at them.”
“YES,” Jinx typed.
“Find them,” Mackenzie ordered.
Clayton kept the shuttle moving, passing over one dome and then another, but they didn’t find anything to shoot. Had Mackenzie been down there, being hunted, she’d listen for the very loud shuttle’s engines and stay the hell away from it.
“Anything?” Mackenzie asked hopefully.
“ALL FEEDS DOWN,” Jinx typed. “CANT SEE ANYTHING” She’d jury-rigged the command console to send messages, but apparently it lacked punctuation marks.
“Hey, Hall,” Mackenzie warned. “You may have incoming. Get ready.” She flipped to Jinx’s channel. “Check every sensor in that base. Find them.”
“YES MAAM,” Jinx typed, and in her mind, Mackenzie heard Jinx’s lovely voice again.
They drifted, waited, and fumed. “Still nothing on the ground,” Clayton said, quite unnecessarily, since Mackenzie could fucking see that. “Shaw?”
Shaw didn’t answer, and Mackenzie knew smart bullets would tear through a body and out the other side. As much as she despised Shaw, this wasn’t how Mackenzie had wanted their argument to end. He should have faced a court-martial.
“Taking fire!” Hall shouted, as multiple reports sounded in the background. “They’re at the barricade!”
“Pad, now!” Mackenzie shouted.
As Clayton pushed the shuttle’s thrusters to full burn, it trembled violently. They cruised over a long hallway and over the last dome. Below, dozens of white-jumpsuited people wandered toward the Supremacy escape shuttles. The shuttles looked like elongated sailing yachts designed for giants.
“I’m hit!” Hall shouted.
“Blow the harnesses,” Mackenzie ordered Jinx.
With tiny explosions, Freyja and Faux blew their shuttle harnesses and dropped. Dozens would die if the two of them didn’t stop those Vindicators. As much as Mackenzie hated putting Jinx in danger again, she was all too aware that Jinx reacted without delay and skillfully guided her armor with microjumps.
Counting the kills made by her robots, Jinx had dropped double the bodies Freyja had today, and though Jinx probably hated that, Mackenzie felt unreasonably proud. Her scrappy little armor mechanic had grown into a serious badass. They could still save everyone, together.
“OK Corral!” Mackenzie guided herself toward the south side of the dome. “Go, go!”
Just before Mackenzie landed, she saw Faux drop out of sight on the other side of the dome. They would come in on either side of the barricade and catch the enemy Vindicators from the rear. Blood pumping in her ears, Mackenzie tore off the flimsy airlock door and jogged inside to get herself shot.
JINX STUMBLED AS FAUX LANDED, but she didn’t go down. Faux’s automated landing system handled the touchdown well. Sweat tickled her neck, back, and cheeks, and dread coiled inside her chest, but she was ready. Well, she wasn’t, but dozens of people on that pad were even less ready, so here she was.
The airlock on the north side stood open. The Vindicators must have entered through here. Rather than stomping inside, Jinx used the command console to bring up multiple cameras from inside the dome. All feeds came up blank.
The Vindicators must be shooting any cameras they saw, but Jinx wouldn’t let that stop her. She opened a top down schematic of the dome, halls, and shuttle bay. No secret prison would rely on just visual sensors to track its captives.
She mentally mapped the bay and overlaid the base’s sound sensors. Expanding rings appeared in the hall leading to the shuttle bay — gunshots. Jinx grinned and sealed all airseals between that hallway and the shuttle bay.
“Shutters closed!” Hall shouted, over comms. “That you?”
A very large ring expanded in the hall, and Jinx didn’t have to hear the rumble to know a Vindicator had just fired something explosive at the airseal. So they had freaking rocket launchers, too? Jinx realized then that the only reason the shuttle wasn’t debris was because the suppression dome probably prevented missile locks. It chilled her to know she’d come so close to getting herself shot down a second time.
“Shutters are open again!” Hall added. “Dammit, I’m empty! Get here now!”
Several reports sounded behind where the Vindicators were shooting. Mack had found them. Mack would handle them.
Movement caught Jinx’s eye. Two red target locks flashed into being as an enemy Vindicator limped around the corner ahead. One arm hung uselessly, spewing sparks. The other raised its smart rifle.
Two gunshots sounded before the Vindicator dropped, two smoking holes punched in its chestplate. It took Jinx a moment to realize she had fired those shots. She didn’t remember shooting that Vindicator and killing whoever was inside.
She’d just murdered someone, again, and as much as she expected to feel horrible, she didn’t. She didn’t feel like a monster and she should, shouldn’t she? Counting the work of her robots, she’d killed at least six people today.
Yet those people were trying to murder her and all the fleeing prisoners. They worked for evil Advanced who had murdered four hundred innocent people and burned them to ash. Asking them to stop wouldn’t save anyone.
Jinx refused to feel bad right now. She would help Mack stop these evil Vindicators and then get the heck off this moon. She’d have plenty of time to decide if she was actually a sociopath later, when everyone was safe.
“Everyone’s on board!” Edge shouted over comms. “Get out here!”
Jinx allowed herself a smile. She had slaved the second shuttle to the first, allowing Edge to fly them both.
“Oh shit.” Edge paused. “Oh shit!”
“What shit?” Mack shouted.
“We’ve got incoming!” Edge shouted back. “Long-range sensors now reading a bulwark class cruiser on intercept!”
Jinx numbly remembered what that meant. Bulwark class cruisers were big Advanced spaceships with guns and armor. Now one of those big destroyers was headed here, to Medusa, to eradicate them.
Only three bulwarks operated between Phorcys and Ceto, that Jinx knew of. Each destroyer carried a crew of over two-hundred and enough railguns to wreck a dozen Ceto shuttles. While the Advanced claimed the cruisers were intended to stop piracy, they were also the reason Ceto’s government couldn’t face the Advanced in space.
“Arrival estimate?” Clayton asked.
“Thirty-two minutes out,” Edge said.
That’s not so bad, Jinx thought.
“Take off!” Clayton shouted, which meant it was bad. “Take off now!”
“But you’re not on board.”
“I’ll get us out on the rustbucket! Lift now, or you’ll never outrun that bulwark!”
“Do as he says, Edge,” Mack added. “We’ll be fine.”
Mack’s confirmation didn’t surprise Jinx. Mack had always had a soft spot for innocent people. She just hid it well.
“Lift now,” Mack ordered.
“Lifting,” Edge said. The rumble of massive engines shook the ground beneath Jinx’s feet. “And ... thank you. We’ll get these people home.”
Jinx accepted the win. The survivors of these horrific experiments would escape this house of horrors. She was okay with not making it off this moon so long as those poor people did. Mack would be okay too.
Nothing moved inside the dome. Jinx stomped inside. All the enemy Vindicators had to be dead, right?
She turned a corner and found the last two enemy Vindicators blown full of holes. Ahead of them, another Vindicator bearing a green IFF tag slumped against the wall. Chewing her lip, Jinx made Faux jog toward it. There was an expanding pool of blood beneath Hall’s powered armor. Hall was very dead now.
Jinx blinked back wet and stomped past his body. Sergeant Hall had held that barricade and blocked bullets with his armor to protect people he didn’t know. He died saving lives, because maybe he was a better person than the man who helped Mister Hurt cut her foot in the back of Artifice’s truck.
She stumbled into the main part of the bay to find Freyja standing tall, one arm crushed. No prisoners remained. Jinx typed violently enough to hurt her fingertips. “HURT YES NO” That was the only way she knew to frame interrogatives without punctuation keys.
“I’m fine,” Mack said. “Freyja’s arm is broken, but mine isn’t. One of those assholes punched me.”
Jinx spotted Clayton’s shuttle in the distance, on the pad beneath the stars. All the shooting had opened plenty of new holes in the walls, so there was no breathing in the shuttle bay.
“CHASE OUT YES NO” Jinx typed. “RENATA OUT YES NO”
“Chase got the last of the people on the shuttles,” Mack said. “Hall, well ... you saw. I haven’t heard from Renata, so maybe she got on the shuttle too.”
“I didn’t,” Renata said over comms, her voice raw and harsh. “Angelo didn’t either.”
Jinx brought up a feed from inside the C and C. Renata sat in Commander Asato’s former seat, staring at his desk. Jinx bounced the camera feed to Freyja, so Mack could see it too.
Renata held her lipstick comm close. “They used him,” she whispered, voice breaking. “They used my baby brother for their fucking science experiments, and then tossed him in a pit of flames.”
“I’m so sorry,” Mack said, over the shared channel, and Jinx was too.
“Fuck your sorries!” Renata kicked the desk. “They took Gabriel, Lilah, Otto, even Angelo! They took everyone from me!”
“Get to the shuttle bay,” Mackenzie ordered. “We need to dust off now.”
Renata laughed like a woman who wanted to cry. “Leaving this place intact was never the plan. Artifice showed me where to plant everything.” She stood, clutching a device that was about the size of a remote. A detonator? A remote detonator?
“This cursed pit will burn.” Renata glared at the ceiling. “We won’t leave anything for the Advanced to find, any chance for them to study or prepare for the virus. We are going to wipe these fuckers out.”
“Jinx,” Mackenzie said, “is that—?”
A rumble shook the base. Renata dropped the device, and like exploding popcorn, a whole bunch of new AR damage reports opened on Faux’s display. The base’s command console remained plugged into Faux.
“You’ve got ten minutes before the fires reach the base’s underground fuel storage,” Renata said. “Lift off now, and you should be clear before it goes.”
Wow. Renata planted explosives during the gunfight, while they loaded the shuttles. Jinx knew how rocket fuel worked. Once whatever fire Renata started reached the underground fuel reserve, this base would stop being one real quick.
Tears blurred Jinx’s vision as she turned to the door, to the hallway, to the way she would save Renata. Freyja grabbed Faux’s arm. Some rational part of Jinx’s mind knew she’d never make it all the way there and back in time.
On the camera feed from the C and C, Renata sat back. “You go, Jinx. You live. Cherish those who love you while they’re still alive.” She leaned back in the chair and closed her eyes.
“Shuttle.” Freyja tugged on Faux’s arm. “There’s a bulwark cruiser coming, and we can’t get away if we don’t leave now. Also, explosion.”
Jinx reluctantly depressed Faux’s grips. She stomped toward Clayton’s shuttle. As they approached, the shuttle bay door rumbled down with a screech of poorly-treated machinery.
Faux had an air supply, but only a few hours. Not enough to make it back to Ceto in that porous wreck. Still, Jinx supposed they’d figure out air once they weren’t sitting on the pad of a secret murder base on top of a reservoir of shuttle fuel while an Advanced destroyer closed on them with a dozen railguns.
“Shit!” Mackenzie shouted. “Clayton!”
Clayton stumbled down the extended ramp with a makeshift cloth tourniquet wrapped around one thigh and a sealed helmet on his head. He hadn’t been so lucky after all.
To be fair, there had been an awful lot of bullets. 




23: Pyre


MACKENZIE JOGGED FORWARD and caught Clayton as he tried, and failed, to keep walking. “They shot you!”
Clayton collapsed into Freyja’s arms and stared through the misted viewport of his helmet. “No shit, really?”
“Why didn’t you tell me they shot you?”
“You a medic?” Clayton asked. “No? Then I don’t see what you could have done.”
Mackenzie glanced up the extended landing ramp. “There have to be bandages in there somewhere.” Clayton had a family, didn’t he? Shaw had said he had a family.
“No time,” Clayton said, “and even if we lift now, we’ll never outrun that bulwark.”
“Try anyway!” Mackenzie shouted. “Renata’s about to blow this place to hell and back!”
“Well, that’s convenient,” Clayton said, with a sigh of what might be ... relief? “Get me out of range of the engines.”
“Why the fuck would I do that?”
“The Supremacy will capture anyone inside this shuttle,” Clayton said. “They cannot capture me. They can’t link this slaughter to President Mendoza or Ceto.” He coughed, like Shaw coughed before he died. “We can’t start a war.”
Was he serious? “You can’t ask me to just leave you here!”
“I can,” Clayton said, “and you will.” He pushed up. “Even if you space me on the way out, they could still pick up my body and link my DNA to Ceto’s government. I’m in the CSD database, and you can bet the Advanced cracked that as soon as we put it online. Shaw wasn’t wrong about my presence pinning this op on President Mendoza.”
Gods, no, this wasn’t right! Clayton wasn’t mortally wounded, like Shaw. It was just one hole in his leg, and he’d already restricted blood flow with the tourniquet. He had a family.
“You know I’m right,” Clayton said, stumbling off. “Ceto’s depending on you.”
“Fuck Ceto!” Mackenzie shouted, but she caught and supported him. “You’re sure about this?”
“I am,” Clayton said. “And I need a favor.”
Mackenzie helped Clayton a safe distance from the engines, where he wouldn’t be burned up when they ignited. This made no sense, but it was how the man who knew spy games wanted to play his spy game. She couldn’t question him.
Mackenzie was an amazing bounty hunter, a decent leader, and a wonderful drunk, but as she’d insisted many times, she made a horrible spy. Clayton might be right about his capture linking this massive clusterfuck to President Mendoza. Gods, he was almost certainly right.
Even with the human experimentation, the wholesale slaughter of every unarmed Advanced in this facility, after using a biological weapon on them and then blowing the whole base to space rocks, could not be tied to Ceto’s government. That would violate Ceto’s fragile treaty with the Advanced, and that would start a war. Jinx watched them from the shuttle ramp.
“Set me down here,” Clayton said. “This is good.”
Mackenzie set him down against a crate. “What’s your favor?” They had maybe seven minutes before a bunch of rocket fuel exploded.
“You can’t let the Supremacy capture you,” Clayton said. “They have ways to interrogate you can’t imagine. If they capture you alive, they’ll hurt you, hurt Jinx, but more importantly—”
“They’ll make us tell them everything that happened here,” Mackenzie interrupted. “We’re not morons. There’s no way I’m letting anyone torture Jinx like that, so if it looks like they’re going to capture us, I’ll do us both myself. Let’s see those fuckers interrogate a corpse.”
“Good,” Clayton said, relaxing against the crate. “That’s good.”
“I can do the same for you if you want to come with.”
“They’d get my DNA, remember?” Clayton winced. “Also, I actually need two favors.”
Of course. “You know the fuel reservoir’s about to explode, right?”
“I need you to archive a message for my daughter. For my wife.”
Mackenzie shut up. She couldn’t fault Clayton for dropping this weight on her shoulders. This brave man was going to let himself die here because he believed it was the only way to save hundreds of thousands on Ceto. She flipped on her archiver.
“We’re recording,” she said. She hoped she wouldn’t record them exploding.
Clayton looked up at her, eyes wide, gentle, and kind. “Shy,” he said, which must be either his wife or his kid, “I’m sorry I couldn’t keep my promise. I did all I could to get back home, to you and Sarah, but things just spiraled out of control.”
They had. They certainly had.
“This was the only way to keep Ceto safe, like we both swore we would. We had the best life together, pretty girl, but I want you to love again after I’m gone. Whoever he is, you have my blessing.”
Mackenzie wondered how old Clayton’s wife was. She wondered how Shy would take Clayton’s last words. She remembered how she’d felt when she thought Jinx was dead, empty inside and ready to just ... stop.
“And Sarah?” The way Clayton spoke that name told Mackenzie this was his daughter. “I’m so proud of you. You’re a genius, girl, and you’re going to do great things. I know it.” He swallowed, eyes flooding behind his misted viewport. “Daddy loves you like the sun.”
Gods, now Mackenzie was crying too. Still, this base was really going to explode in six minutes, so as touching as this was, she hoped she wouldn’t have to ask Clayton to wrap it up. She really didn’t want to ruin his last moment, but if he didn’t—
“I’m done,” Clayton said.
Mackenzie terminated the recording. She knelt before Clayton and wished she could open up Freyja, so she could look him in the eyes, but she couldn’t. She touched his shoulder with Freyja’s working hand.
“Where do I send this message? How do I find your family?”
“Mendoza knows,” Clayton said. “Tight-beam the archive to the CSD once you break the atmosphere.” He gripped her armored hand. “Oh shit! Three favors.”
“Gods, what now?” Five minutes.
“The virus. It’s inside Jinx.”
Mackenzie remembered what she’d said about anything infected. “And?”
“I found Chase’s extra syringes when I searched the shuttle,” Clayton said. “It’s the anti-virus. Inject it into Jinx once you’re safe, and it’ll clear her system. The virus can’t bond to natural-born DNA, or so Edge said.”
That was a big claim. “You sure?”
“Edge confirmed it under considerable duress. I don’t think she’d lie.”
Clayton must have given Edge a real hard time after he cut his duct tape. Mackenzie felt bad about that, but sometimes there was no good way to do a good thing. Edge sounded fine when she flew off, so Clayton’s interrogation couldn’t have been that bad.
“Kill the virus,” Clayton said, fumbling with the pocket of his suit. He pulled out several sealed syringes. “Even if you die, they could still find it and trace it to us.”
Mackenzie took the syringes. “What’s favor number four?”
“All done now.” Clayton smiled an exhausted smile. “I left a course plotted, so the shuttle will launch itself at your command. If that bulwark pursues the Advanced shuttles instead, you might still escape.”
Mackenzie stood. “Right. I’ll find your family, kill the virus, and make sure the Supremacy never finds out about any of this. I promise you, Clayton.”
“Eli,” he said, voice soft. “My name is Eli.”
It was, wasn’t it? She turned and stomped toward the shuttle, toward Jinx, toward the end of this long and very fucked up bounty. She stopped at the end of the ramp and turned Freyja back. She stared at Eli, her friend, and sealed the image in her mind.
“See you, cowboy.” She turned away.
Clayton laughed from behind her. “Half man, half cow. Like a mutant or something.”
It was a shame she’d never had time to introduce Clayton to westerns. She suspected he’d enjoy them. She wondered if she could show his daughter a movie one day.
“Go,” she told Jinx. Three minutes.
They stomped up into the bay together. Faux pushed a button to close the shuttle’s ramp. Then they found him, sitting dead in Renata’s rover. Jeffrey Shaw, a.k.a Artifice, a.k.a the man who’d blown her whole life to hell.
The rover’s tires were deflated and there were holes all over it, including the engine, which had leaked oil everywhere. Shaw’s body had at least six exit wounds. Yet somehow, all those bullets had completely missed his peaceful, staring face.
Jeffrey Shaw died saving people. He died a hero, even if he’d been a regular asshole most of the time. Everyone who just escaped on Edge’s shuttles had Shaw to thank for their lives.
This seemed such a stupid death for a man with so many grand plans — blown open by random bullets as he sat in a rover — but death was disturbingly random, and often far more stupid than heroic. In the end, the laws of physics and averages had been too much for even Shaw’s schemes.
Mackenzie couldn’t hate him. Shaw was with his family now, if there was an afterlife. If Shaw’s daughter still existed, she’d probably missed her daddy all the years he’d been away. They’d be together now. They’d be happy.
She could forgive him if she imagined that.
One minute later, their wrecked and entirely unspaceworthy shuttle took off. Two minutes after that, there was an exceptionally large rocket fuel explosion. Mackenzie watched a mushroom cloud grow from the shuttle’s broken cockpit windows.
A shockwave rattled the shuttle, but not super violently. They’d made it far enough away. Soon the last of the toxic moon air whistled into space, leaving the ship entirely without atmosphere.
Renata had her vengeance — maybe even her peace — and Elijah Clayton had Ceto’s plausible deniability. Neither of their sacrifices seemed justified or acceptable, but they hadn’t been her sacrifices to make. She’d made plenty of her own.
Mackenzie checked Freyja’s air reserves. Two hours and twenty-two minutes. It was at least a six hour flight to the nearest moon with a settlement on it, so ... there went that idea. As for Phorcys, that was completely out of the question.
Jinx remained down in the shuttle bay, trying to open a channel to the Supremacy shuttles Edge piloted. Soon they were in zero-g again, but that was fine. Both Freyja and Faux had magnetic locks on their feet, which meant they could walk across the shuttle’s deck without floating away.
Jinx floated into view, propelled by tiny blasts of air. She jetted into the bay and settled feet-first on the deck, boot magnets taking hold.
“Status?” Mackenzie asked.
Three words appeared inside Mackenzie’s helmet. “PRISONERS IN DANGER”
Shit, that wasn’t what Mackenzie wanted to hear. “How?”
“BULWARK TURNING / BURNING HARD / EDGE BURNING TOO / THRUST INSUFFICIENT”
“What does that mean?”
“ESTIMATE NINE HOUR FLIGHT TIME TO CETO FOR SHUTTLES,” Jinx typed. “BULWARK OVERTAKES THEM IN EIGHT”
At the end of the day, any sort of space chase came down to math. When you had one ship that could accelerate at X and another that could accelerate at more than X, the bigger ship caught the little one. It blew it right out of the sky.
“I’ll tightbeam a message to Ceto telling them the incoming shuttles are carrying political refugees,” Mackenzie said. “If Mendoza finds out fast enough, maybe SpaceGov can intervene. It’s worth a shot, right?”
“YES”
Mackenzie used the rustbucket’s still-intact transmitter to fire off a burst transmission to Ceto. She included Clayton’s final words, her notification about the Advanced shuttles, and a complaint about the bulwark cruiser chasing them. What could she do about that cruiser?
“BULWARK IGNORING US,” Jinx typed. “WHERE NOW”
“We’re not leaving those people,” Mackenzie said. The Advanced obviously didn’t care about this hole-filled shuttle, because it wasn’t a threat and couldn’t attack them. Or could it? Mass was mass, when it got going fast enough.
“Hey, what if we rammed the bulwark?” Mackenzie asked. “Can we do that?”
Jinx turned on her. “YES”
“Then do it. Full burn, like you said. Fly this hunk of junk up their asses.”
“FORCE THEM TO ALTER COURSE OR RISK COLLISION / INCREASE TIME TO INTERCEPT SHUTTLES / MIGHT BE JUST ENOUGH”
“Can you make this thing intercept them even if we aren’t there to fly it?” Because if they started taking railgun hits, they wouldn’t last much longer than Shaw.
“YES,” Jinx said, as the shuttle rumbled silently beneath Freyja’s metal feet. “EVEN IF WE DIE” The engines were running at full burn now, consuming all remaining fuel.
“Those people deserve to live,” Mackenzie told Jinx, and herself, and whoever else might be listening.
Jinx didn’t type anything in response. She was probably hacking the shuttle to match any course corrections the bulwark might make. Mackenzie didn’t know much about orbital mechanics, but she did know the more mass a ship had, the longer it took to change its current direction, especially with soft, squishy people crammed inside. Unlike their brave little rustbucket, that bulwark had a lot of mass.
“I love you,” Mackenzie said then. “You’re my everything.”
“SAME,” Jinx typed.
This was it, then. This was how the two of them would die, shot apart by railguns and vented into space by the actual Advanced navy. Maybe she should have watched more space westerns. She could have prepared better.
She couldn’t see Jinx inside Faux, couldn’t touch her, couldn’t kiss her goodbye, but she could stand beside the woman she loved as they died saving people. Faux took Freyja’s working hand.
“COURSE LOCKED,” Jinx typed.
Mackenzie grinned with a grim amount of satisfaction. “So they turn back and blow us up, or they don’t turn, and we ram this ship right up their asshole.”
“THRUSTERS WOULD INCINERATE US IF WE TRIED”
“You know what I mean.”
“WE ARE MOVING ON INTERCEPT VECTOR NOT UP ASS”
“Right, but we’ll hit them like a massive bowling ball.”
“MANY RAILGUNS WILL CRACK THIS SHIP / ANY DAMAGE WILL LIKELY BE FROM DEBRIS CLOUD”
Mackenzie jerked at Faux’s locked hand. “Just let me have this, will you? Let me have some hope!”
There was a pause, then one word. “HOPE”
“It’s all I had when you were missing. It kept me sane.”
“WHO ARE YOU AND WHAT HAVE YOU DONE WITH MACKENZIE”
Mackenzie rolled her eyes. In the distance, with Freyja’s magnification optics turned to maximum, she could see the spiky length of the bulwark destroyer. It was just a blob from here.
“YOURE MY EVERYTHING” Jinx typed. “GETTING THAT TATTOOED”
Mackenzie stared at an endless carpet of stars beyond. “How long until we’re close enough for them to target us?”
“FORTY TWO MINUTES IF THEY START TURNING NOW”
“How long if they wait before turning?”
“MORE”
That was an awful lot of time to sit in powered armor in a pilot’s compartment, waiting to die. Mackenzie remembered her earlier survey of the crates inside this shuttle, accomplished while she waited for Shaw to load his rover. She had what might be another wonderful idea.
She released her magnetic locks and jetted Freyja down the steep steps into the cargo bay. A number of Shaw’s crates were still on board, and after a few minutes, Mackenzie found the one she wanted. It had a hole shot in it, but that wasn’t the end of everything. Jinx had joined her while she searched, but just floated nearby.
Mackenzie locked her feet on the deck and pointed at the crate. “Help me get this open.”
“WHY”
“We need it.”
Faux locked its feet on the deck on the other side of the crate. “EXPLOSIVES YES NO”
“Just help me get the lid off.”
“WEAPONS YES NO”
“Take one end and I’ll take the other.”
Together, Freyja and Faux popped off the vacuum-sealed top of the container. Inside was exactly what Mackenzie had hoped to see, an inflatable crew shelter with a limited air supply. It was for crews who ejected near airless moons.
“OMG,” Jinx typed. “OMG AIR”
As Mackenzie checked the air tanks, she grimaced — one of the two had been shot — but even one tank offered over eight hours of air, once the shelter was inflated and sealed. It was more than enough air to get them to a moon with atmosphere, but she wasn’t about to change course now. They were ramming that bulwark and ensuring those prisoners escaped.
That didn’t mean they had to spend the next forty-two minutes inside armor.
Mackenzie pulled out the compressed inflatable shelter and let it float off to the side. She glanced at the busted up rover in the middle of the shuttle bay, at the dead man still strapped into its seat. She released her magnetic clamps and floated to the bay door release. She opened the shuttle bay to space.
“Let’s give Shaw a spacer’s send-off,” Mackenzie said. She hit another button to open the clamps locking the rover to the floor. “Send him right out into space, with the rover.”
“TO MAKE ROOM FOR SHELTER”
“Right. We’re getting in that tent, Jinx.”
“YES”
“Because we still have forty minutes before railguns blow us to pieces, and I need to inject you with a syringe to clear the virus out of your system.”
“WE ARE GETTING NAKED”
Mackenzie laughed. It seemed like such a ridiculous time to laugh, after all the death and murder they’d just witnessed, but something about inevitable doom calmed her. Mackenzie had heard that people who knew when they were going to die often felt at peace in the days before it happened. Maybe this was like that.
Honestly, not feeling shitty made no sense, but humans didn’t make sense most of the time. She had Jinx. They had each other. They still had forty minutes of life before it ended, and they were going to enjoy the fuck out of that.
Together, she and Faux rolled the rover and its single passenger into emptiness. Jeffrey Shaw had his spacer’s send-off. It felt appropriate.
The it was time to set up the tent.




24: Radio


THIRTY-TWO VERY SWEATY MINUTES LATER, Mackenzie had learned three new things. First, zero gravity sponge baths were complicated, but quite possible. Second, Jinx could still experience many sensations, despite the fact that she’d worried she couldn’t. Finally, the Supremacy bulwark must be trying to hail them, because a relentless incoming transmission beep had invaded their shelter. So that was odd.
Jinx had wirelessly connected Faux’s remote to the shuttle and brought that remote into the shelter, just in case they needed to make any course corrections. So it was really the remote beeping and not the shuttle itself, given the lack of actual air outside the shelter. Still, someone wanted to talk with them. Talking was better than getting shot by rail guns.
Mackenzie took another look at the woman she loved, disheveled, sweaty, and gorgeous in her arms. She wondered if there was some way she could save Jinx yet, some way they could not die. She’d made peace with death, but the incoming transmission suggested she might not have to. At the least, she might bluff and buy more time for the prisoners.
“I’m going to get that call,” Mackenzie said. “Okay?”
Jinx, still pressed close and very, very naked, kissed Mackenzie’s shoulder and nuzzled her arm. Then she pushed away, floating herself the small distance possible in this very intimate survival pod. Mackenzie pulled herself through the tiny hole that led into the shelter’s airlock. It was just big enough for Faux and Freyja to crouch inside.
Getting inside Freyja in zero-g, while Freyja was crouched, was no picnic, and Mackenzie worried the incoming caller would lose patience. The beeping didn’t stop. Two minutes later, Mackenzie was suited up. She opened the other side of the flimsy airlock and carefully stepped into the bay. She didn’t want to rip their fragile shelter.
She jetted up the stairwell and locked her feet on the cockpit deck, then marched to the console. Freyja’s comm system wirelessly interfaced with the shuttle’s, solving the air gap. “I’m here! We’re alive!” She took a moment. “How’s it going out there?”
“Unidentified shuttle,” a female Advanced voice replied immediately, “this is SHS-Vigilance. Your current course will result in a collision with our vessel. Alter course at once, over.”
Well, no shit, Mackenzie thought, but aloud, she said, “A collision? Oh my goodness! We don’t want a collision!” Then she waited. To her credit, the Advanced woman didn’t.
“I say again, unidentified shuttle, this is SHS-Vigilance. Alter course or you will be fired upon. Over.”
Mackenzie put on her best damsel-in-distress voice, though given she was arguing with a woman, she didn’t expect it to be nearly as effective. “Oh, please don’t shoot us!” She laid it on as thick as she could. “I don’t know what’s happening! I’m not even a pilot! Our pilot had a stroke and we lost our convoy. We’ve been drifting out here since!”
“You aren’t a spacer,” the Advanced woman said, “and you took off from Medusa after your Patriot buddies blew our installation to stardust. So drop the act and quit wasting my time.” There was a significant pause. “Over.”
Mackenzie gasped audibly over the open channel. “That was your installation on Medusa? All I saw was the explosion! I was down on Medusa making repairs to our shuttle ... I’m a mechanic, you see ... and I thought maybe a war had broken out or something! So you folks had a base on that moon? Is everyone okay?”
Of course the people at the base weren’t okay — they’d just been infected and shot and incinerated in a rocket fuel explosion — but it was kind of fun to ask. It was kind of fun to imagine the expression on the woman at the other end of the line. Every minute Mackenzie kept this woman talking was another minute of not getting shot.
“Unidentified shuttle, you have one minute to alter course before we blow you out of the sky,” the Advanced woman said, followed by a rather effusive, “Out.”
Whoever that communications officer was, she was one cold bitch.
Mackenzie flipped Freyja over to the signal shared by Faux’s remote. “Jinx!” She disengaged her magnetic boots and jetted toward the shuttle bay. “Get suited up! We’re about to get—”
A loud beep interrupted her, another incoming communication. Had the Advanced lady changed her mind? Mackenzie debated only a moment before flipping back to the shuttle’s comm system. “Hi, it’s me again! Please don’t fire!”
“Unidentified shuttle, this is Captain Varik,” a cold voice declared, as calm as it had been the night his Vindicators cornered her in Cordoba’s mansion. “Freyja, you are now six hours overdue on our contract. Shall I assume you failed to kill Anton Cordoba? Over.”
Mackenzie caught her breath. Captain Varik was on that vessel? Varik was literally the only naval Advanced officer she’d ever worked with. It was just her rotten luck he’d been posted on the bulwark tasked with recapturing or blowing up escaping survivors.
It made sense. This seemed like Varik’s kind of thing, being evil. She wondered if Eden, his pet pink-haired assassin, was with him, or if Eden was off stabbing someone somewhere with her heatsword.
Bluffing or disseminating wouldn’t work with a man like Varik. Mackenzie mentally debated before dropping the act and getting down to business. Blackmail business.
“Switch to channel 68.” That’d get their conversation off the hailing channel. “Over.”
“Wilco,” Varik replied.
Mackenzie fiddled with Freyja’s comm settings. She didn’t often have conversations with Supremacy naval vessels. Actually, she’d literally never had a conversation with a Supremacy naval vessel. She hoped she was doing it right.
Once they verified comms on the new frequency, Mackenzie got down to business. “You and I both know I’ve been a bit busy,” she said, “and we also know what was going on down on Medusa. Is that something you’d like everyone else to know?”
“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Varik said, rather convincingly, “but I never took you for suicidal. Our scans verify your shuttle has no active life support, so I suggest you alter course and allow us to retrieve you. You do not have the air to survive otherwise, and you have my word you will be treated fairly.”
Mackenzie finally saw a way out of this mess, risky though it might be. Varik was one cold-hearted son of a bitch, but he was also a lawful son-of-a-bitch, at least in her interactions with him. He’d never broken his word to her, and maritime law demanded any spacecraft responding to a distress call render aid to its crew.
Still, protecting the escapees was job one. Mackenzie couldn’t alter course until she knew the former prisoners were safe, even if it meant she and Jinx had to die.
“We’ll alter course and allow you to pull in our ship,” Mackenzie said, “under one condition. You cease your pursuit of those shuttles. There are no Advanced on board.”
“Those shuttles are Supremacy property,” Varik said.
“Yeah, you might want to rethink making that claim publically,” Mackenzie said, “since like I said, you probably don’t want your government officially acknowledging those shuttles were part of your navy. That would require acknowledging everything else that was going on down there, and that’s a bad look for you. Talk about a PR nightmare.”
Again Mackenzie threatened to reveal the Supremacy’s human experimentation without actually doing so. The moment she blabbed about it, Varik lost all incentive to negotiate, but so long as she didn’t, he couldn’t have any idea what she’d do. What if she’d rigged up a dead drop to wide-beam incriminating transmissions upon her death?
There was silence for a good while, which suggested Varik was consulting with someone or being consulted. He wasn’t the indecisive type, so someone must be arguing with him. She hoped that someone understood they were being blackmailed.
Mackenzie braced for railgun impacts. She felt a clang on the deck of the pilot compartment and turned to see Jinx suited up in Faux, and in record time. Good for her.
The communications feed returned. “Maintain radio silence once we conclude this conversation,” Varik ordered. “Any further transmissions will be seen as a provocative action, and you will be fired upon.” He paused. “We are altering course to pick you up. As you surmised, those stolen shuttles do not belong to us. We will dock with you in ... sixteen minutes and forty-two seconds. Out.”
That was unnecessarily precise, but that was Captain Karus Varik. Holy shit! They might actually live through this.
Mackenzie couldn’t know if Varik was telling the truth, but Jinx could. Mackenzie gestured at the console, urging Jinx to interface and verify their trajectories. With the possibility of a rescue and not a murder ahead, she wondered if Clayton had made a mistake.
What if he hadn’t had to sacrifice himself? What if he could have left with them, survived capture, gone home to his wife and child? Was his heroic sacrifice even necessary?
Mackenzie couldn’t know, and for all she knew, Varik was lying to capture and interrogate them, which meant it might still be bullet to the heads time. Clayton might still be right about the Supremacy pinning all this on President Mendoza, and he had been right at the time. Heartrending as it was, she didn’t see how they could have made any other decision.
From beside her, Faux gave Freyja one armored thumbs up. Jinx had done the math and verified Varik’s claims. Bursts of freezing air flew from one side of the bulwark, visible on Freyja’s telescopics. The bulwark was turning.
The victims of the Supremacy’s horrific experiments would make it back to Ceto, where any claims about what happened to them would be promptly dismissed as Patriot propaganda by the Phorcys senate and buried. That assumed Mendoza even let them make public claims. He might just bury the whole thing.
Like Clayton said, Mendoza wanted to avoid a war with the Supremacy as much as anyone. With the Supremacy’s secret murder base destroyed, this particular diplomatic problem had been dealt with in a rather permanent fashion. Moreover, revealing the experimentation would also require revealing Anton Cordoba, Elena Ryke, and Bai Ro’s part in the human trafficking. Clayton had confirmed that Ro, at least, had information that could damage a number of Ceto politicians, which gave them incentive to sweep this under the rug.
Words appeared inside Mackenzie’s helmet. “HE LYING YES NO”
“Maybe,” Mackenzie said, “but maybe not. Is it possible the bulwark wasn’t part of the base garrison, and just happened to be patrolling close enough to detect activity on the moon? We weren’t too far outside the standard patrol lanes, and pirates love moons.”
“HE WANTED CORDOBA DEAD”
“Right,” Mackenzie said. “Which would kill the supplier for the Supremacy’s test subjects, which doesn’t make much sense if he was aware of what they were doing.” Could Varik actually not be the asshole she expected? “Either way, we stay suited. Did Ceto’s technicians rig Faux with a suicide switch?”
Jinx probably looked for it. “NO”
“Then I’ll do it,” Mackenzie said. “If things go bad once they reel us in, and it looks like they’re going to torture us for information, I’ll shoot you in the head before they can do anything. I’ll make sure it’s quick, that it doesn’t hurt.”
“THANKS,” Jinx typed. That probably wasn’t sarcasm. “BUT LETS NOT KILL OURSELVES UNLESS WE HAVE TO / WANT TO HAVE MORE SEX SOON / ALSO WANT TO SEE THE BEACH”
Mackenzie smiled. “Me too.” Another thought occurred to her. “Also, now that we’re actually being rescued, you’d better collapse that shelter. Vent all the air to space. Shaw said his virus was airborne, and we can’t leave any traces on this ship.” In this respect, at least, having a shuttle with no actual atmosphere would work in their favor.
“GOOD CALL,” Jinx typed. “BACK SOON”
Jinx left to collapse the shelter, and Mackenzie waited, staring into space. The bulwark grew steadily outside the rustbucket’s vented pilot compartment, verifying it had, indeed, given up its pursuit of the stolen Supremacy shuttles. As the long space destroyer closed in, nervousness twisted Mackenzie’s gut. It was a very sinister looking ship.
Stick-like rails protruded from the bulwark’s black metallic hull — the split tracks down which its gunners fired rail gun slugs. The bulwark itself looked like a giant metal spear, with a segmented and irregular shaft sporting coolant vents, antennae, and other space oddities. A good section of the metal spear was visibly rotating, suggesting parts of the ship had gravity. The whole ship was coming at them sideways.
Jinx jetted back up to the bridge. “SHELTER DOWN” The communications console blinked green, and Mackenzie hit the button to open the channel.
“Unidentified shuttle, this is SHS-Vigilance,” the same woman from earlier said. “Decelerate to stop, over.”
As Jinx activated the rustbucket’s forward thrusters, slowing their drift, Mackenzie felt momentum pushing against her. By the time they’d slowed their shuttle to a relative stop, the bulwark all but blocked out Mackenzie’s view of the starfield. The Supremacy vessel was much bigger than it had looked from a distance.
On the bulwark, a wide hatch slid open to reveal bright light. A sinister-looking robotic arm extended from beyond the glare. It clamped down on their shuttle. Momentum misbehaved as the arm altered their course to match the bulwark’s.
“Unidentified shuttle, do not fire your thrusters,” the woman warned. “If you attempt to pull free, we will fire on you. Over.”
“SHE SOUNDS NICE” Jinx typed.
“Just keep your eyes open.” Mackenzie resisted the urge to grind her teeth. “There’s no one left to die for out here, so let’s not. Okay?”
“YES MAAM”
The arm dragged them into the light, which grew more tolerable as they approached. Soon Freyja’s padded soles pressed against Mackenzie’s feet. They were now rotating enough to generate microgravity!
Once inside the ship, Mackenzie could make out the bay for the first time. It was a metal cavern with sleek-looking lights. She spotted three Supremacy drone fighters docked in retracted arms, each shaped like tapered lawn darts, but no other ships. The robot arm adjusted them so the broken cockpit windows faced up into the bulwark, putting gravity “down.” Soon Mackenzie couldn’t see anything but a well-lit metal floor (or ceiling?) as it approached. The pull of rotational gravity increased.
A thump suggested the bay doors had closed beneath them, followed by a heavier thump as momentum gave Mackenzie one more shove. They must now be sitting on the inside of the bulwark’s outer hull.
Freyja’s external mics detected audible hissing. The Supremacy was pressuring the bay, restoring actual sound and a breathable atmosphere. So far, they’d done nothing that suggested they had murder on their minds.
An amplified voice filled the bay. “Open your ship and step out of your shuttle with your hands raised! Do not move beyond the vicinity of your shuttle, or you will be fired upon!”
Mackenzie glanced at Faux. “Hey, you think we’ll be fired upon?”
“50 50”
“Stay in my sights,” Mackenzie said. That way, if she ended up shooting Jinx to save her from capture, she wouldn’t have to turn around to do it.
The Supremacy’s capacity for extracting confessions, truthful or not, was legendary on Ceto. Jinx wouldn’t die screaming in agony, and Mackenzie didn’t plan to die that way either. Even without the ability to hurt, torture wasn’t fun.
They dropped into the shuttle bay one by one, feathering their repulsor jets in the low artificial gravity, and walked to the closed bay door. Mackenzie pushed a button. With an ear-rending screech of battered machinery, the shot up, beaten down door rumbled open.
Mackenzie felt an odd sense of unreasonable gratitude toward the humble little shuttle. After a hundred years of service, countless landings, and getting shot full of holes, it still got them here in one piece. It was a good ship, a tough ship, and maybe, if the Supremacy didn’t impound it, she and Jinx could fix it up and make it into their new ride.
Four polished black Vindicators waited in the bay, as did Captain Varik, unarmored. He wore the same black fleet uniform he’d worn when he headed up the entirely illegal operation that took out Cordoba’s bodyguards. Mackenzie wondered how he planned to explain that.
“There are two of you,” Varik informed everyone. “Starting a franchise?”
Mackenzie liked him better when he didn’t make jokes. “This one’s me,” she said, waving from behind Faux. “The other’s my mechanic.” She didn’t say “pilot” because that might clue Varik in that this was the same person he’d blown up. No need to make him nervous.
“You need to disembark your armor,” Varik said.
Mackenzie stopped behind Faux at the edge of the shuttle ramp. “No we don’t.”
All four Vindicators raised their smart rifles with a chorus of snaps. Varik stroked his stupid little goatee. “Don’t make this difficult.”
“Not making it difficult,” Mackenzie said. “Are you taking us prisoner?”
“That depends on your compliance with lawful orders.”
“I am complying. I’m a registered independent bounty hunter fully sanctioned by the Network.” Mackenzie knew the rules. “Under current law, I have a right to protect my equipment if I deem it or myself to be in danger. I deem both so.”
Varik frowned. “Is that how the law works?”
“Feel free to check the Network charter. I’ll wait.”
Varik sighed. “There’s no need for these dramatics, Freyja. I’ve already assured your safety.”
“And I appreciate that, and your rescue. Still not stepping out of my armor. What happens next?”
Varik tilted his head, gaze drifting off her. Mackenzie suspected he’d just received an inaudible transmission in his ear-comm. The same person he’d been consulting with when he cut communications earlier?
Varik glanced at his Vindicators. “Stand down.”
They lowered their rifles and cleared a path with slightly less robotic precision than they had earlier, assuring Mackenzie they were human after all. After encountering those killer robots on Medusa, she wouldn’t put anything past the Advanced.
Varik spun on his heel. “Follow me, both of you.”
He hadn’t said to remove their armor, so Mackenzie assumed she’d won that particular battle. More progress, and honestly, she had no idea why the Advanced were being so accommodating. What did they hope to gain by playing nice?
Varik led her and Jinx down several long, wide spaceship halls in silence. None of the floors had windows, so it was easy to forget they were actually walking along the inside of a spinning space spear. Neither Faux or Freyja had to crouch despite standing almost three meters tall, though their heads came daringly close to the ceiling. This was a big ship.
Eventually, Captain Varik led them to a closed, reinforced door. The sign above it read “Ambassadorial Quarters,” which was a weird place to lead two suits of powered armor. He opened the door and walked inside. Mackenzie took a breath, crouched, and stepped in after him.
When she saw who waited inside, wrinkled hands resting on his blue robes, she nearly did a spit-take inside Freyja. Waiting for them in the bulwark’s ambassadorial suite was the last man she’d expected to see today and, quite honestly, at any time in her whole life.
Current Supremacy President Argus Tostow.




25: NDA


“YOU CAN LEAVE US NOW, CAPTAIN,” Tostow said, with a casual wave of one wrinkled hand. “I’ll summon you once I’ve spoken with our guests.”
Argus Tostow was the oldest Advanced Mackenzie had ever seen. She hadn’t been sure they even got old, but Tostow looked one step away from a retirement home. He must wear a lot of makeup during public appearances. Shaw’s insistence Tostow’s years were limited seemed plausible now.
Varik saluted smartly, gave Freyja one more curious glance, then stepped outside and closed the door. That left Mackenzie, Jinx, their powered armor, and the president of the entire godsdamned Supremacy alone in a large ambassadorial suite. It had a plush brown carpet and curved walls covered in stained wood paneling.
“You can open your suits in here, if you like,” Tostow said. “There are no recording devices, and I already know who you are, Miss Flores.” He looked at Faux. “You too, Miss Barton.”
It was disconcerting that Tostow knew their real names, but he headed the most advanced intelligence gathering operation on two planets. Mackenzie debated as she imagined traps — sleeping gas that would incapacitate her after she opened up Freyja, hidden guns in the walls that would shoot her in the head, or Tostow zapping her with cybernetic laser eyes — then decided President Tostow’s trust warranted the same.
“Stay sealed,” Mackenzie told Jinx. On the small chance the syringe she’d injected in the shelter hadn’t cleared up Shaw’s virus, that was the best way not to accidentally infect President Tostow. That would be rather stupid after all this.
Mackenzie popped Freyja open. She stared at Tostow with her own eyes. “All right, Mister President, you’ve got my attention. What are you doing out here?”
Tostow was just as old as he’d looked through Freyja’s optics. The air in the suite smelled faintly of cotton candy, which seemed an odd choice. Did the Supremacy’s president have a sweet tooth?
“An explanation first,” Tostow said, “to demonstrate my sincere regret that this all happened. I have full access to the Network, and I contacted Jeffrey Shaw on Ceto. I passed him information about a rogue human trafficking operation being run by criminal elements on your planet.”
Mackenzie blinked. “You were Shaw’s Network contact?” Shaw always being one step ahead finally made sense.
“I was,” Tostow said, “and we both wished to end the problem you discovered on Medusa, though we did not know it was on Medusa at the time. Where is Shaw now?”
“Dead,” Mackenzie said. “We spaced him and a rover on our way here. He died saving the people your Advanced didn’t kill and then incinerate.”
Tostow frowned. “They were not my Advanced, and I must be absolutely clear on this point. What took place on that moon sickens me. While you may assume the president of the Supremacy has oversight into every single black project hidden in our vast military budget, I assure you I do not. I only learned about the operation three months ago, through one of my operatives. This put me in an awkward position.”
“Yeah, gassing human trafficking victims and burning their bodies can get real awkward.” All of Mackenzie’s suppressed anger bubbled up. “Worried about being exposed?”
Tostow rose from his seat, and the ease with which he moved surprised her, given his wrinkles. “I was worried about starting another war.” He stepped out onto the plush brown carpet, clasped both hands behind his back, and watched her with all the gravitas one would expect. “I have fought my entire life to keep my more antagonistic countrymen from completing their plans to dominate and enslave your people. I believe enslaving you is the wrong approach, and I will die to keep it from happening.”
As Mackenzie evaluated the old man’s resolve, her anger cooled. It was possible he was playing her, but if he was, she was being played by a master. Regardless, survival was looking more and more likely, and Mackenzie wanted to survive. She wanted Jinx.
“So you teamed up with Shaw to stop your bloody science experiments?” That seemed pretty obvious. “Why not use your own people? Did you send Varik to kill Cordoba?”
“I didn’t,” Tostow said, “and the fact that he was there at all should demonstrate just how tenuous my grip on our military apparatus remains. Someone in one of our many clandestine intelligence services authorized Varik and his squad to complete their highly illegal assassination operation against Anton Cordoba. Their reasons are known only to them.”
Mackenzie frowned. “Isn’t that like ... treason? Can’t you court-martial them or something?”
“The efforts of our prior president and our Civilizer-dominated senate have left our intelligence organizations vast leeway in dealing with threats.” Tostow shrugged. “Even Varik doesn’t know who ordered Cordoba’s elimination, but I have my suspicions. Are you really that curious?”
Mackenzie was, but decided not to push. “That still doesn’t explain why you decided to sell me out to Shaw.” Instead of more anger, she felt exhaustion rise instead. “You nearly got us both killed.”
“And I regret that as well,” Tostow assured her. “I only knew what Shaw shared with me, and he played his cards close. Tell me this. Was he correct in assuming President Mendoza sent his own operative to stop the trafficking operation, in direct competition with Shaw’s own efforts?”
That had been Clayton, and why Clayton hired her to abduct Cordoba in the first place. Gods, what a colossal clusterfuck of a bounty. Mackenzie considered how much she could safely share about Clayton.
“Yes,” Mackenzie said. “Mendoza sent an operative.” Denying that would only increase Tostow’s suspicions.
“Where is this operative now?”
“Incinerated on Medusa.” Mackenzie swallowed. “I guess he didn’t have to die, given you were working with Shaw, but we didn’t know that. He decided he couldn’t be captured. He was worried his presence would mistakenly lead you to believe President Mendoza ordered the hit on your black site, even though Shaw planned everything.” Plausible deniability.
Gods, this would make facing Clayton’s family even worse. How could she explain that Clayton died when he didn’t have to? How could she justify her decision to leave him behind?
“He was correct,” Tostow said, which surprised her. “There are eyes on this ship I do not control. Someone would archive his presence and use it as evidence of a connection between President Mendoza, Ceto, and the destruction of our secret military base. I have tried to fill this ship with as many loyal soldiers as I can, but I cannot vouch for everyone. Whoever Mendoza’s operative was, they sacrificed themselves to stop a war.”
Tostow’s inability to trust his own people sounded like a really shitty way to be president. Mackenzie almost felt sorry for him. For a politician, Tostow seemed like a decent person. He also seemed like he could choke on a pretzel or keel over from a heart attack at any time, which, again, made Shaw’s warning all the more meaningful.
With Tostow gone, the Supremacy might come after Ceto again, just like Shaw feared. This bulwark proved Ceto had no real defense against the Supremacy, save for Shaw’s virus. If you looked at the power differential from a purely tactical perspective, then Jeffrey Shaw — smug, unrepentant asshole — had been right about everything.
“I’m sorry for your significant losses,” Tostow said, “and for the inexcusable deaths of all those experimented upon by rogue elements of my military. That particular program predates my presidency, but that’s no excuse for taking so long to uncover it. That said, do you really think it wise for the survivors to reveal all that occurred?”
He was asking her to ask Mendoza to cover it up. As much as Mackenzie hated politics, she was also now keenly aware of just how fragile the peace between Phorcys and Ceto remained. Clayton had died to make her understand that.
Publicizing what a bunch of dead rogue Advanced had done to a bunch of human trafficking victims would inflame tensions on Ceto and start riots, possibly war, which would get thousands killed and not actually change anything. Mackenzie was thinking like a politician now, which pissed her off, but Tostow wasn’t wrong. If she let this information get out, it would mean Clayton sacrificed himself for nothing.
“I think Mendoza understands the stakes as well as you,” Mackenzie said, “though I can’t speak for him. I can, however, speak to him, if you let me and my partner go.” Be useful.
“Another question, first,” Tostow said. “While evidence-based confirmation will likely be impossible, given the explosion, we received scattered reports of a sickness spreading through the facility before we lost contact. Did you see anything suggesting our people were sick?”
Mackenzie might be a horrible spy, but there was too much at stake to let that be an excuse. Letting President Tostow know the Patriots of Ceto had engineered a virus to genocide his people would absolutely start a war.
“I did see a bunch of sick people,” Mackenzie said, “though they were sick before we arrived.” They probably had vids to that effect, though no idea what caused the sickness. “But how would all your people get sick, anyway? Isn’t it more likely someone poisoned them? Contaminated air?”
“That’s possible.” Tostow watched her.
“Look,” Mackenzie said. “All I know is I found a mess of sicko scientists, killer robots, and a pile of human trafficking victims your Advanced butchered and then burned up. Maybe Shaw poisoned your people with gas or something, but do you really want to compare war crimes?”
Tostow might still examine their shuttle, but Mackenzie hoped that wouldn’t matter. Shaw had said the virus was airborne, and there’d been no air in the shuttle. They’d also injected Chase’s anti-virus syringe before all the sex they’d had in the emergency shelter, and vented all that air to space after they collapsed the shelter. No air meant no virus ... she hoped.
“We’ll keep investigating,” Tostow said, “but you are correct. Just as you are not responsible for Shaw’s actions, I am not responsible for those at this rogue facility.”
Did he know? Did he not want to know? Either way, he was throwing her a big olive branch. That made her feel even more guilty about lying to him, but there were some things the Advanced were better off not knowing about. And honestly, if Tostow did die ... Shaw’s virus might be the only card they had left to play.
“If I agree to return you to Ceto,” Tostow said, “you will remain silent about what you witnessed on Medusa?”
“Of course,” Mackenzie said, as a bit of her temporarily neglected mercenary streak perked up. “If you pay me.”
Tostow raised an eyebrow. “A bribe?”
“Payment for services rendered. You shattered the Network’s vaunted neutrality clause when you sold Shaw my contract. You violated interplanetary law.”
“Did I?”
“You lost me a two-hundred-fifty-thousand dollar bounty when Shaw interfered. Then Varik blew up a two-hundred-thousand dollar shuttle with Jinx inside.” That still rankled her. “And, of course, your operative started a fight that got my warehouse and the millions worth of merchandise inside incinerated.” Gods, she missed that warehouse.
“I see,” Tostow said. “Yet surely, you can’t hold my government—”
“And don’t even get me started on the fact that Shaw got Jinx’s spine broken,” Mackenzie added, excluding her own participation, “and then one of the dickheads on your secret base severed her vocal cords.” She grimaced at a phantom pain in her own throat. “Speaking of which, can you fix that? With your regeneration drugs? Because if you plan to purchase my silence, you need to fix Jinx up. You also need to pay us, oh ... two and a half million, with the half as compensation for trauma and suffering.”
“Two-million five-hundred-thousand,” Tostow mused. “A steep sum.”
“Oh please.” Mackenzie glared. “That’s a rounding error in your military budget, and it’s a bargain given everything you fucked up on that moon. That’s my price to compensate me for my time, lost resources, and trauma, as well as a regimen of regenerative drugs to restore Jinx’s broken spine and vocal cords.”
“I fear we can do nothing for Miss Barton’s vocal cords,” Tostow said, still stubbornly using Jinx’s real name. “I am unfortunately familiar with the procedure you describe. If her vocal cords were indeed incinerated, there is nothing to regenerate.”
“That’s not my problem. You did this to her. Fix it.”
“We can’t,” Tostow said. “Also, given the time that has transpired since her spinal nerves were damaged—”
“Fix her or the deal’s off,” Mackenzie snapped.
Tostow sighed. “We will do what we can.”
Mackenzie flinched as Faux tapped her exposed shoulder. She glanced at the sealed suit, then blinked as words appeared on her suit’s open helmet, above her. She looked up and read.
“TAKE THE DEAL”
“We will do all we can to restore Jennifer Barton’s ability to walk,” Tostow said, as if sensing their disagreement. “You have my word, just as I accept yours that if we can’t fix everything, you will trust that we did the best we could.”
“Now hold on—” Mackenzie started, but Faux pressed a flattened hand below its helmet. Jinx’s message was clear. Mackenzie wanted to negotiate, but Jinx didn’t, and Jinx was the one who got her spine broken and her vocal cords incinerated.
“All right,” Mackenzie said. “If you’re sure.”
Jinx thumped Faux’s faceplate in salute.
Mackenzie turned to Tostow. “Two-million five-hundred-thousand, as agreed.” She took a breath. “And you do all you can to fix everything you can, on Jinx, with the understanding that we don’t expect a miracle.”
“Agreed,” Tostow said. “Payment will be processed through the Network, maintaining anonymity. I will, of course, need you to sign several legally binding NDAs. I trust I don’t have to explain the financial and regulatory consequences that will result should you or your partner violate them. Expulsion from the Network, an official request from the Phorcys government for your extradition, orbital imprisonment for life plus two—”
“We get it,” Mackenzie snapped. “Now get Jinx in a godsdamned regeneration pod.” She wrinkled her nose at the smell inside her armor. “And, you know what? I could really use a shower.”
Tostow’s brow furrowed. “This suite has running water.”
“Good. Make that part of the deal too.”
“Two-million five-hundred-thousand in payment,” Tostow said, “a full regeneration cycle for Miss Barton, and a shower. Would you be surprised to learn that is far from the oddest deal I’ve negotiated to keep the fragile peace between our planets?”
“You cannot possibly imagine how much I don’t care.” Mackenzie wriggled out of Freyja, hopped down, and let her feet sink into the entirely too plush carpet. “But next time you need a secret black site taken out, call someone else.”




26: Ocean


IMPATIENT AND SWEATING PROFUSELY in his thick camouflage jacket, Anton Cordoba was ready to shoot someone. Elena Ryke was five minutes late to their meeting, and he was one minute from bolting out of this remote shack and retreating to his next safehouse. What if she planned a double-cross? What if she knew where he’d been sending her volunteers?
Being on the run didn’t agree with him. Anton had long ago run out of liquor, and hiring a girl to meet his needs was too risky, given fucking Freyja was still looking for him. He had no idea why Ceto’s most infamous bounty hunter was after him — he’d been on the run for over two weeks — but he knew Freyja didn’t stop, and she sure as hell didn’t negotiate.
How had everything gone so wrong? Business had been booming, and the payments he’d received from whoever was buying his human trash had been massive. Who would dare interfere with his business? Who would have the cojones?
He was just about to slink away when a slim figure emerged from the thick Argent forest surrounding the clearing. She was definitely female — Anton Cordoba was a connoisseur of female curves, even those masked by robes — but was she Elena? Or had Elena sent one of her stupidly sexy bodyguards to snap his neck?
The idea of getting his neck snapped by an attractive woman actually sounded better than another two weeks of this. He’d been on the run too long, been without a long shower and a warm bed and a stiff drink for too long. There were flying insects out here in this incredibly oppressive heat, and he’d woken up yesterday with a bunch of worms in his sleeping bag.
As the woman approached, she pulled back her hood. It was Elena. A pistol rested in a holster against her thigh, and her gun belt rode her shapely hips like some of the more interesting lingerie Cordoba purchased for his escorts.
He had definitely been in the wilderness too long. Not all females killed their mates after consummating, but Elena Ryke was murder in a sexy dress. He wouldn’t dare fuck with her.
“Psst!” he said. “Over here!”
“I see you, Anton.” Elena sauntered over. “How are you?”
“I’m fucking spectacular,” he snapped, rising from where he’d hidden himself among a bunch of sealed crates. “Now, tell me who’s after me. Who put Freyja on my tail?”
“Ro,” Elena said.
Anton blinked for a moment, but in another moment, it all made sense. “Bastardo!” He lowered his voice, anxious about alerting anyone hiding nearby. “Why? He wants a bigger cut?”
“No idea,” Elena said, “but he put a bounty on me too. He sent Marquis. That’s just insulting, and honestly—” She paused. “Wait.”
Elena turned as three more people emerged from the forest. Two wore dark fatigues and mirrored data-visors, and the last carried a very big backpack on his back — a suppression dome to jam smart bullets.
A fourth figure appeared out of thin air, dressed in mimetic camouflage. As Anton recognized Bai Ro — the traitor! — his eyes widened and his fists clenched. Ro was here now, in Argent!
Anton went for his pistol but stopped as Ro’s kage covered him with their rifles, whip-fast. Elena pulled her weapon and pointed it at Ro, but Ro merely smiled. “More games, Elena?”
After a moment, Elena lowered her pistol. “I suppose it is a bit worn out.” She smiled at Anton as she turned, and then her pistol was pointing at him. “This is the man who sold the Patriots information about your trucks. I knew you’d want to finish him in person.”
Anton blinked and stared. Now Elena was accusing him of selling information to someone about Ro’s trucks, with the containers and people inside? What was she playing at?
“Selling Ro’s secrets to the Patriots was a bad idea,” Elena said. “You should have been content with your end of the arrangement, but you never were content with anything, were you?”
The realization hit him like a tree branch. “You double-crossing bitch!” Anton glared at Ro. “She’s playing us, Bai! She just told me you hired Freyja to kill me! She’s lying to you about the trucks!”
“Is she?” Ro frowned as one of his kage covered Elena with his rifle. “Why would you do such a thing?”
Elena snorted and holstered her weapon. “You never told me we were selling people to the Supremacy.” She tsked loudly. “We don’t do that. We may make some questionable deals, gentlemen, but we have standards.”
“Money is money,” Ro said. “We are all business people, are we not?”
Anton never should have trusted Elena Ryke. He felt an urgent desire to run, but didn’t, since Ro’s kage would gun him down before he got more than a step. Speaking of that, why had Elena let herself get cornered like this? Why, unless...
“Shit!” Anton figured it out. “Bai—!”
The backpack on the man running the suppression dome spontaneously exploded, taking the man with it. Three smart bullets subsequently opened the heads of Bai Ro and his two remaining bodyguards. They dropped in unison.
Anton spun, ran, and slammed into a suit of red powered armor. He bounced off, landing hard on his ass. A painted, grinning black skull stared down.
No! Freyja! She was here to kill him, and Elena had drawn him and Ro right out into her sights! Elena had hired Freyja to off everyone else involved in their human trafficking operation!
He only wished he’d thought of it first.
Anton raised his hands as Freyja raised its rifles. Panic unclenched his weakened bladder. “Please! Don’t! I’ll pay—”
He never got to say how much.
FROSTY-COLD MARGARITAS ACQUIRED, Mackenzie luxuriated in the feel of warm sand between her cyberized toes. She walked the sands of a gorgeous white beach on Phorcys. Jinx had worked overtime to add that sensation to Mackenzie’s otherwise sensationless feet, and with the sight of warm sand to support what she felt, the illusion of having a fully human body was absolutely convincing. This was what Mackenzie missed about actual feet.
She stopped walking for a moment, staring out over a vast blue sea. It intimidated her. Ceto had nothing remotely like this, just the brackish sea at its pole. The Phorcys sea was truly something to behold, like something out of an old holo of old Earth. It was awe-inspiring.
Delivering Clayton’s archive to his family had been brutal, but at least she’d delivered it. At least they knew. What surprised her most was the message she received afterward.
She’d given Clayton’s wife and daughter her actual spacenet info because she owed Clayton that, and also, she still felt guilty about letting him blow up. She’d told his family to contact her if they ever needed anything. Shyla, Clayton’s wife, had not, but Sarah, Clayton’s teenage daughter, sent two words the day after Mackenzie delivered the news about her father.
“Teach me.”
Mackenzie didn’t know what to do about that. She didn’t know what Clayton would want her to do about that, but she did know that if Sarah Foster (Clayton’s real last name, apparently) wanted to become a bounty hunter, someone would take her on. And, unlike Mackenzie, far too many wannabe hunters could easily get Sarah killed.
Mackenzie needed to think about this first. Clayton had said his daughter was a genius, so maybe she’d introduce Sarah to Jinx and powered armor. Maybe they could be tech buddies, working behind the scenes instead of shooting people and getting shot.
Regardless, that was in the future. This beach was in the now, and this ocean was gorgeous. Mackenzie even planned to try surfing if she could work up the courage. She’d seen a couple of Advanced doing it, and it looked super fun.
She pulled her eyes from the hypnotic crashing of frothing waves and kept walking, passing no one, because this stretch of beach was the private kind. An Advanced accomplice of Elena Ryke, a senator or something, owned it all, and that senator was currently off planet on business. As ruthless and evil as Elena was, she knew how to spoil her friends.
Jinx was laying out in a modestly cut but incredibly sexy orange swimsuit. The color looked stunning against her dark skin. Jinx’s curly hair lay splayed about her head as she reclined on a blue towel beneath the brilliant sun.
Above them hung the small brown ball of Ceto. It had no beaches like this, but two-million five-hundred-thousand was a lot of travel money. It had been a long and bloody road to get here, but finally, she and Jinx were on their interplanetary vacation.
Phorcys was honestly terrific, with a moderate climate, salty sea air, and beaches like this stretching across a good portion of the planet. Mackenzie knew why the Advanced kept Phorcys to themselves, and on another day she might have resented that. Today, she had cold margaritas, a stupidly sexy girlfriend, and salty sea air.
Mackenzie plopped down on her own beach towel, beside Jinx, but Jinx didn’t react. Sleeping? Grinning, Mackenzie lowered the base of the ice-cold glass so it rested on Jinx’s arm.
Jinx jerked and flailed, knocking her own sunglasses off. Mackenzie laughed as a bit of salty margarita spilled everywhere, including on Jinx. Mackenzie could fix that.
Jinx sat up and signed angrily, pointing and then bumping a closed fist on the side of her head. Mackenzie understood because she’d been practicing sign language whenever she could. Jinx had just called her a great big jerk.
“Sorry,” Mackenzie said, and meant it. “You looked hot.” She smiled. “Still do.”
Jinx rolled her eyes and stared out at the sea.
“It’s time,” Mackenzie said. “You’ve been slacking off the past few hours, and we don’t do that. C’mon. Earn your drink.”
Jinx sighed, frowned, and stared down at her two very lovely legs. She stared hard. Her lips pressed together, her body trembling. Mackenzie didn’t touch her, didn’t say anything. She didn’t want to break her concentration.
Jinx’s big toe moved, followed by the others. The toes on her other leg wiggled too. Her legs moved themselves, shifting visibly, and Jinx relaxed with a heavy sigh. She stared at Mackenzie and smiled with relief.
Mackenzie leaned close and gave her girlfriend a very long kiss. Jinx made progress every day, and she would walk again soon, without cyberization. Jinx had been very clear about that, and she’d demanded Mackenzie keep pushing her.
“You are amazing, you know that?” Mackenzie said, when they could speak. “And hey, guess what? We finally made it to Phorcys.” She glanced down at herself. “Of course, we’re still wearing our suits, so technically, we haven’t completed our mission yet.”
Jinx rolled her eyes and signed. “Tonight.” The way Jinx smiled, cheeks flushed and eyes warm ... it assured Mackenzie they would be all right. They would both be all right, despite everything.
And they had two more weeks before they went back to hunting great big jerks.
THE END
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As an independent author, I live or die by the kindness of readers, so if you enjoyed Supremacy’s Bounty, there’s nothing more awesome you can do than phone a friend or post a review. Even one sentence summarizing your thoughts and a few stars to go with it vastly improves my visibility, so if you can find the time, I’ll be eternally grateful. And I’ll write more books. Heck, I’m going to do that anyway, but I’d love your thoughts.
This is the second book I’ve written in this universe, and for those of you who read Supremacy’s Shadow (thank you!) you may have noticed that other than a brief mention in Mackenzie’s bounty list, we didn’t see Hayden, or Lerisa, or Jason, or even Morna, though she got a few shout outs. That was always the plan, as I plan for each book in this series to highlight different characters and show off different parts of my shared world. Like the Marvel movies, crossovers will continue, and after I have a few characters well established, you can expect to see all of them again. That said, if you haven’t read Supremacy’s Shadow, and you don’t know what the hell I’m talking about, you might like it! If you liked this.
I’ve dropped a preview of my next book in this series, Supremacy’s Outlaw, after The Acknowledgments, because I’m hoping it’ll intrigue you and you’ll pick it up when it eventually comes out. I’m sure I’ll tweak the prose before it’s published, but I’m tossing this early draft in here because you’re awesome. Think of it like a stinger after the end credits.
Hope to see you back for the next one, folks.
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Supremacy's Bounty (Excerpt)


Upon waking to find himself naked, alone, and floating inside an airlock, even a man as handsome and talented as Jan Sabato might become concerned. However, the screaming hangover from whatever the guards had dosed him with (after shooting him with shockers, of course) argued for blessed oblivion. Given a dozen transport shuttles were currently exploding in his head, a quiet death in deep space would probably be a relief.
A groggy and floating self-inspection revealed at least four new shocker burns on his dark and perfect skin, but no broken bones. A cursory hand/scalp check assured him he still possessed his springy coils of shoulder-length hair, which was another plus. It felt knotted and sweaty, but he’d just been shocked, drugged, and stuffed naked inside an airlock. One day with less than perfect hair was understandable.
Still, the airlock wasn’t opening — yet — and no one was kicking him in the ribs or screaming about cutting his eyes out — yet — so Jan found the nearest yellow emergency grip and took it, carefully spinning his body until his feet faced “down.” He pushed his feet to the cold metal floor, glanced out the airlock door, and verified his first impression.
Yes. There is was. Space.
There sure was a whole lot of it out there.
So, why was he in here? And more importantly, how was he going to get out of here? There was a nine digit keypad directly by the closed inner door, but that was about as useful as a spare magazine for a gun he didn’t own.
The airlock was small, about the size of a closet, formed of the vaguely brown generic plastic and metal that formed most generic plastic and metal spaceships. The floor was light gray, as shiny as if it had never been scuffed, and a green dot blinked encouragingly beside the door leading into space. Green was preferable to red, so he had that going for him.
Jan supposed he could try shouting. When all else failed, that always caused ... something, to happen. He’d just opened his mouth when a grating buzz stabbed his medical hangover like a needle through his skull. An intercom system had just announced itself.
Jan swallowed his groan and ground his teeth. It seemed whoever had locked him in here planned to threaten him now, and that was always extremely monotonous.
“Jan Sabato.” A pitch-shifted voice, deep and robotic, echoed through the tiny airlock. “You’re awake.”
Jan massaged one temple with his free hand, pain lancing through his head. “You are observant.” Whoever was outside was likely watching him through the opaque window in the inner door.
“In a moment, I will present you with an offer,” the threatening, unnecessarily robotic voice continued. “If you accept this offer, you will be released, dressed, and fed. If you refuse, you will be jettisoned into space.”
“Ah.” Jan squinted at the opaque window. “Then offer is the wrong word in this context, yes? Might the word ‘ultimatum’ serve better?”
“Whichever you prefer.”
“I’d prefer not to be jettisoned into space.”
“Then here is my offer. My employer requires your services, free of charge. Should you agree to work for my employer, free of charge, the freedom my employer has recently purchased on your behalf will become yours. If you do not—”
“I will proceed out the airlock.” Jan nodded to the window. “This is most clear. Thank you for explaining it.”
“Which would you prefer, Mister Sabato?”
Jan rolled his head around on his shoulders, took a breath that stabbed the inside of his ribs, and swallowed the cotton in his throat. “You have my services, free of charge.”
“Good.”
“You are getting a spectacular deal.”
There was a moment of silence. “My sources told me you were arrogant. I see now what they meant.”
Jan allowed himself a wide and quite genuine smile. “I am simply aware of my value.” He glanced down at himself, then up. “And also, as you can see, I am blessed in many ways.”
No response for the intercom. No movement from the door. As new silence continued, Jan began to fear he might actually be going out the airlock after all. Given his head now felt merely mildly tectonic, that wouldn’t be his first choice.
A small panel in the wall beside the inner airlock door slid open. A syringe the size of a pencil was clipped inside, filled with viscous purple fluid. Jan regarded it with the trepidation one would expect when presented with an unexpected syringe.
“I trust you’re capable of injecting yourself?” the robotic voice asked.
Jan was, unfortunately. “Is this a condition of my employment?”
“I’m almost certain you can figure that out.”
Jan sighed, popped the syringe from its clip, and pumped his fist until he could pick out the barely visible line of a dark vein beneath dark skin. He slipped in the needle precisely, with the skill one developed from decades of wielding very sharp objects. He depressed the plunger.
Cold rushed through his arm, then his chest. He withdrew the needle, snapped it back into place, and watched the panel close. Better than having a used needle bouncing around the ship’s interior, he supposed.
“Stand away from the door,” the robotic voice said.
Jan pressed his back against the cold metal of the outer airlock door. The door hissed open to reveal his captor, a blue-eyed, short-haired man with a beard that all but enveloped his mouth. He stood, not floating, which suggested magnetic boots. His skintight blue flightsuit and the muscular form beneath suggested poise and combat training, but that wasn’t unusual in Jan’s line of work. What was unusual was his captor’s face.
The man’s light brown skin and perfectly sculpted features suggested he was Advanced — one of the genetically modified humans who inhabited Phorcys, the watery sister planet to Jan’s own Ceto — and Jan had only met a few Advanced in his time running guns, drugs, and medicine for the Patriots of Ceto or their eternal enemies — the Supremacy. While Advanced were innately stronger and faster than natural-born humans, with enhanced reflexes and agility, they tended to remain on Phorcys. They also, in Jan’s experience, tended to be mildly sociopathic.
Jan spread his hands. “I realize the view is intoxicating, but shouldn’t we be getting on with your employer’s business?”
The man snorted and shook his head. “Don’t flatter yourself, Sabato. You’re not remotely my type.” His accent was absolutely Advanced — stiff, well-spoken, and entirely too proper for a man without a stick up his ass.
Jan kept smiling. “Then why do you continue to stare?”
The man chucked a satchel his way. “Get dressed.” The door hissed closed. Jan caught the satchel in transit, opened it, and found comfortable underclothes and a blue flightsuit like that worn by his Advanced captor. He dressed slower than necessary, feigning inexperience in zero gravity, as he evaluated just how fucked he was right now.
It was a good bet he was on a private spaceship. The Advanced military — or as they called themselves, the Supremacy — were awfully proud of their shiny black space uniforms, which they eagerly festooned with all sorts of rank badges and insignia. By comparison, his latest captor’s unadorned flightsuit practically screamed private security.
Given Advanced tended to employ only other Advanced, that suggested whoever had just freed him from Tantalus Prison was a wealthy Advanced citizen with no military oversight and no one to answer to if they disposed of an incredibly handsome but occasionally glib smuggler. Perhaps he should be less annoying today.
Once dressed, the airlock door opened again, but no one else waited outside. Two boots waited instead, unoccupied, and stuck quite firmly to the floor. How generous of them.
Jan pushed off the wall and floated into a hexagonally shaped hallway just wide enough that he could stretch out with both arms and not touch the walls. His felt simply hungover now.
He got the boots on with a minimum of fuss, crunched up his toes to activate them, and locked his feet on the deck. Yes. Walking. He’d done jobs in zero-gravity before, but he’d never liked the feeling that one false push would leave him flailing like a toddler on a freshly waxed floor. Not that that had ever happened to him on a job. More than twice.
Jan walked at a jauntier than necessary pace down the hallway, around the corner, and stopped as he found the same bearded Advanced from the airlock waiting by a sealed door. His captor wore a gunbelt now, with what looked to be a needle pistol ready to draw. That seemed smart, given the spaceship. Bullets tended to punch holes.
“When my employer arrives,” the man said, “you will speak only to answer her questions, and you will try not to be an insufferable ass.”
Jan inclined his head. “I am quite charming.” He searched the man’s suit for a nametag. “What shall I call you?”
The man watched him for a moment, annoyance moving across his face. “Abhay.”
“A brave man. You fit the part.”
Abhay cocked an eyebrow. “You’ve studied Hindi?”
“I’ve studied many things.” Jan evaluated the hallway behind this man and the most likely path to the bridge. The whole ship couldn’t be more than a half-block long. “The ancient languages of old Earth are a particular favorite. It’s fascinating to think there were once so many people that we spoke over two-thousand different languages, isn’t it?”
“It’s fascinating you wasted your time learning what they did on a random planet a thousand years ago.” Abhay stood coiled and waiting, as if he expected Jan to jump him at any moment. “I suppose there’s not much to do in prison.”
“Oh, my passion for languages came before prison. In prison, I merely pursued my doctorate.”
Abhay’s brow furrowed. “In what, exactly?”
“Pharmacology.”
“And just how did you plan to use a doctorate in pharmacology in an orbital prison, Sabato?”
“You must understand, when many are stuck in a repetitive environment for an extended period, those who can safely mix available compounds into substances that relax the mind can do well for themselves.”
Abhay narrowed his eyes. “You studied pharmacology so you could become a better drug dealer.”
“I prefer the term ‘pharmaceutical enthusiast.’”
“I’ll give you this, Sabato. For a somewhat infamous smuggler who went to prison on two dozen charges between the Supremacy, Ceto’s laughable new government, and eight municipal precincts across two planets, you’re a depressingly ordinary man.”
“I’m also extremely talented in bed.”
Abhay blinked. The sealed door to their right opened itself. After a moment, Abhay’s scowl returned.
“In a moment you will meet Senator Tarack, a woman who could buy and sell you, your house, and the town where you grew up with the interest in her bank account. For God’s sake, don’t hit on her.” Abhay motioned with a tilt of his head. “Inside.”
So his new employer was a Supremacy senator. Tarack wasn’t a name Jan found himself familiar with, but he hadn’t bothered himself with the names of the two-hundred governing Advanced before he went to prison for five of what was to be forty very long years. A Supremacy senator, however ... that could be a rather profitable catch. Jan marched himself inside.
The circular room beyond the door had no windows, more gray and brown walls, and a round white table flanked by comfortably upholstered high-back chairs. Jan strapped himself into the chair facing the door and noted Abhay stayed outside. Given this room had only one way in and out, he supposed they had little worry about him ducking out the back.
Senator Tarack — Abhay’s employer, and likely the owner of this very expensive spaceship — arrived wearing a flightsuit similar to Abhay’s, over which she’d donned light blue senatorial robes. Robes seemed impractical in a zero-gravity environment, but this woman was a senator, so telling her not to do stupid things was probably ineffective.
Senator Tarack strode into the room at an unconcerned pace, the hem of her robe drifting. She strapped into the chair across from Jan in the bored, unhurried manner of a person who expected the world to run on her timetable. Abhay entered and stood beside the open door. He didn’t close it, which suggested the three of them were alone on this ship. Good.
Jan evaluated his prospective employer and/or murderer in silence. Like all Advanced, Tarack’s skin was a uniform shade of appealing brown, and she wore her impressively blond hair in a bound topknot. She was full-figured, muscular, and attractive, but all Advanced were ridiculously attractive — it was built into their genetically modified DNA.
Her blonde hair was something, though. Blondes always reminded him of Annika, which reminded him of why he was in prison, but he wouldn’t hold this woman’s hair color against her. Unlike Annika, this woman hadn’t actually betrayed him.
Yet.
Senator Tarack was obviously wealthy, judging from the tailoring of her robe, and obviously paranoid, judging from the body armor she wore beneath it. Given she had a bodyguard in the room, and she could probably snap him in half with her Advanced super-strength, body armor seemed ... excessive.
Tarack crossed her right heel over her left knee and frowned. “I’d say it’s a pleasure to meet you, Mister Sabato, but as I prefer honesty, so I won’t begin our prospective relationship by lying to you. I detest thieves.”
Jan half-floated in his very comfortable chair. “And I detest liars, so honesty is welcome. However, to ensure there is misunderstanding, I am a smuggler, not a thief.”
“These are different how?”
“Thieves steal objects,” Jan said. “I move objects from place to place, discreetly and, often enough, legally.”
“Fine, whatever.” Tarack waved the matter away. “I don’t care what you call yourself, so long as you deliver results.”
“This, I do. What result can I deliver for you?”
“Something priceless had been stolen from me, and Abhay,” Tarack tossed a glance at her impassively standing bodyguard, “has assured me that my item will be all but impossible to recover without the help of someone intimately familiar with Ceto’s criminal underworld.”
“Ah,” Jan said, as he suddenly felt a whole lot better about not going out an airlock. “I am that.”
“In short, it takes a thief to catch a thief, and Abhay claims you’re one of the best thieves in the business.”
“Smuggler.” Jan nodded. “But yes.”
“And all of this leads me to wonder why the best thief—”
“Smuggler,” Jan corrected.
“—ended up rotting in Tantalus prison,” Tarack continued, “instead of whoring it up on a beach at Valor’s Squall.”
“Whoring is overrated.” Jan allowed himself the smallest of smiles. “Also, beaches.” He leaned forward. “What stolen item would you would like me to recover, Senator Tarack?”
Tarack frowned. “That’s your first question? Not what I’ll be paying you, or who stole it, or where we think it is now?”
“If you knew where your item was now, you would not have arranged this meeting with me. As to payment, Abhay and I discussed that. Given I am now in your employ, I will not be tossed out an airlock.”
Abhay didn’t move from his place beside the door.
“You still haven’t answered my question,” Tarack said. “If you’re so good at this, how’d you get caught?”
Jan pushed aside an unwelcome image of Annika’s wide blue eyes. “My poor choice in business associates.”
“And that’s supposed to reassure me?”
Jan shrugged. “Even a man as charming and intelligent as I can, in unlucky circumstances, be brought low by traitorous partners who lack both judgment and moral character.”
Tarack snorted at that. “You are arrogant.”
Jan simply inclined his head as a taunting and impossibly appealing possibility slipped inside his mind. “As for who stole your item, would you allow me to hazard a guess?”
He saw Annika as clearly as when she’d betrayed him to the authorities: the dimples in her traitorous freckled face, the strands of curly blonde hair blowing in the wind, her haunted gaze as he glared daggers and walked away in cuffs. He’d dreamed about catching up with her every day since she sent him to orbit, but now ... was this even possible?
Tarack glanced at Abhay, then returned her gaze to Jan. “Sure. Impress me.”
“The thief who stole your item is the Golden Widow, yes?”
Tarack’s audible intake of breath would have been more than enough to confirm his suspicions, though her wide and now murderous eyes helped. “How the fuck do you know that?” Those eyes narrowed noticeably. “Are you working with her?”
The rush of dopamine flooding Jan’s silently cheering brain was tempered by Senator Tarack’s ire. One of Abhay’s hands went to the holstered needle pistol on his hip, but his gaze remained locked on his employer, not Jan. Interesting.
Jan ignored the butterflies in his stomach, the chance that all he wanted could be snatched away again, and spoke quietly, keeping his expression as pleasant as if they were enjoying tea. “I am simply piecing together all available facts.”
“What facts?” Tarack demanded.
“Purchasing a prisoner of my caliber from Tantalus prison cannot have come cheap, and even a senator of your obvious means would not have done so without a very specific purpose in mind.”
Tarack gripped the edge of the table. “Don’t flatter yourself, Sabato. When a space station filled with violent criminals is always a week from flying apart, a reasonable donation goes a long way.”
“My obvious value aside,” Jan continued, “my partnership with the Golden Widow was well known. If one wronged by her wished to ensnare her, and one was either unaware of the identities of her current associates or unable to locate them, one’s next logical step would be to interrogate the only remaining associate who could be easily obtained. Providing one had the financial means to purchase them from prison, of course.”
Tarack released the table and sat back, her frown now incrementally less murderous. “So you’re not entirely unskilled.” She glanced at Abhay. “You win this one. I expect I’ll earn it back.”
Jan glanced between Tarack and Abhay. “I am responsible for you losing a bet?”
“I’ve spent more on bedsheets,” Tarack said.
“Generously threaded, I assume.” Jan missed plush beds. “Now, to our business. What did the Golden Widow steal from you?”
A glowing projection of a data disk snapped into view on the table between them. As with the door, Tarack and Abhay must be controlling the ship’s components using their Personal Brain Assistants: brain-mounted computers that offered wireless control of any number of devices, and access to simulations that seemed more real than reality itself.
This was what Jan had heard, of course. He’d never been willing to install a PBA himself. As a person who made his living hacking computer systems, he knew better than to shove a computer inside his brain.
“How long will it take you to get this back?” Tarack asked, pointing at her holographic projection.
Jan regarded the rectangular disk. “If you will forgive me, senator, I had twenty such data disks stashed inside my yacht before it, er, exploded. I may need a bit ... more?”
“You won’t, actually.” Tarack swiped two fingers against the projection and spun it around, showing the back side of the disc. “Take a good look.”
Jan leaned in and spotted something unusual on the disk’s undercarriage: a blue square about the size of an eyepatch. He’d only seen it in pictures. He whistled and sat back.
“Impressed?” Tarack might be gloating a bit. “Do you even know what you’re looking at?”
“I have never seen a data disk with a quantum crux drive.” Jan agreed to be impressed. “That drive is worth about the price as this ship, isn’t it?”
Tarack smiled like the rich asshole she was. “It’s also impossible to decrypt without the associated cipher key, which the Widow was stupid enough to overlook.”
“Nothing is truly impossible to decrypt.” Also, Jan really doubted Annika had overlooked the decryption problem, though he saw no benefit in pointing that out to his latest employer.
Tarack unleashed a put upon sigh. “Sure, yes, if you had a thousand years and a planet full of supercomputers, I’m sure you could get into it eventually. Have I mentioned how much fun it is to argue semantics? It’s something I really enjoy.”
“Your disk is distinctive,” Jan said, “but I would caution that the Golden Widow has already created convincing facsimiles. Given what I know of her talents, creating a dozen fake disks would be kitten’s play.”
Tarack frowned. “What the hell is a kitten?”
Abhay cleared his throat, but Tarack snapped her fingers and pointed backward before he could speak. “Don’t tell me. I don’t care.” She kept her eyes on Jan. “So what are you suggesting? That you can’t find the Golden Widow, or you can’t find my disk?”
“I can find the Golden Widow,” Jan said. “I can also find a disk that looks just like this one. As to whether it is your disk, well ... without the cipher key for verification...”
Tarack actually chuckled. “Right. Of course! I’ll just hand over the one thing protecting my quantum crux drive to the completely trustworthy thief I recently purchased from prison.”
“Smuggler,” Jan corrected.
Tarack’s jaw tensed. “Don’t worry your fragile head about verification. Abhay will handle that.”
“Abhay will be my contact on Ceto?”
Tarack smiled in a predatory way Jan didn’t like. “Abhay will be your partner, Mister Sabato, and he will remain with you at all times.” She leaned over the table. “Did you honestly believe I would dump you on Ceto, with only your word that you’d find the Widow and my disk, and expect you to do anything but crawl beneath a rock?”
That wouldn’t have been Jan’s first choice. “I had assumed whatever nanos were in that purple liquid would allow you to track my whereabouts.”
“Oh,” Tarack said, as she pushed back in her chair. “He thinks we injected him with tracking nanos.” She chuckled in a way that was just a smidge maniacal. “That’s adorable!”
Abhay didn’t smile when Tarack did, which worried Jan. Abhay should have chuckled. Thugs were supposed to chuckle when their employers chuckled.
“The nanos inside you aren’t just trackers, Sabato.” Tarack looked more delighted than anyone should look when saying those words. “They’re so, so much more than that.”
“Oh?” Jan raised one eyebrow and resisted the urge to catapult himself over the table and try for the bridge.
Tarack glanced at her bodyguard. “Show him, Abhay.” An edge crept into her tone. “He needs to understand why he’s going to be so loyal to me.”
“Ah,” Jan said, as his spine prickled, “you don’t actually need—”
Agony erupted inside Jan’s suddenly paralyzed body. He couldn’t scream, couldn’t gasp, couldn’t even twitch. A symphony of exploding planets erupted as shards shredded his lungs, his heart, his mind. That hell ended without warning and flung his upper body onto the table. He puked up bile that splattered his cheek and drifted off to the left.
Tarack recoiled and unstrapped herself. “Oh, dammit all.” She pushed off. “Clean this up before you leave, Abhay.” She caught herself on a yellow ceiling grip. “Fucking gutter-born.”
For his part, Jan squeezed the table in both hands and tried not to lose bowel or bladder control. He’d just been given the first pair of clean underwear he’d had in a months. He really wanted to enjoy clean underwear for a bit longer.
Tarack snapped her boots back onto the flooring and stomped through the open doorway. She stopped outside. “In case it wasn’t clear, what you just experienced lasted about five seconds.”
Truly? Jan had thought it lasted much longer.
“That’s the pain you’ll experience until you die of dehydration,” Tarack said, “if Abhay doesn’t reset the nanos that have now imbedded themselves in your bones once every 25 hours.”
Ah, Jan thought, an echo of that agony imbedding itself deep into his brain. So he had torture nanos imbedded in his bones now. That was ... bad.
“If you kill Abhay,” Tarack continued, “or you let him be killed by some gutter-born on your little Ceto adventure, enjoy a hundred hours of agony before you finally choke on your tongue. Also, if you disobey us for any reason, we can send you to Hell with our thoughts. So be nice.”
“Unnecessary,” Jan managed, glaring from the table as floated in residual agony. “Truly, hideously unnecessary.”
“Whatever.” Tarack huffed and turned away. “Don’t come back without my disk, Sabato.” The door hissed shut behind her.
The room fell into silence, and Abhay didn’t move. Abhay didn’t have an expression right now, which was disconcerted given he could send Jan into a paroxysm of agony with one wireless signal from his PBA. Jan did not enjoy paroxysms of agony.
Jan didn’t move. He didn’t dare speak until he was sure Abhay wasn’t going to activate the torture nanos again. He wondered if he should go toss himself out the airlock right now.
Abhay shifted uncomfortably, then glanced to the open door. “So.” He looked back at Jan. “Shall we be off?”
To be continued some time in 2021...
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