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    01: Body 
 
    NATHAN PIERCE was very dead, and Hayden hadn’t killed him. 
 
    Pierce lay sprawled on a maintenance walkway beside the maglev track: a tunnel that smelled like plastic and wet biocrete. An oozing red line split his very thick neck. The small pool of blood beneath him was expanding, and Hayden didn’t have to touch it to know it was still warm.  
 
    Pierce still clutched his submachine gun, highly illegal on the best of days, but its magazine was missing. The basketball-shaped bomb Pierce had carried into this tunnel hadn’t exploded when he died, which was good, but the red light on top of it was blinking fast, which might be bad. Hayden wasn’t a bomb technician, and though he’d called the people who were — those almighty assholes known as the Supremacy — he wasn’t sure if they were still taking his calls. They had sort of fired him. 
 
    Blinking red bomb light aside, the decidedly unlive state of Nathan Pierce changed Hayden’s plans for the night. Braving a hail of bullets to stop a bunch of taxpayers from exploding had seemed acceptable when chasing Pierce was his only option, but getting blown up now, with the threat over, seemed rather unnecessary. He had better things to do tonight than die. 
 
    He looked down the walkway in both directions for any sign of Pierce’s killer, but found nothing. Embedded LED lamps lit the narrow metal gantry every twenty meters for as far as he could see, but he didn’t see anyone dumb enough to carry a live bomb out of this tunnel. He had just reached down to pick it up when all the lights went out. 
 
    Boots hit the walkway behind him as Hayden drew his pistol and aimed in that direction. He didn’t fire, of course, because he couldn’t see, and also, he was out of bullets. Pierce’s body armor hadn’t come cheap.  
 
    The lights flipped on to reveal a woman in a black riding suit and combat boots with knife holsters, but no knives. A hoverbike helmet hid her face. She was shorter than he was, athletic, and absolutely Pierce’s killer, given the blood rorshached all over the front of her suit. 
 
    “Easy, Hayden.” The woman raised two blood-stained gloves. “I sent you the intel on Pierce.” 
 
    Hayden kept his pistol on her anyway, out of principle. “Thanks?” He pointed at the body with his other hand. “I think you got him.” 
 
    “Pierce isn’t the reason I called you.” 
 
    “Okay.” He’d heard this woman’s voice somewhere before, though he couldn’t place it at the moment. “Is that bomb going to explode?” 
 
    “No. I called you, Hayden, because I have a job for you.” The woman pulled off her helmet to reveal short black hair, pale blue eyes, and a light brown face with soft cheekbones. “You’re free now, right?” 
 
    Hayden breathed as five minutes of gunfight tension bled out through his toes. “I have hobbies.” He knew exactly who this woman was, now, and he also knew he’d just been played. 
 
    Morna Solace was a trusted informant who had passed him information about the Patriots of Ceto for years. A woman who looked a lot like his dead wife. Even with Dani thirteen years gone, that still tugged at him, but that didn’t excuse her prank call. 
 
    “You obviously had this handled before I flew all the way out here,” Hayden said, keeping the fact that he’d just been unnecessarily shot at from his voice, “so why the bait-and-switch?” 
 
    Morna dangled her helmet in one hand, not guilty, exactly, but not as confident as she’d been a moment ago. “I couldn’t risk the Patriots or the Supremacy learning we’d met. Luring you here with an anonymous tip was the best way I knew how to do that. I can’t trust this to the Spacenet.” 
 
    At least Morna was sufficiently paranoid. “You know the Supremacy is on their way here now, right?” 
 
    “I do. I’ll be quick. Three weeks ago, Tyler Ryke abducted my daughter.” 
 
    “Well,” Hayden said, as he remembered Morna’s ruthless and wealthy ex-husband. “He is a crime lord.” 
 
    “Tyler’s beyond that now. He’s gone as sadistic as I’ve ever seen him, torturing for fun and pleasure, and I’m afraid of what he’ll do to Cassie if she tries to escape again. Last time she tried to sneak away, he caught her. Then he made her boyfriend explode.” 
 
    Hayden sympathized, he really did, but custody battles were messy even when both parents weren’t trained killers. “You must know dozens of people who could get Cassie back for you.” Dozens of terrorists, anyway. 
 
    “None of them know Star’s Landing like you. None have your experience or contacts. Also, I’m willing to trade a message from your wife.” 
 
    Hayden’s mind blanked a moment — just a moment — before snapping into focus. He remembered speeding toward his and Dani’s burning home, rushing into the still smoking wreckage. Tripping over Dani’s severed arm. Anger and guilt twisted his gut as the audacity of Morna’s lie made him want to kick that bomb down the tunnel. “My wife’s dead.” 
 
    “I thought so too.” 
 
    “The Supremacy verified her DNA. I put a bullet in the man who killed her, and I’ve been hunting his Patriots since.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t lie to you about something this important,” Morna said, “and I can prove it to you. Danielle said to ask you about Bucky’s cairn.” 
 
    Hayden blinked and backed a step. 
 
    “That means something to you, doesn’t it?” Morna’s face lit up. “Who is Bucky? A friend from childhood?” 
 
    That name conjured a painful memory of a speeding autotruck and his illegal dog, their illegal dog, the crunch and the yelp. Morna shouldn’t know about that. He and Dani were the only ones who knew about that, about Bucky the big dead dog. 
 
    Hayden remembered the little rock pyramid Dani piled on Bucky’s grave fifteen years ago. A cairn, she called it. An old word from old Earth. 
 
    “I never planned to blackmail you,” Morna said, “but like you said, I don’t have a lot of options.” Her voice gained just the tiniest of trembles. “I can’t lose Cassie. I couldn’t get past it.” 
 
    Her eyes held his, wet and fearless and so much like his wife’s, and Hayden recognized her desperation because he’d felt it himself. When he chased down everyone involved in Dani’s murder. When he sent them into orbit or put them in the ground. 
 
    Danielle Cross was dead, and she would always be dead, but she had trusted whoever sent Morna this message. Trusted them enough to tell them about the day her illegal dog jumped in front of a truck. Hayden needed to find out what was in this message. 
 
    He needed to find whoever sent it. 
 
    “Sure.” Hayden forced his nails out of his palms. “I could get Cassie back for you, but Ryke will come after her. He’ll probably try to kill me too, and that gets real annoying.” 
 
    Morna knelt and ran a glove along the tunnel wall. “Once you get Cassie out, Ryke won’t be a problem for anyone.” She pressed something, and a maintenance hatch popped open. “She has the image sync to Ryke’s PBA.” 
 
    That impressed him. A Personal Brain Assistant, or PBA, was a brain-mounted computer. Ryke’s PBA was where he stored records related to all his illegal deeds, and if Cassie told the Supremacy how to access it, Ryke would be headed to orbit before he finished screaming at his attorney. 
 
    The howl of an approaching maglev train rose in the tunnel behind him, and the light on Pierce’s bomb blinked faster. “Say, uh, Morna?” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “You’re sure that thing isn’t going to explode?” 
 
    She tossed him a tiny metal key as the train grew louder. “The blinking light means the detonation key’s missing!” She opened the maintenance hatch. “That’s the detonation key!” 
 
    Hayden pocketed the key and shouted over the train noise. “How do I let you know when I have Cassie? Getting shot at isn’t my favorite approach!” 
 
    “I’ll know, and I’ll find you!” Morna wriggled into the narrow vent. “Get my daughter back for me, and I’ll help you find your wife!” 
 
    The hatch slammed. Hayden dropped beside Pierce’s body as a sound like a jet engine roared up on him. He knew the maglev’s passage wouldn’t suck him off the walkway — physics didn’t work like that — but knowing and believing were very different. The world howled as a bunch of angry air boots pummeled him in a parade. 
 
    He couldn’t breathe. He couldn’t see. Then the train was streaking away, leaving him with a healthy ringing in his ears and a new appreciation for public transit. He rolled onto his back and took one painful breath. 
 
    Metal footfalls echoed in the tunnel, and Hayden tilted his head up to squint in their direction. He recognized two Supremacy Vindicators approaching at an awkward jog. Powered armor didn’t sprint. 
 
    The Supremacy’s elite soldiers wore suits of black nitinol, armor immune to small arms and marked by golden stripes. Their sealed helmets had reflective plates in front, and the last thing you saw, before they shot you, was your own face staring back. 
 
    On the upside, they were still taking his calls. 
 
    Hayden hauled himself up on the guardrail and stared at another dead terrorist and another homemade bomb. If Morna hadn’t stopped Pierce, there would be a whole lot of people splattered across this tunnel right now. He’d take the win and the credit if it kept her out of the Supremacy’s sights. 
 
    “Sir?” a Vindicator asked. “Is this the Patriot you reported?” His voice sounded flat behind his modulator. “Is that his bomb?” 
 
    Lying to the Supremacy about a meeting with a Patriot sympathizer was as good as signing his own death warrant. That wouldn’t stop Hayden from lying, of course. He’d just have to be real sneaky about it. 
 
    “This man was a thug working for Tyler Ryke.” Hayden pulled the detonation key from his pocket. “Now he’s a terrorist as well, which means you boys will get a medal or something.” He tossed the key at the Vindicator, and they both watched it bounce off his knee. “Also, you’re welcome.” 
 
    Hayden was going to Star’s Landing. He was going to save Cassie Ryke from her brutal father. It didn’t matter if Morna was lying to save her daughter, or if the Supremacy executed him for treason. 
 
    Either way, he might still get to see his wife.
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    02: Partner 
 
    HAYDEN LEFT DUSKDALE that same night, on a public shuttle, under a false name. Tyler Ryke had too many connections in the shuttle system to risk traveling as Hayden Cross. When he stepped onto the sticky transport pad ten hours later, the air in Star’s Landing was as hot and wet as he remembered. The acrid smell of engine grease and the rattling hum of ventilators felt like home. 
 
    Time to save a little girl and piss off a crime lord. 
 
    The gleaming white edge of Phorcys, Ceto’s sister planet, was just rising in the west, which meant it was almost time for dinner. That lush, water-laden sphere was where the Supremacy was based, and its huge bright bulk, marred only by the planet-spanning line of Poseidon’s Trench, had been a fixture of Hayden’s life since the day he was born. He didn’t hate Phorcys or envy its people, like the Patriots did. It felt right for it to be up there. 
 
    He wore a half-zipped jacket that was too warm for this heat, because wearing a jacket suggested he was armed. He wasn’t — the Supremacy barred all weapons on commercial flights — but that didn’t mean he had to look unarmed. This aging starport was all peeling rubber and rusted edges, dripping condensation and mismatched panels. Pro-Patriot graffiti covered most available surfaces. 
 
    Hayden strolled the cramped metal halls at an unhurried pace, dodging prospectors with hard eyes and engine techs in jumpsuits and grease. He exited the starport’s security plaza to find Ceto’s first human settlement spread out below: Star’s Landing. The Supremacy’s new glass and polypropylene towers dominated the skyline, like glistening icicles freezing their way upward off a grimy biocrete ledge. 
 
    Hayden knew all the old buildings would be gone in a few years, the blood and sweat of Ceto’s first settlers crushed beneath drone-built clones. It was insensitive crap like that which motivated the Patriots to blow things up. That, and the Supremacy’s perpetually unending occupation. 
 
    Randomly bombing Supremacy assets was about the least effective way to convince them to leave Ceto forever, but no one had ever accused the Patriots of being intellectual titans. Most of them hated the Supremacy’s attempts to remake Ceto in their own image, but not Hayden. He welcomed the changes, welcomed anything that made this place different. There were still too many places here that reminded him of her. 
 
    He strolled toward the taxi station as a brown four-wheeled sedan pulled up to the curb and stopped. Both its gullwing doors opened, and a man who shouldn’t be here stepped out. Hayden dropped his duffel bag and frowned. 
 
    “Zack?” Hayden’s best friend in the world was a slim, brown-skinned man with a bald head, small ears, and a PBA that could crack five-level encryption. “What the hell?” 
 
    “Good to see you too, man.” Zack snatched Hayden’s duffel and tossed it into the sedan’s open trunk. “I’m your ride.” 
 
    Zack wore plainclothes, gray jeans and a dark T-shirt with the letters “SG.” SpaceGov regulated interplanetary traffic between Ceto and Phorcys as both planets whirled in their barycentric orbit around the solar system. Everyone in SpaceGov was a civilian, like Hayden was now. 
 
    Zack’s idling sedan had sleek lines and mirrored glass windows that were illegal for everyone else. It had sculpted door panels, narrow running boards lit with blue light, and Supremacy plates. It was almost certainly bulletproof. 
 
    “Like the car?” Zack asked. 
 
    “How did you know I was coming?” Hayden did like the car, but that was completely beside the point. 
 
    “You caught a flight halfway across the planet without notifying Varik.” Zack slammed the trunk. “Does that sound like a good idea?” 
 
    Hayden glanced around for more Vindicators. “Maybe it did at the time.” Captain Karus Varik ran Special Investigations, the elite arm of the Supremacy Hayden had worked for until Varik personally fired him. “I’m not his problem anymore, so why am I yours?” 
 
    “Get in the car and I’ll explain.” Zack hopped into the sedan’s front seat and pushed back the manual controls. “Unless you’re waiting for someone.” He swept his gaze across everyone within running distance. “You waiting for someone?” 
 
    Honestly, Hayden hadn’t thought that far ahead, but that would be hard to explain without explaining the lying. He slid into the other seat and watched the doors close. It was actually a really comfortable seat. 
 
    “Car, drive,” Zack said, and his sedan cruised off. Most people used voice commands to direct autocars despite the fact that a PBA could interface with them, because linking to a car on the city’s Traffic Control System was just begging to get your brain hacked. 
 
    Zack turned to Hayden as the sedan merged into automated traffic on the Two, a four-lane highway that ran above the Pipe: a massive pipeline that transported water from Ceto’s damp southern pole. “So, about Duskdale. That really pissed Varik off.” 
 
    Hayden’s stomach did a little flip. “What did I do this time?” So long as the answer wasn’t, “You met a Patriot spy and lied to the Supremacy,” he might not dive out of a moving car. 
 
    “Two weeks after he fires you, you save a hundred people and a train. Imagine how that made him look.” 
 
    Hayden smiled, just a bit. He did like how that made Varik look. 
 
    “SG owed Varik a favor,” Zack continued, “so they sent me. They ordered me to bust your balls, remind you we’re always watching, but I figured I’d pick you up and buy you a drink instead.” He grinned. “I missed you, man.” 
 
    That was total bullshit, except ... maybe it wasn’t. This was Zack, after all. Hayden’s partner for almost ten years, his friend for ten more years before that, and a man who wasn’t working for the Supremacy at the moment. He was also offering to buy. 
 
    “One drink,” Hayden said. Because refusing a free drink would just look suspicious. 
 
    There was no parking in front of the Painted Tiger, a squat red tavern with a pink neon sign on the roof, but sedans with Supremacy plates parked wherever they hell they wanted. Zack chose a stretch of sidewalk no one was currently using. They entered the bar, found some stools, and ordered what passed for alcohol in a Star’s Landing dive. 
 
    The Tiger was messy, dirty, crowded, and way too loud for anyone to record their conversation. Glasses clinked and voices mixed as Hayden glanced around the dusky interior. It was lit only by faded domelights, with dented crawler hull covering its walls. How many times had he and his squad thrown back a drink here after a successful op? This tavern felt more like home than home. Hayden had missed it. 
 
    “So,” Zack said, “any plans while you’re in town?” 
 
    Hayden thumped over a salt shaker. “We ordering first?” At least Zack’s interrogation came with a free drink. 
 
    Zack rubbed the back of his bald head. “This was my way of sugarcoating things.” 
 
    Hayden snorted. “I’m here on a contract. The private kind.” He hoped Zack would take the hint. 
 
    “Need any help?” Zack didn’t take the hint. 
 
    “It’s nothing that would interest you.” Zack had been a Special Investigator, too, until he stepped up into SpaceGov, so Hayden wouldn’t lie to him. You just didn’t lie to people like that. 
 
    “Try me,” Zack said. “It’d be good to work together again, wouldn’t it?” 
 
    Hayden met Zack’s gaze. “It’s great to see you, but I’m good. I don’t need help.” 
 
    That was as clear as he could be without forcing Zack to choose between him and the Supremacy. He couldn’t tell Zack the truth because Zack would never betray him, and that would make Zack a traitor, too. Traitors had a habit of getting shot. 
 
    Zack looked away and sighed. “Dammit.” 
 
    “Dammit?” That didn’t sound like he was letting this go. 
 
    “I kind of lied about why I came to pick you up.” 
 
    His honest ruefulness almost made Hayden laugh. “No, really?” 
 
    “SG actually ordered me to deliver you to the police station. There’s Vindicators waiting there to take you into custody.” 
 
    So Varik did want to talk about that train tunnel. “Can I finish my steak first?” 
 
    Zack slugged him in the arm. “Could you just listen for a second? I know you don’t follow politics, but this is a bad time to hint at Patriot sympathies.” 
 
    “Good thing I don’t have any of those.” 
 
    “Just this week, the senate on Phorcys called two votes to implement martial law, after the Patriots hit that hospital in Pioneer Point. Both votes failed, but not by enough.” 
 
    Hayden didn’t care what a bunch of Supremacy senators did on another planet. “They’ll never get the votes they need.” 
 
    “In case you haven’t noticed,” Zack said, “the Patriots aren’t running out of bombs. If the Phorcys senate decides what freedom we still have is causing a problem, they might sweep us away and take Ceto for themselves.” 
 
    Zack looked convinced, but Hayden had been to Phorcys more than once, seen its sandy white beaches and gorgeous houses. The Supremacy didn’t want this planet. They just needed its crops because the bacteria here was further along its evolutionary path in comparison to the stuff on Phorcys, or something. He was thirty years past useless stuff from school. 
 
    Hayden spotted their waitress, a dark-skinned woman with remarkably spiky hair, and waved. “I don’t see how this changes my vacation.” 
 
    “Varik suspects you came to Star’s Landing to sell Supremacy secrets and pad your depleted accounts. That’s why he wants you arrested.” 
 
    Zack’s words conjured thoughts of a concrete cell and a metal chair, one with electrodes and restraints, and Hayden felt a chill. He knew what the Supremacy did to people they suspected of working with the Patriots. He wouldn’t be in any shape to rescue Cassie after they finished with him. 
 
    He pushed back into action mode and counted the steps to the door, the people he would knock over on his way there, the stools he’d drop behind him. “What about you, Zack?” He casually leaned back on his stool. “You here to arrest me?” 
 
    Zack leaned close. “I’m here to help you.” 
 
    “Because we’re family?” 
 
    “Because I owe you, and yes, because we’re family. You’ve had my back for years, but more than that, you got me through that crap with Nissa.” Zack’s eyes might be damp now, or maybe it was just the smoky tavern. “You kept me sane.” 
 
    Hayden settled on his stool and wrapped one hand around his drink. Nissa was — or had been — Zack’s niece. She died with eight others when the Patriots of Ceto blew up a passenger train running through New Haven. That train had also carried Supremacy drones. 
 
    Hayden could relate, given Dani, and what that Patriot bomb had done to her. It had taken some time to get Zack past Nissa’s death, but they figured it out. Hayden learned then that some people got better after those they loved died. Others did not. 
 
    “You can walk out that door right now.” Zack didn’t actually point at it. “I’ll tell Varik I missed you at the starport. I even know a few places you can lay low.” 
 
    Zack was risking arrest despite the fact that Hayden had just shut him out. He had explicit orders to bring Hayden in, and he was kicking those orders in the face. “Zack—” 
 
    “Or you can tell me what’s going on,” Zack said. “And I can help you take care of it.” Their waitress dropped two plates on the bar. “And you can finish your steak.” 
 
    Hayden cut and speared a chunk of charred brown. The first bite was a little slice of home, meat cloned and burned and way too chewy for anyone outside Star’s Landing. Hayden had come here for allies, for contacts, and Zack was obviously one of those. Given the fact that he had orders to arrest Hayden, Zack had already betrayed the Supremacy. 
 
    “We’ll talk,” Hayden said, between bites. 
 
    Zack speared his steak. “Damn straight we’ll talk.” 
 
    They both took time to eat, because once you started a job like this, you never knew when you’d get another good meal. Once they finished, Zack disabled the sedan’s GPS and drove manual. They stopped in the lowest floor of a parking garage, hidden from drones, and Hayden told Zack everything: about his plan to kidnap Cassie Ryke, his deal to get Morna’s message, and Bucky’s cairn. With Captain Karus Varik and the entire goddamned Supremacy looking for him, he wasn’t doing this alone. 
 
    “So,” Zack said, when Hayden was done. “One question.” 
 
    “Just one?” He must have explained things really well. 
 
    “If you need this message. If you really think it came from Dani. Why not go after Morna?” 
 
    Hayden remembered Morna’s eyes as she begged him to save her daughter. “She’s been my informant for years. Risked her life more than once to help me nail Ryke’s people.” 
 
    “She’s holding a message from your dead wife hostage.” 
 
    “And a murderous psychopath could fillet her daughter at any time, so I’m trying not to be a dick about this.” 
 
    The way Zack shrugged didn’t concede the point. “You really think that message came from Dani?” 
 
    Hayden smelled burned flesh and hair again, mixed with the smell of Dani’s flower perfume. “Of course not.” 
 
    “Then why risk any of this?” 
 
    “Because I haven’t got anything better to do?” 
 
    Zack gave his sedan’s dashboard a slap. “At least you’ve got your eyes open.” A drawer opened in the dash, revealing three empty slots and one dark gray pistol, battered but intact. “Weapon.” 
 
    Hayden took the pistol, a common dumb gun favored by Patriots, and tucked it into the pocket inside his jacket. “This traceable?” 
 
    “To a dead man.” Zack handed Hayden one of two shielded commlinks. “It’s been a few years since we worked those cases against Ryke.” He thumped a button, and the sedan’s gullwing doors hissed open. “You think he’s still pissed at us?” 
 
    Hayden rolled his eyes as he slid out of the car. “Yes, Zack.” The weight of a weapon inside his jacket made him feel better about everything. “I think he’s still pissed.” 
 
    They were going after Ryke as partners, again. It felt good. Before Zack moved to SpaceGov, when they were both still Special Investigators, they netted six Ryke lieutenants and cost the man millions in lost drugs and guns ... with Morna’s help. Hayden’s personal crusade against Ryke had filled the void left by Dani’s death, at least until it stopped doing that. 
 
    Hayden looked to the exit stairs on the south wall. “You can still not be an idiot today. You know how Ryke gets, all wrathful and sadistic.” 
 
    “That’s exactly why you need me to keep you alive,” Zack said from the sedan. “You always get shot without me.” 
 
    They were leaving separately, of course, because neither of them was an idiot. The commlink Hayden carried would allow Zack to trace him to his new apartment, so there was no reason to say the address out loud. “You think SpaceGov will be a problem?” 
 
    “Nope,” Zack said. “I’ll pick up some beer and a deck of cards.” 
 
    Hayden swallowed against a lump he didn’t expect. “Thanks for this.” He turned to the sedan to find Zack watching him from the driver’s seat. “You know we’re on our own, right? Even if Ryke sends an army at us, we can’t call the Supremacy for help.” 
 
    “No worries.” Zack slapped his gun drawer closed. “I don’t even like those guys.”
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    03: Thugs 
 
    FORTY MINUTES and one very sweaty walk later, Hayden entered a valley between shipping containers and found his new apartment: 105. He touched his palm to the bio-reader. The door rattled open, he slipped inside, and he tossed his duffel on the bed. The armored security door closed on a metal rectangle that smelled like industrial cleaner and dirty socks. 
 
    The interior of his refurbished shipping container was a dull metallic gray, with a huge floor-length window on its north side. That offered a terrific view of the dilapidated street, rusted trash cans, and plundered street lights, but the window had been designed to withstand micrometeorite impacts, which also made it bulletproof. On Ceto, that was a selling feature. 
 
    His unit’s only amenities were plastic cabinets welded to the ceiling, a working sink with rationed water, and an efficient air toilet screened off by a curtain. There was also a queen bed and a black faux leather couch, pre-furnished. For a glorified shipping container, it could have been a lot worse. 
 
    Renting actual real estate — under his false identity, of course — was his best chance to keep Ryke from learning he was here. Taking one of the hundreds of open leases in the depressed Star’s Landing housing market would draw less attention than checking into a hotel. Ryke had snitches in all of those, and they kept a list of undesirables and kill targets. 
 
    Hayden settled on the bed. He let the nervous edge that kept him alive bleed off, forced his muscles to relax and his heart to slow. He was here. He was armed. And Morna was holding a message from his dead wife hostage. 
 
    Why had he agreed to piss off Tyler Ryke? Zack was right. He should have demanded Morna’s message. There was no guarantee Morna would still have it after he rescued Cassie — what if it got deleted, or corrupted? — and then how would he go on, knowing he’d never hear it? 
 
    Those thoughts damaged his calm and left his fingers tingling, and that’s how he knew the emotional balancers he took in Duskdale were wearing off. His dry mouth should have been his first clue — that, and the taste of freshly chewed paper — but he’d chalked those symptoms up to the air in Star’s Landing. He’d gotten better at lying to himself over the past few years. 
 
    Sitting in this apartment, alone, wasn’t working. All he could think about was Dani and the way she’d died thirteen years ago, instead of him. Fragments of bone. Barbecued meat. 
 
    It was his fault she was dead, and the reason Varik fired him two weeks ago was because he was taking emotional balancers in the field. Those little red pills were the only way he slept without dreaming about Dani getting murdered again, but there was that pesky chance of hallucinations. There were safer drugs out there, of course, but those cost money he didn’t have. 
 
    If Hayden went too long without his pills, he sometimes heard gunshots, or screaming, or a vidscreen that was too loud in the next room. Sometimes he heard Dani singing a lullaby, or asking the son who died in her womb why Daddy let terrorists blow them up. None of those things were going to help him rescue Cassie Ryke, so he popped two pills dry. 
 
    The balancers worked fast, flooding Hayden’s brain with fresh calm and simple solutions. So long as he had a steady supply and a clear objective, he was going to do just fine. The side effects only happened once he stopped. 
 
    Hayden picked up his pistol — its weight was both comforting and familiar — and paced the apartment, working through his plan to rescue Cassie Ryke. It was a good plan, with steps and fallbacks and everything. He would succeed if he kept his head. He also had Zack. 
 
    His commlink buzzed. Hayden set the pistol on the bed and tapped his jacket. “Pickup or delivery?” 
 
    “I’m five minutes out,” Zack said. “SpaceGov doesn’t care that I missed you.” 
 
    “Neat.” They had the element of surprise and an actual plan, which was more than he’d had on half of his operations with Zack. They were ready for anything. They were ready to kick the world in the balls. 
 
    Hayden’s door chimed recognized access, which didn’t make sense. Had his new landlord come by with more paperwork? The door rattled open. 
 
    Hayden spotted a rifle tip. Then he threw himself behind the black pre-furnished couch. Then someone started shooting at him. 
 
    Just another day in Star’s Landing.  
 
    A knockout round whizzed over his head and splattered blue gel across the floor-length window. Another buried itself in the couch, buzzing like an angry insect. Hayden’s pistol sat on his bed, entirely out of reach, but the knockout rounds told him something interesting. His attackers wanted him alive. 
 
    “Come out!” a heavily accented voice shouted. It sounded Russian or Ukrainian, a legacy from the many cultures on the homeships. “Give up now and I only break small bones!” 
 
    Tyler Ryke (or someone else) had found him, somehow, and that wasn’t really fair given all his precautions. Still, Hayden’s balancers kept him calm and focused on his next best move. That was taking this thug alive so he could find out who sent him. Heavy boots rushed the couch. 
 
    Hayden launched himself from behind the couch and drove his shoulder into his attacker’s gut. He also bounced off, shoulder pulsing with agony. He felt like he had just shoulder-checked a wall. 
 
    The impact should have emptied his opponent’s lungs. Instead it sent the big man stumbling sideways and sent his knockout rifle clattering to the floor. The thug was a pale-skinned giant with a crew cut and a good half meter on Hayden. He snorted and rushed. 
 
    Hayden dashed inside a clumsy punch and sent two open-palmed blows into the man’s ribs, but he only bruised his hands on concealed armor. Flexsteel. It was the only thing light enough to go under clothes this thin, and it cost a small fortune. 
 
    The flexible and bulletproof armor covered Hayden’s assailant from neck to toes, which meant he needed to go for the eyes, balls, or nose ring. Teeth weren’t an option, this time, because this particular attacker had sharpened them to dagger points. 
 
    “Nice teeth,” Hayden said. “Lose a bet?” 
 
    Daggermouth grunted and lumbered forward. Hayden ducked past and kicked the back of the man’s knee hard enough to drop him into eye-poking range. He was just about to gouge when he noticed the second man outside his door. This one had decided to aim. 
 
    The knockout round took Hayden center mass. He woke face down on a cold floor, with Daggermouth’s knee digging into his back. The man weighed as much as a Vindicator. 
 
    How long had he been out? Not long. He knew that from Daggermouth’s heavy breathing and how much salty blood had gathered in his mouth. They wanted him talking and mobile, and quick. They probably wanted to ask him some questions. 
 
    “Careful there!” The man who’d shot him actually sounded worried. “Ryke wants him alive!” 
 
    Daggermouth panted like a giant dog. “Little mouse isn’t going anywhere.” 
 
    So these men were Ryke’s thugs. Hayden stayed limp. The voltage had not left any permanent damage, but he could not give these thugs any sign that he was lucid. Not until he did something that required being lucid. 
 
    The second thug closed with the distinctive swish of soft shoes. Sandals? Who the hell wore sandals on a bounty hunt? 
 
    “You awake, Cross?” the second man asked. 
 
    Hayden just drooled on the floor. 
 
    “Ease up. Let him breathe.” He did sound worried. 
 
    Hayden felt the pressure in his back ease, though not enough. He couldn’t get up without getting beaten down. His too-calm brain considered and then discarded solutions. 
 
    “Sit him up,” the sandaled man ordered. 
 
    Daggermouth’s calloused hands rolled Hayden over, pulled him up, and propped him against the container wall. Hayden let his head loll forward. Something hard slapped his cheek. 
 
    The blow snapped his eyes open before he was ready, and that revealed his captor: a slim Asian man, like Zack. This man had a thick shock of purple hair and a game show host’s chin. 
 
    “Hello!” The new thug fixed him with a blinding smile. “I’m Slim.” 
 
    “Hey, Slim.” Ryke’s thugs were cheerier than Hayden remembered. “How’s Ryke doing?” 
 
    “He was fine last time I saw him. Torturing some guy.” 
 
    “You know you’ve got the wrong apartment, right?” 
 
    Slim clucked his tongue. “I thought you did this for a living, Cross.” 
 
    “Who’s Cross?” Hayden feigned confusion. “My name’s Bucky Wonderballs.” 
 
    Daggermouth punched Hayden in the gut. Hayden curled up, coughing up his lungs, and casually locked the commlink inside his jacket on open transmit. Hired muscle always fell for the old “punch him in the gut” play. 
 
    “Ow,” Hayden added, when he had his breath back. 
 
    “It’s just procedure, roughing you up a bit.” Slim almost sounded like he was apologizing. “Now who else knows you’re here?” 
 
    Hayden forced his torso straight. “I didn’t know I’d be having visitors today, let alone two of them.” Zack could hear everything now. “What if I offered you something to let me go? Either of you need a used sedan?” 
 
    Hayden didn’t glance at the floor-length window looking out onto the street. It was bulletproof, but a bigger projectile would go right through it. He hoped Zack remembered how they’d solved that problem in Trifold City. 
 
    “Watch the street,” Slim told Daggermouth, which was about the best Hayden could ask. “Now answer my question please, Cross. Does the Supremacy know you’re back in Star’s Landing? Does anyone?” 
 
    Daggermouth stood in front of the window now, pressed against it. He was either very brave or very stupid. Hayden had his suspicions. 
 
    “Cross?” Slim asked. 
 
    Hayden ignored him. “Hey, shredmouth. You’re blocking my view of the street.” Zack could hear that, too. 
 
    Slim sighed heavily. “So we’re going the ignore me route. Fine. I was hoping you’d talk to me, but I know you’ll talk to Ryke. Get up.” 
 
    Hayden complied because that would make it easier to dodge. “You don’t have to shove me up against the wall, dickhead.” 
 
    “You know—” Slim started, but then Hayden’s commlink beeped. 
 
    “Hey!” Slim pulled Hayden’s jacket open. “Your commlink’s on?” 
 
    Hayden shrugged. “Ever had a roadkill taco?” 
 
    “What?” Slim asked. 
 
    “What?” asked Hayden. 
 
    Zack’s sedan crashed through the window wall, popping Daggermouth up on its hood. Hayden flattened himself against the container wall as Slim leapt into the air like a circus performer. He almost cleared the hurtling sedan before it clipped his hip and spun him around. He went down hard. 
 
    Zack’s sedan stopped when it hit the far wall and closed door, crushing Daggermouth’s legs between itself and buckled metal. Flexsteel could stop just about anything, but it was called flexsteel because it could compress when necessary. Daggermouth’s shriek of agony as his legs got crushed would have been comical, if Hayden was a terrible person. 
 
    Slim clutched his hip, gawking at Zack’s terrible parking job, so Hayden didn’t go for his gun. He jumped on Slim instead, pinning the thug before he could get up. They struggled until Hayden kneed Slim hard in the balls. 
 
    Slim gasped and curled up. He glared in righteous indignation, as if Hayden had broken some unwritten rule. As if he had crossed a line. That was when Hayden grabbed his gun. 
 
    He stood over his former captor as the gullwing doors of Zack’s sedan thumped the container’s low ceiling. Zack hopped out, glanced at the half-crushed man vomiting blood all over his slightly crumpled hood, and frowned at Hayden. “This is your fault, you know. This thing is a rental.” 
 
    Slim squirmed on the floor. “Really?” He coughed and clutched his damaged components. “You go right for the balls?” 
 
    “Listen, kid, you shot me.” Hayden knelt beside Slim as Daggermouth gasped and choked. He tried to block it out, tried to ignore it, but it still made his stomach churn. 
 
    Crushing a man’s legs made for an agonizing death, and Hayden pondered putting Daggermouth out with one clean shot to the head. Yet he’d have plenty of time for guilt later. He still had more little red pills. 
 
    “Time for twenty questions.” Hayden pressed his pistol to Slim’s thigh. “Or bullets?” 
 
    Slim’s palms popped up. “Ask me anything! I’m quite mercenary, I assure you.” Even in obvious, excruciating pain, he still had a smile on his face. “What do you want to know?” 
 
    This sort of bald-faced cowardice was refreshing. Still pinned against the wall, Daggermouth shuddered, died, and did what people did when they died, which was even more horrible in a small apartment. Hayden measured his breathing and blocked out the smell. 
 
    “How’d you find this shipping unit?” Zack asked. 
 
    “First,” Slim said, “I bribed the facial recognition office at the starport! After that, we tailed you via streetcam.” 
 
    “Does Ryke know where you are now?” Hayden asked. 
 
    “Not from us! Hans and I didn’t want to share your bounty. If we’d split it, we would have had enough to retire.” 
 
    “How did Ryke even know I was here?” 
 
    “No idea!” Slim said. “But he told us an hour ago.” 
 
    Had Hayden been spotted at the Painted Tiger? At the starport? It didn’t matter. What mattered is that Ryke didn’t know where Hayden was right now. Also, so long as Ryke didn’t know why Hayden had risked coming back here in the first place, his plan to rescue Cassie could still work. 
 
    “Here’s the good news.” Hayden glanced out the shattered window, at the disturbingly empty street, and imagined the air out there was nicer. “So long as you keep talking, I might not actually kill you. To start—” 
 
    Zack gripped Hayden’s arm and tapped the side of his head, one eye distant. “There’s armed men approaching on foot from both ends of this block, two and two.” Zack must have one of his contacts sending an eyeball feed to his PBA, off streetcams. “We’re boxed in.” 
 
    Just what kind of shoddy encryption were the streetcams running these days? “So Slim lied to us?” Hayden pointed the pistol. 
 
    “I didn’t lie!” Slim said, eyes wide. “Ryke’s got everyone searching for you. I didn’t call for backup, ‘cause like I said. Big bounty.” 
 
    Hayden kept the sight between Slim’s eyes. “Who’s coming for us?”  
 
    “If they’re slow and moving like military, my money’s on Martin Zane, Ryke’s second cousin. I once saw him shoot a man for bumping his autocar. He likes amputating things.” 
 
    “We should go,” Zack said. 
 
    Hayden pulled a pair of zipcuffs from his duffel bag. “You’re in the back, Slim. If you try anything, you’re out the door.” 
 
    “Deal!” Slim offered his joined wrists. 
 
    Hayden zipcuffed Slim’s wrists and pushed Slim into the back of Zack’s autocar, then got in himself. At least this sedan was armored. Was it just four more thugs coming up on them, like Zack said, or were more out there? 
 
    The doors shut as Zack pulled out the manual controls, grabbed the wheel, and reversed with the reassuring crunch of tires on plastic. Hayden didn’t look at the body that tumbled off the hood. He looked at the man in the backseat and wondered if keeping Slim alive was a mistake. 
 
    Maybe he’d lost a step. Maybe it would be safer to just put a bullet in Slim’s head. Still, his captive was information, and Hayden had killed enough times to know he never liked it. 
 
    Staccato pops filled the interior as the autocar accelerated away from Hayden’s freshly leashed apartment, and then they were past the shooters without any new holes. That made Hayden’s latest investment the site of a vehicular homicide, numerous weapons violations, and probably a gang war. He was not getting his deposit back. 
 
    “Great job back there!” Slim said. 
 
    “Jesus, shut up.” Zack glanced out the window as they both watched the shooters rush for their own autocar. “I didn’t promise not to kill you yet.” 
 
    Soon the autocar driven by the thugs was following them through mostly automated traffic, about one block back. Outdistancing Ryke’s thugs was going to be a chore. Zack couldn’t actually speed without alerting the Traffic Control System, which would alert the Supremacy. Hayden needed time to interrogate Slim before the Supremacy arrested him. 
 
    Hayden glanced at Slim. “Can we buy Zane off?” 
 
    “Absolutely never,” Slim said. “Since they’re related, Zane’s sworn to family loyalty. Also, sadism.” 
 
    Zack cruised around a slow-moving trash drone, continuing one of the most geriatric car chases in which Hayden had ever participated. “What’s our play? Pioneer Point? The trafficking ring?” 
 
    “Too dangerous on crowded streets.” Hayden remembered the wheel shaking in his hands. “Besides, I nearly clipped you.”  
 
    “You never could drive manual. What else you got?” 
 
    They cruised past an old apartment complex hung with tattered red banners, probably Patriot supporters. The Prospector District was one of the oldest areas of Star’s Landing. The buildings here were brown concrete and brick, short and squat, jammed together so there was barely room for a single man between them. It wasn’t a good place to stop. 
 
    Zack kept driving. Soon the Pipe loomed ahead, the massive conduit that ran water from the sea at Ceto’s southern pole across the planet. It was tall as a building and coming up fast. Maybe they could lose Zane’s men in the traffic going through the tunnel. 
 
    “Hey, take a left here,” Slim said. “Avoid the tunnel.” 
 
    That was suspiciously helpful. “Why?” Hayden asked. 
 
    “We parked a trash drone off the tunnel road when we came in, to block you in case you escaped. That’s where Zane is herding you right now. He’s probably already called—” 
 
    “Take a left,” Hayden said, as the hairs on the back of his neck agreed with Slim. This cheerful thug really did want to stay alive. 
 
    Zack avoided the obvious route — the trap — and turned them down a stretch of open asphalt instead, driving beside the Pipe. Hayden watched his side mirror as the black autocar made the turn. He spotted a narrow alley one block up and considered. “Taper’s Point. The bootleggers.” 
 
    Zack shook his head. “Armor this heavy would crush a civilian taxi. You want a dead cabbie on your conscience?” 
 
    Hayden grimaced. “Not another one.” 
 
    Another tunnel beneath the Pipe came up in two blocks, an auxiliary route for empty autocars. Hayden knew the city’s traffic control system wouldn’t prioritize it for civilian traffic, which probably made it safer. “Duskdale. The fat drug lord.” 
 
    “Which fat drug lord?” 
 
    “The one with the prosthetic eye.” 
 
    Zack slowed the car. “You really think they won’t see that coming?” 
 
    “These thugs work for Tyler Ryke.” Hayden knew all this bravado was the balancers talking. Otherwise, the threat of abduction and torture might have dampened his mood. 
 
    Zack jerked his thumb toward the backseat. “Hidden clasp between the backrests.” 
 
    Hayden reached into the backseat and fumbled for the clasp while keeping one eye on Slim, who helpfully pressed against the door. “Just how many guns have you got in this car?” 
 
    “Enough.” 
 
    The center backseat popped open as Zack turned into the smaller tunnel. It revealed two Supremacy smart rifles with AI scopes, expensive and very dangerous. Also, awesome. 
 
    Hayden whistled. “How’d you afford these?” 
 
    “Christmas bonus.” 
 
    “These scopes legal on Ceto?” 
 
    “Absolutely not.” 
 
    Hayden grabbed one rifle and jammed the other between the passenger seat and center console, where Zack could reach it but Slim couldn’t. After that, he overrode the passenger door safety. As the gullwing door rose Hayden spotted a stack of trash bins as tall as a man, lit by TLED lamps. 
 
    Zack slowed again. “What if we logged an anonymous call to the Supremacy instead, reported Zane’s autocar?” 
 
    “Like I said before, no Supremacy.” Hayden hopped out, rolled with the rifle clutched to his chest, and dashed behind the bins as the sedan’s door closed. 
 
    Hayden heard, rather than saw, the wheels of another vehicle crunching biocrete as it turned into the tunnel. Once it passed the bins, he popped his head up and verified it was the black autocar. Just like that fat drug lord and his stupid, stupid bodyguards. 
 
    The other side of the tunnel remained visible in the distance, a tiny circle of sunlight highlighting Zack’s sedan. Zack’s brake lights flashed as he stopped dead. After a moment, the black autocar stopped as well. 
 
    It was a blocky hauler with six wheels, big enough to hold four men and two bodies in the bed. That had probably been their plan. The driver didn’t have any idea what to do next. 
 
    Hayden imagined the thugs debating. Floor it? What if Zack’s sedan had dropped some sort of countermeasure? Back up? That was a long way up a narrow tunnel, and it was also giving up. Admitting you’d been beaten. 
 
    Zack’s sedan roared into motion. It went speeding ... backward. Doors opened as the men in the hauler hopped out, taking cover behind them. Just like that stupid drug lord and his bodyguards had done eight years ago. 
 
    As Zack’s sedan sped backward, Ryke’s thugs unloaded a barrage of deafening shots. One of Zack’s taillights blew, but Supremacy sedans had armor and these idiots should have known that. Hayden stepped out from the bins behind them and pressed his eye to his rifle’s AI scope. 
 
    Four dotted yellow lines inside the scope targeted four center mass shots. “Head,” Hayden muttered over the cacophony. The scope’s yellow lines shifted to head shots as Hayden categorized the threats. 
 
    The two men from the backseat were muscle, big and wearing thick body armor. They didn’t know anything. The driver wasn’t wearing any armor, which meant he hadn’t planned to get out of the car, and that made him too stupid to be calling the shots. The big man by the passenger seat had to be Martin Zane, the man who liked amputating things. 
 
    Hayden pressed the trigger. The rifle bucked as the smart bullet launched and banked, and then an armored thug flopped forward. Hayden turned the other line red, then launched another smart bullet. Another thug slammed into his door as Zack’s sedan skidded to face them broadside, taking a few dozen more bullets and keeping up the noise level. 
 
    “Knee,” Hayden said. The yellow assist line moved to arc over the rear driver’s door. He fired again. 
 
    The smart bullet rose and fell in a smooth arc, hopping right over the back door and into the driver’s leg. The driver screeched and fell as Zane, a dark-skinned man with no hair and a pockmarked face, turned, snarled, and raised his own rifle. 
 
    Hayden shot him too, right in his freaky tattooed face. Zane wasn’t going to surrender. Also, Hayden liked his parts right where they were. 
 
    “Wait!” the driver shrieked. “I give up!” 
 
    Hayden stared down the scope. “Gut.” The networked line from Zack’s AI scope joined Hayden’s as Zack stepped from his bullet-riddled sedan and approached from the other side. Everyone else was dead and the driver wasn’t armed. 
 
    He and Zack reached the idling autocar at the same time. Zack loomed over the wounded driver and pointed the smart rifle. “Stay down.” 
 
    “Out of the car, Slim,” Hayden shouted, as he gave the sobbing driver a once over. He was just a kid, maybe eighteen or nineteen. What was he doing with this crew of hardasses? 
 
    Slim hopped out, hands cuffed behind him, and nodded to the kid on the ground. “That’s Cal. He’s just a bike conscript. Go easy on him, okay?” 
 
    Slim’s concern felt almost genuine. Either way, this wounded kid wasn’t a threat, and Hayden’s interrogation window was closing fast. He pointed his rifle at Slim. “Did you notice Zane’s dead?” 
 
    “I did notice that!” 
 
    “Want to join him?” 
 
    “Absolutely not. Ask me anything!” 
 
    That felt as sincere as Hayden could expect. “What exactly did Ryke order you to do to me?” 
 
    “Bring you in alive, even if it meant getting wounded or killed. If anyone else kills you, Ryke promised to rip them apart with a beltsaw. He promised to make us all watch.” 
 
    “So, your standing orders are capture, not kill?” 
 
    “For you only.” 
 
    “Why am I special?” 
 
    “Because Ryke wants to rip you apart with a beltsaw.” 
 
    Only the wall of emotional balancers kept Hayden’s legs from trembling. He had seen the autopsy photos of the people Ryke tortured for days, even weeks. Those sort of photos stayed with you, but Hayden pushed past them. “Why did Ryke send that message about my wife?” 
 
    Slim blinked as Hayden watched his nostrils, his eyes, and his body language, and nothing suggested anything but confusion and surprise. If Ryke had slipped Morna that message to lure Hayden back to Star’s Landing, Slim knew nothing about it. 
 
    “Your wife?” Slim looked like he really wanted to raise his hands, but they were still zipcuffed behind him. 
 
    “This is Star’s Landing security!” A magnified voice split Hayden’s ears as it echoed through the tunnel, as did the sound of multiple descending repulsor jets. “Do not move!” 
 
    “Well crap,” Zack said. 
 
    Hayden tossed his smart rifle as Zack did the same, and then they dropped to their knees and interlaced their hands behind their heads. Slim knelt as well but didn’t interlace his hands, since they were cuffed and all. 
 
    Black-armored Vindicators landed with the roar of repulsor jets, two at each end of the tunnel. They jogged in from both sides as Hayden kept absolutely still. This gunfight had gotten a bit too public for the local Vindicators, which meant they were all going to jail now. 
 
    So much for keeping the Supremacy out of it.
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    04: Muscle 
 
    VINDICATOR RIFLES GLISTENED in the lights of the tunnel as streaks swam across their reflective faceplates, but Hayden didn’t look too closely at any of them. His fake ID wouldn’t stand up to scrutiny. If these were local boys, and not Varik’s hand-picked hardasses, that ID might be enough. 
 
    The Supremacy was going to stick their giant nose in now, which was going to upset Morna, but there was no help for it. Someone near the tunnel must have called the Vindicators. Even the most patriotic of natural-born sometimes did that when they heard enough gunfire. 
 
    “Freeze!” the closest Vindicator yelled. His rifle wobbled between them, and Hayden suspected he was a local draftee. No sudden moves. 
 
    Hayden had trained with Vindicator suits. He knew the screens inside the draftee’s sealed helmet offered a compressed 360 degree view of his surroundings, as well as a threat monitor. Hopefully, the powered armor’s computer would keep this jumpy kid from shooting someone. That rifle was networked to the armor, which offered innate trigger discipline. 
 
    “My hands are bound behind my back!” Slim shouted at the Vindicators. “I’d love to raise them but can’t, so please, don’t shoot me!” 
 
    The draftee’s rifle shifted again, complicating his mistake, but it dipped when a sergeant wearing a golden shoulderpad strode past him. The Vindicator sergeant’s helmet swiveled across the three men with exploded heads to the kid writhing by the car, then away. That made him a veteran. Star’s Landing peace officers saw shit like this every day. 
 
    The wounded kid, Cal, beckoned desperately. “Help me! I’ve been shot!” 
 
    “Medic,” the sergeant told the others as he picked up one of Zack’s discarded rifles. A narrow tube snapped down beside the sergeant’s helmet and scanned the very illegal weapon with a rotating series of green beams, archiving fingerprints and assigning blame. 
 
    “Who have we got here?” the sergeant asked his draftee. It was probably a training day. 
 
    “Can’t retrieve IDs on the bodies or the Asian, sir,” the draftee said, “but I’ve got IDs on the kid, the blond, and the bald guy.” At least he had his descriptions straight. 
 
    “I’m Slim!” Slim said, smiling wide. “I won’t resist.” 
 
    “Slim and the bodies are Ryke’s boys,” the sergeant said, which meant he was also familiar with all the local troublemakers. “So who are the assholes shooting at them?” 
 
    “IDs flag them as Zack Marano, and...” There was a pause. “Bucky Wonderballs.” 
 
    The sergeant handed the smart rifle to another Vindicator and turned his reflective plate on Hayden. “Bucky, I’ve got you firing an illegal weapon at registered security contractors in the middle of a public street. Anything to say about that?” 
 
    “Please,” Hayden said, “call me Mister Wonderballs.” 
 
    “What about you, Marano?” The sergeant turned on Zack. “Is SpaceGov sanctioning military ops now?” 
 
    “I have a permit for these rifles,” Zack said, “and I can up it to your PBA, right now, if you promise not to shoot me. Also, this is my day off.” 
 
    “Who shot first?” the sergeant asked. 
 
    “Ryke’s thugs, sir,” Zack answered in an earnest, truthful tone that Hayden had always appreciated during interrogations. “They attacked us. There’s an apartment you might want to check out a few blocks back.” 
 
    The sergeant turned his sealed helmet on the friendliest thug in Star’s Landing. “What about you, Slim? You agree that you shot first, or do you want to spin a different story?” 
 
    Slim bowed his head. “One attorney, please.” 
 
    The sergeant crossed his armored arms over his armored chest, then glanced at the draftee. The draftee didn’t notice, despite having a 360 view of his surroundings. That must be frustrating. 
 
    Hayden risked raising a hand. “The next thing you say is ‘Hands on your head’. After we comply, push us down and cuff us.” 
 
    The draftee just stood there. 
 
    “First day?” Hayden asked. 
 
    The draftee stomped forward and pulled out a pair of plastic cuffs. “Hands on your head!” 
 
    He pushed Hayden down and cuffed his hands behind his back. Others did the same to Zack and Slim. No one would get the chance to explain themselves until the sergeant delivered them to a trained interrogator: someone like Hayden had been, before the Supremacy fired him. 
 
    As the Vindicators pulled them up, Hayden watched another Vindicator inject a sedative into the wounded driver. Made sense. Didn’t want him screaming all the way to the hospital. The Vindicators holding Zack, Hayden, and Slim all waited awkwardly until a large autotruck pulled into the tunnel. 
 
    When it arrived, the sergeant motioned them forward. Hayden turned so the sergeant could see his cuffed hands and crossed his index and middle fingers over one another. The Supremacy’s crossed hammers. 
 
    The sergeant visibly relaxed inside his armor. “Marano, Wonderballs, behave yourself and you’ll have a chance to explain down at the station.” If this was some covert Supremacy op, as the sergeant must now suspect, Zack and Hayden wouldn’t be his problem for long. 
 
    “Into the truck,” the draftee said. He had his confidence back now. 
 
    As Hayden climbed into the armored autotruck, it finally sunk in just how badly his plans were blown. Varik was certainly going to watch the local arrest reports for Hayden’s smiling face, and worse, Ryke would certainly escalate. The crime lord would send every bounty hunter in the city after him, which would make getting Cassie out that much more difficult. 
 
    His emotional balancers assured him the situation wasn’t that bad. All he had to do was stay calm, stay rational, and plan. Some days, he came up with really good plans. 
 
    He would start with planning how to get himself out of jail. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    IT TOOK AN HOUR to book them into the Star’s Landing police station, and they split Zack and Hayden after booking. They kept Hayden in a concrete interrogation room, cuffed to a plastic chair, for two hours after that. It was long enough to leave him bored and cranky, but at least no one worked him over. 
 
    Despite the circumstances, sitting in this square gray underground room felt comfortingly familiar. Hayden knew these walls, knew the splotches of rough mix in the concrete and the buzz of the overhead light. He knew the worn metal table and the way it was short on one leg. Even this chair was the same, scuffed and off-balance, with a seat rough as sandpaper. 
 
    He had interrogated people for a living, and he was pretty sure whatever interrogator they assigned wouldn’t have a chance in hell. He ached for the challenge, at least until his interrogator strolled through the door. 
 
    It was Special Investigator Lerisa Wake. 
 
    Hayden couldn’t block out her face, her eyes, or her smell any longer. The only woman he’d ever loved — besides Dani — had really come down here to interrogate him, and that kicked Hayden’s heart right up into his throat. It had been two years since he left Lerisa, and what made it worse is she understood why. 
 
    When Lerisa closed and locked the door it felt protective, not intimidating. She wore Supremacy dress browns that looked damn good on her and black boots scuffed with recent sand. When she eyed him and smiled, Hayden gripped the back of his chair. 
 
    Lerisa would be thirty-one now — had two years really passed? — and wore her short dark hair in a cute bob. Her skin was a light brown and her lips looked full and soft, just like he remembered. She hadn’t been born the same way he had, but she was human all the same. 
 
    Lerisa was one of the Advanced — the genetically modified humans who ran the Supremacy and, by extension, Phorcys and Ceto — but she wasn’t like the rest of them. They were literally from two different worlds, yet that had never mattered when they were together. She refused to let it matter. 
 
    The Advanced had been normal, once, but that all changed on their journey across the stars. Through aggressive genetic manipulation and wonder drugs, the Advanced made themselves better. Even an average Advanced was stronger, faster, and more intelligent than the best natural-born on Ceto, and that, Hayden knew, is what pissed most Patriots off. 
 
     “What?” Lerisa said. “Something in my teeth?” 
 
    Hayden needed time to put his brain back together, and that required disorganizing hers. He glanced at his cuffs and took a blind shot. “Remind you of anything, Bluebird?” 
 
    That was a code from their old investigations. She was Bluebird and he was Cardinal. More names from old Earth. 
 
    Lerisa dropped her smile and walked over. “There’s no one watching us, Cross, and we’re not being recorded. If fuzzy handcuffs are the first thing that pop into your head when I smile, you’re an asshole.” 
 
    Hayden focused on their surroundings. He had done dozens of interrogations in this room, but this wasn’t his room anymore. It was Lerisa’s, and she was probably the best interrogator he had ever met. 
 
    “Old habits,” Hayden said. “How have you been?” 
 
    “Better. When people aren’t dropping bodies in my streets.” Lerisa grabbed the other chair from the table, spun it around, and sat. “You going to tell me what you’re into?” 
 
    Hayden put on a hurt look. “No hug?” 
 
    Lerisa rested her arms on the backrest. “This morning, Captain Karus Varik ordered me to arrest you and send you back to Duskdale. That’s odd enough. Now you’re swapping bullets with Ryke’s personal army, in my city, and you won’t even do me the courtesy of a why?” 
 
    That did sound pretty bad. “You planning to send me back?” 
 
    “Not if you talk to me.” Then Lerisa waited, silent and patient and listening. 
 
    Hayden almost smiled. Lerisa had bent him over an ultimatum twenty seconds after entering the room, but that was what made her so good at interrogating people. It was talk to Lerisa or talk to Varik, and Karus Varik was not nearly as attractive. Or sane. 
 
    “Look,” Hayden said. “I am here on a job, but what I’m doing has nothing to do with the Supremacy.” 
 
    “That’s great.” Lerisa waited. 
 
    “It’s a private contract. Mercenary work. All legal.” Or at least ... not illegal. Morna did officially have custody of Cassie. 
 
    “I wish I could let you out of here with nothing more than that,” Lerisa said, “but Varik’s orders don’t give me a lot of leeway. You’ve got at least fourteen charges pending against you right now, including identity fraud.” She was turning the screws. 
 
    Ryke was still out there, spreading his bloody cash around, and every opportunistic asshole in Star’s Landing would be hunting for Hayden by now. He needed something to counterbalance that, something besides Zack, and dumb luck, and the few contacts who wouldn’t immediately sell him out. He needed muscle. 
 
    Yet could he trust Lerisa? He remembered her charging into gunfire to save a screaming child. He remembered her taking down three knife-wielding thugs, unarmed, to stop a bomb from blowing a bridge outside Pioneer Point. He remembered her smiling as he carried her away from a crumpled building. She smiled, he remembered, because they’d saved everyone inside. 
 
    “I should tell you,” Lerisa said, “that you smashed up something very delicate. The one man you didn’t kill? Slim? I was about to flip him.” 
 
    She was as good as he remembered. “How did you manage that?” 
 
    “He’s not a sociopath, like most in Ryke’s crew. He just got involved with the wrong people. Word is Ryke was grooming Slim to run his security, and Slim was open to selling that security to me, for the right price.” 
 
    Damn, but Slim was a cooperative thug. “But why can’t you—” 
 
    “Buy him out? Ryke will never trust him with security, not now. He’s been in our custody. He’s tainted.” 
 
    Hayden knew Lerisa was still working him, but he suspected she wasn’t lying about her broken lead. “Sorry again.” 
 
    “Just tell me why you’re here.” She leaned close, worried and oh so vulnerable. “I want to help you. I will, if I can.” 
 
    She was manipulating through trust and guilt, like she would with any suspect, but Hayden caved anyway. “It’s Dani.” They would get to this sooner or later, even if he stalled. 
 
    Lerisa sat back. “For real?” 
 
    “Someone told me she might still be alive.” 
 
    Lerisa looked genuinely surprised by his confession, and Hayden suspected that wasn’t an act. “You buried Dani, didn’t you? There was a DNA scan and everything.” 
 
    “Scans can be faked.” 
 
    “Who told you Dani was alive? 
 
    “I can’t reveal that. You do still work for the Supremacy.” 
 
    Lerisa made that cute face she always did when mulling over a lead, like she was sucking on a lemon. They both knew she would break him if she pushed hard enough, so how far would she push him? Did she still feel anything for him after he’d walked out? 
 
    Lerisa frowned and leaned forward on her chair. “So, the reason you came back—” 
 
    “Is because I’ve got a new lead on Dani’s murder.” 
 
    “And Varik wants you in Duskdale why?” 
 
    “Because I made him look like an idiot.” 
 
    “And Zack’s helping you with this?” 
 
    “Isn’t he always?” A real smile crept across Hayden’s face. “Don’t you remember when he broke into my apartment?” 
 
    Lerisa actually blushed, and that made her all sorts of gorgeous. Years ago, Hayden had stopped answering his earbud. Zack had hacked the lock on Hayden’s apartment, heard loud grunting, and rushed to the bedroom with his gun. 
 
    Hayden had forgotten how much he liked Lerisa’s blush, her smile. Then he remembered Dani, and that old familiar pit yawned open inside his stomach. He couldn’t love someone without feeling like he was betraying Dani, since he’d managed to get her blown up, and that was the reason he and Lerisa called it off two years ago. His choice, not hers. 
 
    “Here’s my issue,” Lerisa said. “I’ve been working on Ryke for six months, and you just set me back two. I can’t have you stirring shit up right now.” 
 
    So Ryke was Lerisa’s true objective. This could work for him. Hayden remembered Morna’s urgent warning to not involve the Patriots or the Supremacy, but the Supremacy was already involved. All he could do was mitigate his screw up. 
 
    The woman across from him was likely the only officer in the Supremacy he could trust, and he wasn’t getting a better offer. “You’re making progress. Can you promise me something before I break?” 
 
    “I can promise you anything. That’s how promises work.” 
 
    “If I bring you in on this, the operation needs to be under your command, and classified. Your eyes only.” 
 
    “You know I can’t promise that with certainty. All I can promise is that I’ll fight for command, if you make this worth my time.” 
 
    She was offering a fair deal. Ryke had an army of useful idiots, and Hayden needed an army of his own. If Morna had a problem with him improvising, she could yell about it once she had her daughter back. 
 
    “I’ve got an informant in Ryke’s inner circle,” Hayden said. “If you help me get her out, we can hand Ryke to you on a platter. We’ll get you every crime he’s committed, all the evidence you need to send him to orbit.” 
 
    “That’s nice,” Lerisa said. “Who’s your informant?” 
 
    “Cassie Ryke.” 
 
    “Get out of town,” Lerisa said. 
 
    “She wants out of the family business, and she’s willing to give us her father to get out.” 
 
    “Ryke’s daughter wants asylum.” She looked like she might believe it. 
 
    “I guess so. Ryke sheltered her from his shady shit for most of her life, but now she’s started asking questions.” 
 
    “Like what?” 
 
    “Like where her last boyfriend went. He was a hoverbike jock from Pioneer Point, one of Ryke’s best racing prospects.” 
 
    Lerisa’s eyes went distant, likely checking archives on her PBA’s headdesk, then focused on him. “She was dating Manny Lightning?” 
 
    “Yeah.” Manny’s death had made the news. “From what I heard, Cassie tried to leave Ryke and run back to her mother, with Manny’s help. Ryke caught them and brought her back. He must have told Manny it was water under the bridge, when he caught them, but you know what happened next.” 
 
    What happened next was Manny’s bike exploding, with him on it, “accidentally.” Hayden had checked Morna’s story on the flight over from Duskdale, and one of his contacts at the hoverbike races had vids proving Cassie and Manny were making out. Of course, if he’d remembered to file that flight plan with Varik instead of spending all his time combing through track footage, he might not be in this mess, but seriously, fuck Varik. 
 
    “How are you communicating with Cassie?” Lerisa asked. 
 
    “I’m communicating through an intermediary. Unfortunately, I can’t give you their name. That won’t compromise our op.” 
 
    Lerisa stood and placed both hands on the interrogation desk. As she loomed over him, her lips compressed to a hard line. “So you just stroll into Star’s Landing, dangling something you know I want, and now you’re refusing to prove you have it. Are you playing me?” 
 
    “I’d never. You know why I can’t tell you how I talk to Cassie. I have contacts in the slums, Star’s Landing, even the Supremacy. They don’t talk to anyone else.” 
 
    “But they talk to you.” 
 
    “Yeah. Because they know I’ll never give them up.” 
 
    Hayden didn’t break their gaze. Neither did Lerisa. Finally, she found what she was looking for and sat back down. Hayden unclenched. 
 
    “If I even consider this,” Lerisa said. “How did you intend it to go down?” 
 
    He had her. “Cassie somehow got ahold of Ryke’s image-sync. She has the key to every crime inside his PBA.” 
 
    That earned him an eyebrow raise. “How the bloody hell did she get that?” 
 
    “I’m not sure, honestly. Once we free her, you take down Ryke and my contact delivers the information I need about Dani.” 
 
    Lerisa watched him as Hayden measured his feelings. Dani’s ghost had haunted them the entire time they were together, so this wasn’t anything new. It wasn’t like his defects could screw things up any more. 
 
    “I hope your informant does that,” Lerisa said. “I hope she has whatever it is you need.” 
 
    Hayden smelled Dani’s flesh sizzling on the walls. How long since he’d taken a balancer? Then he recognized the pronoun Lerisa had used for his informant. She. 
 
    Lerisa walked around the desk and kicked his foot. “Out of my chair.” 
 
    Hayden hopped up. If Lerisa wasn’t going to mention Morna’s name, neither was he. 
 
    “I’ll log you as an anonymous informant,” Lerisa said. “Also, because I don’t want some bounty hunter evaporating you, you’ll stay here until we’re ready to move.” She unsnapped his cuffs. 
 
    That sounded like a pretty good plan. “Does that invitation extend to Zack?” 
 
    “So long as you both promise not to shoot anyone immediately.” 
 
    The lump in Hayden’s throat swelled. Lerisa was everything he could ever want and ten times more: generous, whip-smart, and dedicated. She still had his back despite the way he’d hurt her. If only he could appreciate that without feeling like he was betraying Dani. 
 
    “I’ll need to be the one to make contact with Cassie,” Hayden said. “She’s expecting me.” 
 
    “I figured.” She offered her hand. “Pleasure to be working with you again.” 
 
    Hayden shook her hand, soft and warm. She had a good grip. She could also bend him in half with her freaky Advanced superstrength, but he wouldn’t mention that. 
 
    Lerisa dropped his hand. “When do we move on this?” 
 
    “This Sunday.” Hayden missed her warmth already. “Ryke takes Cassie to the Prospector’s Point races every other week. We’ll snatch her there.” 
 
    “Ryke’s dragging her to the place her boyfriend blew up?” 
 
    “Man’s a schedule person.” 
 
    Lerisa glanced at her wrist chrono. “I want your plan by the end of the day. After I’ve picked out the break points, we’ll have Zack fix it for us.” 
 
    Hayden smiled. “That’s the way it usually works, isn’t it? He should have gone into intelligence.” 
 
    She quirked an eyebrow at him. “How do you know he didn’t?” 
 
    After a moment, Hayden snorted. The Supremacy’s Internal Security were the worst kind of snitches, ratting out anyone they judged disloyal. Neither he or Zack could stomach that sort of nonsense. “Thank you for trusting me. I appreciate it.” 
 
    Lerisa’s gaze dropped away from his. “She was your wife, Cross, and we both know how important she was to you.” 
 
    From anyone else, that would have been a shitty comment, but from Lerisa, it was her forgiving him again. At least he could help her get Ryke. 
 
    Lerisa walked to the door without looking his direction. “You’re staying in the Isolation wing, A-2. You remember where that is?” 
 
    “Sure do.” He wanted to hug her more than he expected. “I’ll get right over there.” 
 
    “Good. Do that.” 
 
    The door to the interrogation room popped open of its own accord, probably responding to a wireless command from Lerisa’s PBA. Hayden remembered her warm body against his, her hair tickling his cheek, the wonderful way she smelled when she stepped out of the shower. 
 
    She glanced at him. “Today?” 
 
    “On it.” As he moved past her into the hall, it felt like he was walking out on her. It felt like someone had punched him in the gut, and that’s where these feelings came from. His gut. 
 
    His emotional balancers were wearing off, and his guilt over Dani’s death grew with each hour that passed. He didn’t like how that felt. He didn’t like it when his emotions got all messy. 
 
    But at least he wasn’t spending the night in jail. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    ONCE HAYDEN WAS SETTLED in the isolation wing, in a square gray room with a hard bunk, a worn projection desk, and a plastic chair older than he was, Zack arrived to compare notes. He looked like someone had taken away his dog. 
 
    “Mourning your sedan?” Hayden asked. 
 
    Zack dropped into a plastic chair. “Wasn’t even mine, really.” 
 
    “So, what? You’re worried I’m going to jump in bed with the lead investigator?” He didn’t add, again? 
 
    Zack leaned back in the chair. “I just got fired.” 
 
    Hayden sat up. “Shit.” First Zack had disobeyed orders to return him to the starport, and then he’d aided Hayden in shooting up a public tunnel. The Supremacy must have filed a report. 
 
    “SpaceGov knows everything,” Zack said. “I ghosted the sedan’s GPS, but they tracked us by good old satellite and verified everything. Smashing your apartment. Shooting up those thugs.” 
 
    “Lying about it!” Hayden slammed his hand on the bed. “You didn’t have to do that.” 
 
    Zack landed his chair and leaned forward. “Of course I did. You think some job clearing flight routes is more important than my best friend?” 
 
    That was Zack, always thinking of others. That’s what Zack had done every day since Hayden met him, since Zack jumped into a street brawl to save one scrawny kid he didn’t know from three big kids he did know. Just because the big kids were bullies. 
 
    Hayden rubbed his chin and grimaced. “Are they going to file charges?” 
 
    “Maybe not. They didn’t arrest me. I’m a decorated veteran with a clear service record, and all I did was falsify one report.” 
 
    “To the Supremacy.” 
 
    “To a civilian branch of the Supremacy. That might just save my ass.” 
 
    All he did these days was screw his best friends over, and that made Hayden feel sick all over again. “Christ, Zack, I don’t know what to say.” 
 
    “Just tell me it’ll be worth it.” 
 
    Hayden frowned. “What?” 
 
    “This job,” Zack said. “Rescuing Cassie. Finding out what’s going on with Morna’s message. If I’m with you, man, I need to be all in.” 
 
    Warmth spread through Hayden’s chest. “I don’t know why you’d ever think otherwise.” 
 
    “Then you need to tell me everything you and Lerisa discussed.” 
 
    “We actually wanted you to vet the plan anyway.” Hayden blinked over to his headdesk, a projection behind his eyelids filled with files and reports, and dragged the mission plan onto Zack’s waiting PBA with a glance. “First, let’s talk about pizza delivery.”
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    05: Operation 
 
    WHEN THE BIGGEST HOVERBIKE TRACK on Ceto opened on Sunday, Hayden was ready. He walked in as soon as the replica turnstiles — a throwback to vids from old Earth — unlocked. The Advanced tourists from Phorcys loved Prospector’s Point, authentic old Earth culture on an exotic foreign planet. They ate that up with a spoon. 
 
    Hayden wore a pair of loose-fitting work pants, a hooded sweatshirt, and a facesimile that would fool all but a surgical scan. It was Supremacy tech, and he’d never have gotten his hands on it without Lerisa’s help. Having a different face made not getting shot a lot easier. 
 
    He walked at a casual pace and kept his distance from everyone. That was the rule at the races, unwritten in stone. “You with me, Bluebird?” He kept his voice low, as if muttering to himself. 
 
    “In theory.” Lerisa’s response sounded as if she were standing right beside him, vibrations played upon his inner ear by a subaural implant. Like most Supremacy field tech, it was pretty much undetectable. 
 
    “Let me know when you see Spike.” The alias they had chosen for Ryke. “I’m going to take a quick look around.” 
 
    “Don’t eat any hot dogs,” Zack added, which was fair. Those things weren’t made of anything humans should eat. 
 
    Their voices in Hayden’s ear made him feel comfortable and safe. It felt like it had felt when they were working together on Ryke, years ago. Before they all went their separate ways. 
 
    He headed up the stairs to the upper tier of stands, a patchwork of thick biocrete sheets supported by braces formed of the same. Most of the seats were empty, and the upper tier offered a perfect vantage point over the racetrack. This arena was the oldest on Ceto, and its age lent rustic charm. 
 
    Over the years, the Prospector’s Point arena had grown from a place for racers to blow off steam into a respectable attraction. Intrepid race organizers had replaced its original bowl with a hilly track that wound up and down and around, like a snake. The dirt and mud were meaningless — hoverbikes did not touch the ground — so the main obstacles were sloping hills, hairpin turns, and high, unforgiving barriers. And momentum. 
 
    “Still with us, Cardinal?” Lerisa asked. 
 
    “In theory.” Hayden looked for the closest security camera and found it, found her. It had been six hours since his last pill, but he felt even enough. 
 
    “Spike just rolled downhill. He’ll be here in five.” 
 
    That put an end to the sightseeing. Hayden headed down the steps and passed other people dressed in heavy clothing, despite the oppressive heat. The races were popular with just about everyone, and most of them were not law-abiding citizens of the Supremacy. 
 
    Ryke would have dozens of flunkies working the crowds, making deals and taking bribes, but none would recognize Hayden through his facesimile. He just had to get close enough to Ryke to offer a deal. If someone saw through his disguise before that, Ryke would either leave with Cassie or order his men to start shooting. 
 
    Hayden ended his reconnaissance in the luxury tiers, high rows of seats where Advanced often sat. A guard in yellow powered armor — a knockoff version of Vindicator armor popular with crime lords — guarded the entry, but short of checking Hayden’s ticket, the man didn’t care what he did.  
 
    The stands were mostly empty — coming early had its perks — and from the archived racing footage Hayden had poured over last night, Ryke chose a different luxury tier each week. He took an aisle seat in luxury tier C and sat. “I’m set,” he told Lerisa. 
 
    “We are too.” If she was worried, he couldn’t hear it in her voice. “Try not to get shot this time.” 
 
    That hurt. “How many times have I actually gotten shot?” Sympathetic agony roiled his gut. “Besides the power plant?” He winced at a phantom pain in his right bicep. “And that pad on Phorcys?” 
 
    “Do you really want a tally?” Zack said. “Because I can give her a tally.” 
 
    “The Duskdale raid doesn’t count. That bullet could have hit anyone.” Yet as much as he hated to admit it, having Lerisa and the Supremacy at his back made him feel a hell of a lot safer. 
 
    Supremacy drugs and regenerative compounds were rather miraculous, by Ceto standards. Wounds once fatal could be sealed in the field. If the Supremacy spread their knowledge and technology across Ceto instead of hoarding it on Phorcys, they could save many lives, but they didn’t. Hayden supposed even the Patriots of Ceto had a few legitimate grievances. 
 
    Today’s racers gathered along the gutter at the edge of the track, checking their bikes and revving electric engines for effect. Hayden had taken two balancers that night and two more this morning, but even so, his thoughts kept skewing dark. They kept skewing toward Dani. 
 
    If she was alive, had she faked her own death? Had she been a Patriot spy the whole time, stealing information from him for her terrorist cause? Had she gotten what she needed from him and then cut ties? And if so, why message him now, thirteen years later? 
 
    Hayden had only been with Dani for five years, but those years had been the best of his life. Yet what did he really know about the woman he had loved and married? If she had sent this message, something in the life they’d shared was a lie. 
 
    There were too many unanswered questions. Too many distractions in his head. This was the reason he always got himself shot. Hayden focused on saving Cassie Ryke from her asshole father. 
 
    “Spike’s inside,” Lerisa said. “He’s brought four bodyguards, and they’re heading into the luxury tier. One’s Advanced, a woman called Eden.” 
 
    That was a bit strange. An Advanced working for a bunch of natural-born was not unprecedented, but it was rare. This woman, Eden, hadn’t been on their radar when Hayden was still working Ryke, which made her a new development. “What do you know about her?” 
 
    “Nothing,” Lerisa said, “and when I say that, I mean there’s literally nothing on her in any database I can access. It’s like she doesn’t exist.” 
 
    “That’s weird,” Zack said. “How can the Supremacy have nothing on an Advanced? You track all Advanced, don’t you?” 
 
    “We do, and your guess is as good as mine. We’ve been watching her for months, trying to figure out what she wants from Ryke.” 
 
    Hayden grinned. “Maybe she has a thing for natural-born.” 
 
    Lerisa snorted in his ear. “Don’t get too attached, Cross. The only Advanced who could ever put up with you is me.” 
 
    Her warm tone summoned emotions Hayden hadn’t expected and didn’t know how to deal with right now. One way or the other, he had to put Ryke away before he could find out the truth about Dani. Then, if Dani really was dead, he could finally put her away, too. 
 
    Hayden heard boots and forced himself not to turn around. A big body settled in the seat behind him. Ryke liked his thugs big, and the man behind him was one big man. 
 
    A pistol pressed against the back of Hayden’s neck. “Don’t move,” a harsh voice ordered, which was really rather unnecessary. 
 
    Hayden didn’t move. “I have a ticket.” 
 
    “Shut up.” The man reached around Hayden and used a palm camera to snap a picture of Hayden’s face. Did he have some way of defeating the facesimile? The man chuckled and poked Hayden with the pistol tip. 
 
    “I knew that was you, Cross. Prospector clothes in the luxury tier, in an aisle seat, alone? I thought people paid you to do this.” 
 
    “To be fair,” Hayden said, “I am retired.” 
 
    “I’ll get a massive bonus for bringing you in.” 
 
    “Must be nice. You tell Ryke it’s me yet?” 
 
    “Had to make sure first.” 
 
    “Good man.” Hayden glanced up. “Pizza delivery!” 
 
    There was silence from the thug, then one word. “What?” 
 
    Something zipped from the sky. The chair behind him creaked. Hayden glanced over his shoulder to find the thug slumped against the backrest. 
 
    “Tip?” Zack asked. 
 
    “No tip.” Hayden stood, walked around to the row with the big thug, and sat. The tiny dart from Zack’s spherical Guardian drone still protruded from the man’s neck. That drone hovered high overhead, watching everything, because they did do this for a living. 
 
     Hayden threw an arm around Ryke’s latest useful idiot and casually inspected the pockets of the big man’s parka, leaning close, like they were old friends having a private conversation. He found the plastic box of a wireless comm. He traced the wire to the thug’s ear, plucked out the earbud, and jammed it into the ear without the implant, which was just a bit gross. 
 
    “Any ID on this one, Bluebird?” Hayden asked. 
 
    “His name is James Parker.” Lerisa had searched her records while Hayden searched their man. “Former miner. He’s got a father in Pioneer Point, but they don’t keep in touch.” 
 
    “That’s depressing.” Hayden’s own father hadn’t talked to him since he joined the Supremacy, more than a decade ago now. He was over it. He slipped the comm inside his own pocket and found the TALK button. 
 
    “A’s clear,” a new male voice said in the stolen earbud. “B’s Clear,” another voice added. Hayden pressed the TALK button and added “C’s clear,” in his best natural-born drawl. 
 
    “D’s got a couple of Moreau’s gangers,” a woman said. She had an Advanced accent, what Lerisa once described as, “Just a tad British”, as if that meant something to him. This was Eden, a woman who didn’t exist.  
 
    “They’re expected,” Tyler Ryke said. “Get their info before you head back to me. Moreau’s getting a visit.” 
 
    Several men chuckled at that, but Hayden needed more. “Boss, want me to stay here?” 
 
    “Yeah, you dumb shit. Just keep the gawkers out of A and keep your mouth shut.” 
 
    Hayden updated his people. “Ryke’s in section A. He’s still an idiot.” 
 
    “I’m looking,” Zack said. 
 
    They both waited as Zack searched, Guardian drone and optics floating so high no one down here could see them. The knockout round Zack fired had been a damn good shot, but Zack had always been a damn good shot. It was his cooking that sucked. 
 
    “Got them,” Zack said. “Walking in now. There’s a big thug carrying a big backpack, venting heat, probably a generator for a suppression dome. Smart bullets won’t track through that.” 
 
    “I’m coming in,” Ryke told his people. “Stick to your sections. If Cross or anyone even remotely connected shows up, shoot them in the face.” 
 
    Despite his better judgment, Hayden pressed TALK and drawled “You got it, boss.” Pure, comedy gold. 
 
    “He’s seated,” Zack said. “Section A.” 
 
    Hayden smiled. “Outstanding.” 
 
    People arrived, and the seats around Hayden and his new friend slowly filled. No one looked too closely at the slumped body of James Parker. No one cared or wanted to care. 
 
    The first race started, and a hoverbike veered wide less than twenty seconds in. A skinny kid with blond hair hit a wall hard enough that bone snapped, audibly, and Hayden winced. Three more bikes wrecked before the fourth lap, leaving four survivors to jockey for first. 
 
    Hayden had raced here once, with Zack. They had both wrecked, one after the other, and Hayden’s medical bills had put his father into debt. It was odd that Mykel could forgive Hayden for that, but not for working for “the enemy.” He was getting distracted again. 
 
    A dark-skinned kid with a huge shock of red hair zoomed over the finish line on a bike that looked like garbage scow parts, slow and tough. Hayden admired the boy’s strategy, then grimaced as he remembered the young man driving Ryke’s autocar: Cal. This redheaded kid might take his place. 
 
    With the race over, Ryke would be coming down from the vicarious rush, checking his messages. Now was the best time to bait the hook. “Boss, got a guy here wants to talk to you.” 
 
    “About?” Ryke’s voice was tinny and fake-sounded in Hayden’s ear, a dramatic contrast to the clean signal from his subaural implant. 
 
    “That Cross fella,” Hayden said. “Says he saw him down in the old Prospector district, but all he has is the block number.” 
 
    “That’s the eighth shithead looking for a handout today. No one’s seen Cross since the tunnel. Still ... send him up.” 
 
    “Look for an old prospector in a gray hooded sweatshirt. He’s on his way.” Hayden stood and kept his face low, inside the hood of his sweatshirt. He made a show of glancing around before walking off. Ryke’s people were certainly watching him now. 
 
    “I’m tracking you,” Zack said as Hayden walked up the steps. “None of Ryke’s people look alarmed.” 
 
    Hayden shuffled forward and kept both hands out of his pockets. He entered Section A and stopped when a massive woman in black body armor blocked his way. She had a completely bald head and a tattooed face, as well as a scar that passed over one glowing red eye. Most on Ceto weren’t shy about cyberization, given how hard it was to get. 
 
    “That’s as far as you go,” One-Eye said. She had a Russian accent as thick as a tree, one that reminded Hayden of his grandmother. “You talk from here.” 
 
    Hayden waited and checked out Ryke. He still had the same scratchy beard, though it was going gray. He wore crisp black slacks, a button-down shirt, and a long black trench coat bulging with pockets. 
 
    Ryke typed away on a black tablet, bribing an official or threatening a witness. He ignored Hayden, probably assuming the old prospector would wait his turn. Hayden harrumphed instead, and that caught Ryke’s attention. No one harrumphed at Tyler Ryke. 
 
    Ryke’s cheeks flushed. “Do you want a new hole in that head, old man?” 
 
    Hayden slid his hand down his face and wiped off the facesimile. The way Ryke’s eyes widened was worth every moment of the trek up the stairs. One eye actually twitched. 
 
    “So,” Hayden said. “How’s crime?” 
 
    Ryke pointed at him, finger trembling. “The fuck do you want?” Not the most intelligent response, but this was Tyler Ryke, after all. 
 
    “I’m here to make you an offer,” Hayden said. 
 
    “I don’t want anything from you, save your head.” 
 
    “Still using it, but I’ve got something better.” 
 
    Cassie Ryke — Morna’s daughter — sat beside her father, gray eyes all but bugged out of her skull. She had curly blonde hair and a strong chin. She wore a pink top and blue cutoffs and was just a bit older than Hayden’s son would be, if Dani hadn’t exploded. 
 
     “Fine.” Ryke dropped his pointing finger, sun-dried face as red as Hayden had ever seen it. “Frisk him, now.” Ryke would not order anyone to start shooting until he knew why Hayden had walked up to him, because what Hayden had done didn’t make any sense. 
 
    Men like Ryke saw a trap around every corner. This time, at least, the arrogant son of a bitch had it right. He just had the wrong trap. 
 
    One-Eye frisked Hayden thoroughly but respectfully, which he appreciated. There was no malice in this woman, just business. She found Parker’s comm, plucked the bud from Hayden’s ear, and passed it to Ryke. The crime lord pointed his quivering finger at the seat in front of him. 
 
    Hayden would have to sit directly ahead of Ryke, with his back to the man and whatever weapons he had buried in that coat. As Hayden sat, he updated Zack and Lerisa. “I appreciate you saving me a seat.” 
 
    Ryke kicked the back of his chair. “Tell me why I shouldn’t kill you right now. I’m sure this’ll be good.” 
 
    Hayden watched jocks moving their bikes into position on the starting line. “Seems you’ve got a problem, Tyler. The Supremacy has you in their sights.” No one called Ryke “Tyler.” 
 
    “They’ve got nothing.” 
 
    “Run anything through Siridan Imports today?” 
 
    “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” 
 
    “Telano Shipping, then?” 
 
    “Never heard of them.” 
 
    “Have you been taking acting lessons? Your delivery’s amazing.” 
 
    Ryke made an angry grunt. “You think I don’t know the Supremacy’s watching me? If they were planning to move on me, I’d know it. They haven’t got anything solid.” 
 
    “I just proved they do, genius.” Now to close the deal. “I’m offering everything the Supremacy has on you, every last link and informant. All I want for that is the bounty off my head, and a million for my trouble.” Might as well make this seem legitimate. “I’d like to retire.” 
 
    “Bullshit,” Ryke said. 
 
    Hayden pulled a datastick from his hoodie pocket so fast that One-Eye pulled her pistol. “See for yourself.” He breathed out, slowly, and reminded himself not to be an idiot. “This is what happens when you fire me.” 
 
    Hayden waved the stick above his backrest until Ryke snatched it. “You move from that seat, I open your skull.” 
 
    Hayden waited, eyes on the newest race. Ryke was probably scanning the info this very moment, digesting all his little screw ups. Hayden casually glanced over his shoulder and met Cassie’s wide-eyed stare. Her toes curled in her faux leather sandals. Morna must have sent her a picture of him. 
 
    Hayden smiled. “Got a favorite?”  
 
    She stared. “A what?” 
 
    “Favorite jock.” He pointed down at the arena. “Got anyone you’re willing to bet on?” 
 
    A scowl darkened Cassie’s freckled face. “I did.” 
 
    “What happened to him?” 
 
    “Had an accident.” She glared at Ryke. 
 
    “Sorry to hear that.” Hayden raised an eyebrow. “Do you remember the image he painted on his bike?” Ryke’s latest image sync? 
 
    Cassie pressed her lips together. “I remember. The whole picture, everything.” 
 
    She seemed like a smart kid. “Well as soon as this business is done, you’ll get to go home. That’ll be nice, right?” 
 
    Cassie’s eyes widened. They both knew he did not mean home with Ryke, and the wet that glistened in her eyes warmed Hayden a bit. It was not often he got to give good news. 
 
    “Where’s the rest?” Ryke asked. 
 
    “Not here.” Hayden wanted to pump his fist, but he settled for glancing over his other shoulder instead. “You get the rest after I get paid.” Ryke had taken the bait. Lerisa and her Vindicators were now cleared for extraction, and Cassie was going to get out safe. 
 
    Ryke pocketed the stick. “You’re getting a quarter mil.” 
 
    “For that info?” Hayden frowned like he was offended. “I’d need at least seventy-five.” 
 
    Ryke kicked his seatback again. “You cost me five times that in your fucking investigations. Take the quarter, and know I’ll carve it out of you if your info doesn’t fix this.” 
 
    Hayden made a show of pausing to consider, another show of swallowing his pride, then surrendered, visibly, to throw Ryke a bone. “Deal.” Smile while you still can, asshole. 
 
    Ryke rose. “We’re leaving. I want this done.” 
 
    Hayden stood and stretched. “After you, Tyler.” 
 
    “No, after you.” Ryke glared peevishly. That first name thing was really getting to him. 
 
    Hayden tucked his hands into his pockets and started up the stairs, as One-Eye dogged his heels and Cassie slunk along behind her. Another man joined them at the top. Slim. He was still wearing those goddamn sandals. 
 
    Slim offered a shallow bow. “We meet again.” 
 
    Hayden nodded back. “No hard feelings?” 
 
    “None at all.” Slim smiled his game show host smile. “Don’t come after my boss and I won’t snap your neck.” 
 
    “That’s fair.” Lerisa had said Slim wasn’t a sociopath. 
 
    Ryke shoved Hayden. “Move, asshole.” 
 
    Hayden moved, leading the others until the final member of Ryke’s crew met them by a hot dog stand: Eden. This woman who did not exist had pale brown skin, even lighter than Lerisa’s, and short pink hair. She wore a skin-tight armored bodysuit and an ankle-length coat. 
 
    “Hayden Cross!” Eden grinned with perfect teeth, a grin that was a bit too wide. “I’d not expected to see you today, at least not so fleshy.” 
 
    He considered. “Fleshy?” 
 
    “You still have all your skin! Skin is the first to go, you see, when there’s disagreement. Peels off like sandpaper.” 
 
    Hayden felt a chill he couldn’t shake. “Well that’s lovely.” There was something very wrong about this woman’s grin. 
 
    Ryke motioned them all forward like an impatient child. “This isn’t a goddamn blind date. Walk!” 
 
    Eden eyed them all, Hayden especially, before spinning and sauntering off. The way she swayed her hips reminded him of a darter snake, sinuous and predatory. Reluctantly, Hayden followed. 
 
    “What about Parker?” Cassie glanced at the receding stands. Parker would be the thug Zack had darted. 
 
    “He fucked up,” Ryke said. “He’s done. Where did you park your junker, Cross?” 
 
    “Just past Gate B.” That updated Lerisa on where to meet him, though Supremacy Vindicators waited at every exit from this arena. He couldn’t wait to see Ryke’s eyes bug out again. 
 
    Ryke’s entourage followed him through the meager crowds. They reached Gate B and made the turnstiles. Hayden stopped. This was the point where Lerisa and a dozen Vindicators dropped from the stands. 
 
    “Get moving,” Ryke said. “Now.” 
 
    Hayden tentatively pushed the turnstile. “Okay. I’m pushing the turnstile.” No Vindicators arrived. Then Hayden was outside the arena, walking away from the gate, with Ryke, his bodyguards, and Cassie trailing. 
 
    Hayden waited for an update from Lerisa or Zack. When had they changed the plan? There were only a few people outside the arena right now, and Hayden realized he did not actually have a bike. “You know, before we leave, I should probably—” 
 
    A vague sense of movement warned him to spin around and block One-Eye’s descending nightstick. The impact just about broke his arm, which fucking hurt. He slammed a flat palm into her armored chest, knocking her several steps back, but that just seemed to annoy her. 
 
    “Pizza delivery!” Hayden shouted. “Pizza delivery!” 
 
    Ryke smirked. “That the line you chose to call in Marano?” 
 
    “I’m just hungry, that’s all.” No knockout darts hit anyone. What the hell was Zack doing? 
 
    Cassie trembled as she watched her father, and Hayden suddenly felt guilty for disappointing her. No Vindicators emerged from the stands, and no one spoke in his ear. Ryke’s crew surrounded him — Slim and One-Eye and Eden — with that ridiculously chilling smile on her face. 
 
    “She’s not coming for you, Cross.” Ryke spit on the ground. “How does that make you feel?” 
 
    Hayden wasn’t sure who hit him first.
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    06: Chains 
 
    A BLAST OF ELECTRICITY jolted Hayden awake, arcing through his skull like tiny needles. He screamed loud enough to scrape his throat. Manacles crushed his wrists and distended his arms. He hung in darkness. 
 
    Something punched his gut, something metal, and Hayden threw up everything he could. His boots and shirt were gone, but he still had his pants. Wet pants. Chains clanked against each other as Hayden twisted and gasped. Coarse biocrete tauntingly brushed his toes. 
 
    “Wake up, you arrogant shit.” It was Ryke’s voice, somewhere in the dark. “You thought you had me, didn’t you? You thought I fell for it.” 
 
    Hayden’s temple throbbed in two places, specifically, which suggested something had been jammed into his skin. Electrodes, he realized. Ryke’s specialty. If he blacked out, they would jolt him awake. 
 
    Ryke punched him in the gut again, sending Hayden into dry-heaves. Ryke wore steel knuckles. Hayden’s lungs burned as his arms screamed, swearing to his panicked brain that they would twist right off. 
 
    He coughed until he was certain his lungs were going to pop right out. Just as they finished not doing that, brilliant dome lights blinded him. Ryke, a shadow in the lights, grabbed Hayden’s chin and squeezed it. 
 
    “C’mon, ask me. Ask me how I knew your whole operation was a fake.” 
 
    Someone had betrayed him. “Who says?” 
 
    “Special Investigator Lerisa Wake.” Ryke dropped Hayden’s chin and gave him a shove. “She sold you out, champ.” 
 
    Agony tore at Hayden’s shoulders as he swung, suspended by heavy chains, but he did not believe that for a moment. Still, he wasn’t going to argue right now. Right now, he just wanted Ryke to stop hitting him. 
 
    “You probably think I’m lying, trying to turn you against your friends,” Ryke said, “but that’s the beauty of it. I don’t have to.” 
 
    He punched Hayden so hard a rib cracked with a gruesome pop, and Hayden screamed again. It felt like a spike through his goddamn lung. His heart hammered in his ears as he struggled to breathe, as he couldn’t. 
 
    “You screwed Lerisa over,” Ryke said. “You kicked her to the curb for your dead wife, and now she sold you to me.” 
 
    Hayden’s whole world spun as the inside of his chest caught fire. Lerisa had been upset that he could not leave Dani behind, of course, but she was not vindictive, jealous, or remotely possessive. Certainly not enough to torture a man for breaking up with her! 
 
    “You got it wrong,” Hayden rasped. He had to give Lerisa time to fix this. “I’m done with the Supremacy, but I know things. Just ask.” He could bullshit all day. 
 
    Ryke shook his head and laughed. “I’m not here to ask you questions, Cross. I’m here to hurt you.” 
 
    Steel knuckles smashed into the side of Hayden’s face, and when the electrodes shocked him awake again, it felt like a grenade had gone off inside his mouth. Broken teeth dangled from his lips, his teeth, and blood dribbled. Wet stained his pants as he tried to remember where he was, and why the hell he hurt so badly. 
 
    Then he remembered. Then he hyperventilated. He knew what Ryke was going to do to him now, and he knew he couldn’t survive that kind of pain. Gruesome autopsy photos spiraled through his brain. 
 
    Ryke slipped off his metal knuckles and wrapped his hands in boxer’s tape, smirking the whole time. Hayden’s stuttering mind struggled for a clever line, a juicy offer, any way to stop the pain. “Let’s talk,” he whispered. 
 
    “No,” Ryke said. 
 
    The crime lord went to work on him after that, using Hayden as a punching bag. Seconds turned to minutes turned to days as Hayden screamed, and thrashed, and jerked awake. Waking nightmares mixed with the electrodes. 
 
    He held Dani’s severed head in his bloody hands, saw Lerisa getting shot over and over, saw Ryke smashing Zack with a hammer. Current flared and Hayden shrieked. This had to stop! 
 
    Some time later, Ryke spoke again. “Still there?” 
 
    Hayden braced for punches that didn’t land, dribbling blood he couldn’t swallow. He couldn’t talk and could barely breathe. What should he say? How should he respond? 
 
    “Nod,” Ryke said, “or I’ll rip your balls off .” 
 
    Hayden nodded, whimpered, and bled. He would do whatever Ryke said, whenever Ryke said it, because he needed to breathe again. He needed just a few minutes without the pain. 
 
    “Good,” Ryke said. “I want you to know that everything I’ve done, every last bone I broke today, is just the start of what we’ll do together.” 
 
    Hayden gurgled, but he couldn’t really talk. He had to do more than gurgle to stop the pain. 
 
    “I’ve got a healing drip to put you back together, and then, tomorrow, we’re start this all over again.” 
 
    “Please,” Hayden rasped, or tried to. 
 
    “You’ll love the blowtorch,” Ryke said. “If you’ve never seen flesh melt, you will when I scorch your fingers off. The beltsaw’s a fun time too, and when I grind that on your face—” 
 
    “Tyler!” someone shouted. “You’ve a caller!” 
 
    Hayden recognized that cultured voice at once. Eden. Had she been here the whole time? 
 
    “Take a message,” Ryke snapped. 
 
    “It’s priority,” Eden said. As if that were important. 
 
    Ryke gave Hayden a shove. “If you’ve got any piss left in you, Cross, might as well let it go now. Get that out of the way.” 
 
    Hayden hung and spun. His world was reduced to white noise and the agonizing struggle to breathe, to swallow, to live. After a moment, he stopped trying so hard. Dying wouldn’t be so bad. 
 
    He hit the biocrete floor, hard, but he barely felt it. He curled up when he landed. Booted steps approached. 
 
    “Fuck!” Ryke shouted. “I should have started with the belt saw.” 
 
    Someone who smelled like fresh water pinned Hayden against the floor. Hayden flailed and gagged at Eden shoved a tube down his throat. When he realized the tube was helping him breathe, he stopped struggling. 
 
    “To be fair,” Eden said, holding Hayden down with her freaky Advanced super-strength, “Cross did shoot his father in the head. His grievance precedes yours.” 
 
    “Fuck his grievance,” Ryke grumbled, but no kicks battered Hayden’s broken ribs. Instead, Ryke knelt and whispered in Hayden’s ear. Each word echoed, either because Hayden’s ears were broken, or because the air Eden pumped into his lungs was drugged. 
 
    “This isn’t a reprieve, you little shit. It just means someone out there hates you even more than me.” Ryke ripped out his electrodes one by one. “Ralyn Paran’s son.” 
 
    Hayden trembled and tried to put two thoughts together. He had assassinated Ralyn Paran, Ryke’s predecessor, thirteen years ago, after the Patriot crime lord blew up Dani, but Paran had no children. Who was this person, and how could he pull rank on Ryke? 
 
    “Clean him up and get him on a healing drip,” Ryke said, as booted feet receded. “We’re moving him to the guest room.” 
 
    Shadows loaded Hayden on a stretcher, and each step they took shocked his bones. Yet as each moment passed without new pain, Hayden realized just how lucky he had been today. If whoever had just called Ryke hadn’t called — Ryke’s partner or superior, whoever it was — Hayden would be missing parts. Lots of parts. 
 
    Ryke had broken his bones with punches and steel knuckles, but he would have literally torn Hayden apart, body and soul, if Eden hadn’t taken that call. That’s what torture did to a person. It made them disappear. 
 
    Hayden had been punched, kicked, stabbed, and even shot on the job, but what Ryke did was different. It served no purpose except raw sadism. Ryke was an evil that defied logic and common sense. 
 
    But at least now he could finally black out. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    HAYDEN HAD NEVER ASSASSINATED ANYONE BEFORE, but Captain Varik assured him it wouldn’t be that hard. He’d plug a wetware jack into his temple, fire a smart bullet, and turn his target’s head into a fine red mist. He’d murder the man who had murdered his wife, and then the Supremacy would own his soul. 
 
    Good thing he didn’t need that anymore. 
 
    Hayden set the hard, black suitcase on the roof of the Crescent Star hotel and opened it. Inside was a disassembled sniper rifle tucked into foam. He assembled the gleaming rifle in silence, screwing on the sleek metal barrel, snapping on the padded metal stock, attaching the bright blue integration core. 
 
    This was an Advanced weapon with Advanced bullets. The bolt-action rifles Hayden used to hunt and kill local predators were relics of a simpler time, a time before the Supremacy. Hayden loaded a smart bullet no bigger than a cigar and walked to the edge of a roof fifteen stories up. 
 
    A gust of Ceto’s sandy wind rippled through his short blond hair, warm and familiar. Dani had loved days like this, not too warm, not too humid. Just right. The giant cloud-covered sphere of Phorcys, Ceto’s sister planet, hung above him in the middle of its clear green sky, and he had promised Dani he’d take her there again some day. 
 
    He never would. He’d never hold Dani’s hand again, and that made his chest ache. Killing the man who’d taken his wife wouldn’t make it any easier for him to deal with Dani’s loss, to go to sleep in an empty bed, to look up every time he heard soft steps — thinking it was her — but he didn’t care about that. He just cared about watching Dani’s killer die. 
 
    Hayden extended the rifle’s bipod and set it on the waist-high roof rail. He took the integration jack, attached to the rifle’s core by a thin wire, in two fingers. He jammed it into his temple, into the wetware patch, and it didn’t even hurt that much. 
 
    Nausea flooded his body and his vision swam as electrical impulses wormed into his brain. This rifle was Supremacy technology, technology he did not understand and had never used, but he didn’t have to understand it to use it. Varik had assured him of that. 
 
    A void opened and swallowed Hayden’s vision, dropping him into a darkness free of sound. A place where he was with Dani again. His wife stood before him, staring with her soft smile. 
 
    Hayden had read about this — about memory echoes that surfaced in natural-born PBAs when they were upgraded with Supremacy firmware — but he had not known it would feel this real. It was her. His throat clamped up as his wife fell into his arms, as he hugged her. So warm. 
 
    He ran a hand through Dani’s silky hair, stared into her soft blue eyes, watched her cheeks crinkle as she smiled. She opened her mouth as the empty roof snapped in around him, hauling him back to a world without his wife. He was alone, again, and so damn cold.  
 
    Hayden blinked his left eye repeatedly. He could now see Ralyn Paran — he could see the man who murdered his wife — like Paran was standing on the next building over. Hayden’s left eye saw that as his right eye saw the roof. His rifle, and through that, his Personal Brain Assistant, were now networked to the street cameras overlooking the courthouse. 
 
    Ralyn Paran had dark hair, a rugged chin, and charisma that was legendary inside and outside the courtroom. He also ran forty blocks of gambling dens, drug smuggling, and arms dealers, and he had no tolerance for police detectives who arrested his lieutenants. That was why his people planted a bomb in Hayden’s home two weeks ago. That was why Dani was splattered all over the inside, two months pregnant. 
 
    A spectral circle appeared in Hayden’s left eye and zipped over the first officer flanking Paran, then the second. Then the third. Those men were Ceto Security Division — CSD — and they were Hayden’s brothers-in-arms. The Supremacy had ordered Paran transferred in broad daylight, and none of those men knew why. 
 
    Paran wore a carbon-aerogel vest and a thick riot helmet. Neither would save him. Hayden stared at Paran and the spectral circle locked on Paran’s head. So this was the world the Supremacy lived in: look, hate, kill. You plugged a jack into your temple, pressed a trigger, and people died. 
 
    Paran deserved to die. He needed to die, yet Hayden hesitated now. He had killed before when a suspect threatened his life or threatened others, but this was different. This was an assassination, and that was a line he had never crossed. 
 
    Dani had believed in his work, believed in the law and the courts and the jails. She had believed in him. If she wasn’t a pile of blood and bones in an evidence box she would tell him to forget Paran, find someone else and make a new life. 
 
    He pressed the trigger anyway. 
 
    The rifle bucked as its bullet sprouted fins and flew, one crack followed by perfect silence. The view from Hayden’s left eye arced around the hotel two blocks down, dipped below the airway a block past that, shrieked around the corner by the deli where he took Dani on their first date. 
 
    Hayden saw the side of Paran’s face, saw the sweat rolling down Paran’s forehead, and then nothing. As brain and blood splattered the courthouse steps and CSD officers dropped into cover, Hayden tried to feel better, worse, anything. Yet Paran’s death made no difference at all. 
 
    “Nice shot.” Hayden’s recently imbedded subaural implant came to life, recreating the words as if the speaker were right beside him. “Come talk to me when you’ve cleaned up.” That was the man who had given him this rifle and told him where to use it. Captain Karus Varik. The man who now owned his soul. 
 
    Hayden blinked — his left eye saw the world again, now, just like his right — and walked to the open case. He pulled the jack from his wetware patch with a quiet snick. He snapped pieces off the rifle, laid them to rest in soft foam. Took something that had been together and pulled it apart. 
 
    When he was done — when the case was closed — he carried the suitcase to the door on the roof that led to the stairs. The city of Star’s Landing sprawled out below the hotel, beaten brown buildings battered by simoons. People still had lives down there. 
 
    Hayden opened the roof door to find Captain Karus Varik waiting, shiny boots parted and gloved hands crossed behind his back. Varik had a smirk on his golden-brown face as he stroked his perfectly cut goatee, just once, like it was a pet or something. He was not worried about retaliation from Paran’s people. You did not retaliate against the Supremacy. 
 
    “So.” Varik wore Supremacy dress browns, a glossy fabric that vented heat off the skin. “Justice is served.” 
 
    Hayden breathed. “I guess so.” 
 
    “Have you given any more thought to my offer?” 
 
    A cursory glance at Varik’s unassuming face suggested a bureaucrat, a man uninterested in dirtying his hands with police work, yet when you looked closer — when you really looked — that detachment became sinister, unfeeling, inhuman. That sort of attitude was disturbing, but then again, so was government sanctioned assassination. 
 
    Yet Ceto Security Division had spent years going after Paran and failed. Hayden had failed. The Supremacy, the government of Advanced humans that ruled Phorcys — they could change things for the better with the right guidance, protect good people and send the bad into orbit. 
 
    The Supremacy wanted Hayden with them because they needed locals, natural-born who knew Ceto and its people. Investigators who could blend in. Yet if he agreed to work for them, his father would disown him, his brothers-in-arms would spit in his face, and there was a very good chance that hunting terrorists for the Supremacy would get him killed.  
 
    Yet Dani was dead, Paran was too, and any life he had in Star’s Landing was not a life he wanted to live. Why not work until he couldn’t any longer? Why not do some good until he couldn’t do anything, anymore? 
 
    “Cross?” Varik watched him with narrowed black eyes. “Are you ready to hunt these terrorists for us?” 
 
    Hayden thought about Dani, about the child they would never have, and about Paran’s brains, splattered all over the courthouse steps. Then he said the first words that slid into his head. 
 
    “How many more you got?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    HAYDEN COUGHED himself awake. Cuffs strapped his wrists and ankles to metal poles. It had all been a hallucination, a fever dream, and he was still hanging, still being tortured. He thrashed and whimpered and shook. He couldn’t hurt again, couldn’t think—  
 
    “Stop it!” someone shouted, young and female. “Stop thrashing or you’ll break something!” A wet sponge touched his forehead, but it felt like a blowtorch searing his skin. 
 
    “It’s just me!” the woman shouted. “I’m helping!” 
 
    Hayden focused on her young, worried voice. He made himself stop seeing Ryke’s leering face and see Cassie instead, standing beside his bed. He was in a bed now, beneath IV bags hung on metal racks. Dozens of tubes ran to needles jammed into his flesh. 
 
    What was Cassie doing here? More importantly, why was he dreaming about shooting Ralyn Paran? Those were the dreams he took balancers to stop. He had assassinated Paran almost thirteen years ago, and that didn’t matter anymore except... 
 
    Oh, right. Paran’s son wanted to torture him to death. 
 
    “I’ve got ointment that will numb your nerves,” Cassie said. “I’m going to use it on you now, so stop thrashing.” 
 
    Hayden made himself still, despite the fact that everything inside him was on fire. As Cassie worked, soothing cool seeped into his wounds and dulled his nerves. He realized too late he was naked, save for a diaper, but Cassie probably didn’t care. 
 
    She applied her painkiller expertly, almost like a nurse, and any embarrassment Hayden might have felt was murdered by the pleasure of not hurting so badly anymore. It was getting easier to breathe. His ribs were merely excruciating now. 
 
    “I’m out,” Cassie said. “I used all the ointment.” She sounded surprised. 
 
    “You did enough,” Hayden rasped. “What are you doing here?” 
 
    “Dad told me to fix you. He wanted me to see what happens to people who fuck him over.” Cassie’s voice remained remarkably steady for a girl who had just wiped away several pints of blood. “It’s time I learned the family business.” 
 
    “There’s listening devices,” Hayden said. “All around us.” He could not let Cassie give herself away. 
 
    “Oh.” She blinked and breathed. “I didn’t know that.” Her eyes darted around the empty room. “Interesting.” 
 
    “Who are you, anyway?” Hayden might not be able to save himself, but he could still protect her. “I never got your name.” 
 
    Her eyes widened as she caught on. “Cassie. Cassie Ryke. What’s yours?” 
 
    “Hayden. You’re his daughter?” 
 
    “His youngest.” She was playing along. “He’s got two others, but not from my mom. Why do you care?” 
 
    “Hoping you’ll help me.” Talking hurt, but Hayden had to find out everything he could about his situation. “Where are we?” 
 
    “Dad said I can’t tell you that.” 
 
    “Am I going to die?” 
 
    “I only know he plans to trade you to someone else in a few days.” 
 
    Hayden focused on escape. He had to escape, or at least figure out who really wanted him traded. Who wanted him badly enough to negotiate with Ryke for his release, probably pay lots of money, so they could simply torture him themselves? 
 
    Hayden’s heart leapt into his throat. Lerisa. It had to be Lerisa. She was running some sort of long game to save him, something she’d made up on the fly. Tears welled at the edges of his stinging eyes. 
 
    Maybe Lerisa had found a Patriot bomb at Prospector’s Point after they started their operation, a bomb intended to kill dozens or hundreds of people. Maybe letting Ryke abduct him was the only way she could disarm it. It had to be something like that, something terrible and earth-shattering. 
 
    Saving people was the only reason Lerisa Wake would allow Ryke to capture him. She would never sell him out, and Hayden couldn’t believe that about her. She would get him out of this. 
 
    “If you’re done treating me,” Hayden whispered, “it’s time you got back. I think you’ve learned your lesson.” 
 
    “Right.” Cassie’s voice trembled. “I’m just ... I’m so sorry this happened.” 
 
    Oh, me too. “You said you have a mother?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “She anything like Ryke?” 
 
    “My mom’s beautiful. She’s nothing like him.” 
 
    “Maybe you should call her, even if you can’t visit. You can still call her, right?” 
 
    “I can only call Mom once a month. Dad says so.” 
 
    “Maybe he’ll make an exception if you agree to tell your mom you want to stay with him instead of her, voluntarily. Maybe he’d let you call her to tell her that.” 
 
    Cassie sucked in her breath. “Right.” She saw it. “Maybe he might.” 
 
    At the least, Cassie’s call would let Morna know Hayden had failed, and encourage her to find another way to rescue her daughter. Morna would figure something out. Cassie didn’t deserve to live with Tyler Ryke. 
 
    Cassie’s sandals scuffed biocrete. “You need anything?” 
 
    Hayden tongued the sucking holes where teeth had been. He poked at the wreckage, fascinated despite his horror. “Water?” 
 
    “I’ll ask,” Cassie said. “I’m going now.” 
 
    She left and closed the door behind her. Hayden was alone with the sound of whirring machines, but he was going to be okay now, he hoped. Lerisa was going to save him, he hoped. 
 
    Then he heard Dani singing in the next room, and he knew it was going to be a very rough night.
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    07: Simoon 
 
    FIVE DAYS PASSED in agony and silence. Hayden’s only company was an occasional visit from Slim or One-Eye. One of them would enter his room, give him a new water bottle, change his diaper, and cram paste down his throat. There was no talking allowed. 
 
    Hayden knew cameras were on him all the time, and Ryke allowed no sheets or covering. He had no chance to hide his actions, no chance to surreptitiously free himself. He trembled all the time, held tight by drugs and restraints, and dreamed without his precious balancers, which was the worst part. Dreaming about Danielle Cross when she was alive wrecked him when he woke up and she wasn’t again. 
 
    They went to the Prospector’s Point races. They enjoyed greasy hot dogs. They had each other in the back of a Hayden’s military-issued sedan. There was surveying and hiking and lots and lots of kissing. Then Hayden snapped awake and Dani was charred bone and blood once more, dead because of him, and he sobbed, and he slept. And the cycle began again. 
 
    They explored Ceto’s large Perennial Desert. There was a surprising amount of life scattered across its sun-baked sands. Even a century after the first colonists arrived on the first homeships, no one had yet catalogued all Ceto's flora and fauna. Dani saw each new species through the eyes of a child, always eager, always curious. Hayden loved that about her. 
 
    They took a trip to Phorcys. Hayden had spent weeks there on missions for CSD, but Dani had never visited. The difference in climates shocked her — so warm, and humid, and salty — as did the odd green sky. Dani marveled at the tall, lanky fikus trees, cloaked in purple fern leaves, and stared at the endless lakes, clear clean water that stretched away forever. 
 
    Ceto did not have lakes like Phorcys, just small subterranean reservoirs scattered across the planet, fed by the occasional torrential rain when enough water evaporated from the muddy sea at Ceto's pole. Seawater was purified and desalinated as it made its way through the Pipe that crossed the planet, but it remained tangy and harsh. Phorcys water tasted so much better. Dani calmly declared it the best water in the universe. 
 
    So much of Phorcys was unique to her, wonderful and strange, and Dani’s wonder made the mundane features Hayden had taken for granted as amazing as his future wife. Hayden saw the wonders of Phorcys through Dani’s eyes, and it changed the way he looked at the planet. It changed the way he looked at her. 
 
    Cold stabbed his thigh. Hayden jerked awake, grunting through clenched gums at the injection of more healing drugs, and then One-Eye jammed paste into his mouth. He swallowed because he had no choice, desperate to stay awake. He slept anyway. 
 
    Almost three months after that first trip they returned to Phorcys, skirting the tourist traps for a trek in the wilds. Dani, a prospector’s daughter, knew how to range in desert and marshes, but she was lost in swamps and woods. Hayden knew those well enough for both of them. 
 
    He had spent years studying the terrain of Phorcys and learning how best to survive there, training mandated by the Supremacy. The Patriots of Ceto had landed a number of shuttles on Phorcys in those days, and the threat of terrorist attacks had been constant. Hayden took Dani across the world, into the hidden spaces, the beautiful spaces, and that made their trip special ... but the palladium ring topped it all. It was in the Rainbow Chapel, deep in Siphon Caverns, where he asked Dani to marry him. 
 
    For some reason, she said yes. 
 
    They flew back and bought their research dome in Star’s Landing. There, they would make the family they both wanted. Dani customized it with colored plastic panels and soft blue seats. She even grew a vegetable garden, though the vegetables never took off. His wife made a home for them. She was probably still doing that when Ralyn Paran blew her up. 
 
    Hayden snapped awake, shaking with fresh sobs. He pulled at his handcuffs hard enough to make his wrists ache. Dani was gone, again, and her fresh absence ripped at his insides. He didn’t even try to stop the tears. 
 
    How long had he been in and out? Days? A week? When was Lerisa going to trade Ryke for him, or had Ryke changed his mind? That thought haunted him until he slept, but for the first time in a long time, he did not dream about Dani. 
 
    When he opened his eyes again, there was a woman inside his room. Eden. She was standing beside his hospital bed, watching him while he slept, and she was smiling at him. Her white teeth glinted in the light. 
 
    “You’re looking well.” Eden examined him like he was some sort of wounded animal. “How are you healing?” 
 
    “Fine,” Hayden whispered. She was incredibly creepy. 
 
    Eden slid a hand down his chest, tracing numb little circles. “You’re quite fit for a natural-born man, especially at your age. Your genes are better than most.” 
 
    “Thanks.” He shuddered as he remembered her comment about skin and sandpaper. “I always try to take the stairs.” 
 
    Eden leaned close. “Who were you dreaming about? Who is Dani?” 
 
    He must have called out her name in his sleep. “My wife.” 
 
    “Isn’t she dead? I heard she was dead.” 
 
    Hayden wondered how much lying he could get away with, and if it would get him hurt. “Well, I did bury her.” 
 
    “Yet you came here looking for her. Lerisa told us that.” 
 
    Again the lie about Lerisa. Eden had to have found out some other way. Perhaps he had mumbled that in his sleep, too. Hayden stared at the ceiling. 
 
    “I don’t know if she’s still alive or not. It doesn’t matter. If there was even a chance I could see her again, I had to try.” 
 
    “That’s almost admirable,” Eden said. “And honest.” She pressed two clammy fingers to his chin and forced him to look at her. “Now. Tell me about Lerisa Wake.” 
 
    Hayden blinked at her. “Why?” 
 
    “I’m curious.” Eden smiled again, a dangerous smile filled with perfect teeth. “Would you rather I be bored?” 
 
    Hayden absolutely did not want her to be bored. “She’s a Special Investigator in the Supremacy. We worked together.” 
 
    “Slept together?” 
 
    “That too.” 
 
    “Do you love her, Cross? Or do you love your wife?” 
 
    Hayden had been asking himself that same question for years. “I don’t know.” 
 
    “That’s disappointing.” Eden pushed his chin away with two fingers. “Do you know how rare it is for an Advanced to settle for a natural-born man? Lerisa offered herself to you, lowered herself to the level of a lesser being, and you rejected her. What gave you the right to do that?” 
 
    One of Hayden’s legs trembled hard. 
 
    “Oh!” Eden said. “Let’s play a game.” She gripped his shoulders in vice-like hands. “What if I wanted to hurt you again, Cross? What would you say to save yourself more pain?” 
 
    Hayden couldn’t survive being tortured again. The thought of this woman shredding his skin with sandpaper threatened to shut his screaming mind down entirely, but he fought through blind panic and analyzed Eden’s words, her posture, the hungry look in her eyes. He had to give her what she needed, and as he watched her, he knew what that was. Power. 
 
    “I’d say,” he whispered, “there’s absolutely nothing I can do to stop you.” 
 
    Eden laughed and released his shoulders. “Well done!” 
 
    Hayden shuddered violently in the bed, but Eden was moving away now. Toward the door. Toward not hurting him. 
 
    “You keep your wits about you, even when cornered. I see why the Supremacy hired you. I would not waste a moment with gutter-born trash, but I’m pleased you know your place. You must all know your place.” 
 
    Hayden nodded. Footsteps sounded in the hall. Eden glanced toward the door, her too-wide smile returning. “Company!” she singsonged. 
 
    Tyler Ryke strode into his room, flanked by Slim. Every sluggish nerve in Hayden’s body lit up like a road flare. Sweat poured down his sides as Ryke approached. He imagined this man punching him, cutting him, melting him. 
 
    Ryke eyed him with a hungry twist to his lips. “He looks better.” 
 
    “Much better.” Eden sauntered over to Ryke and took his arm. “I almost wish I could have my turn! Wouldn’t it be fun to watch me hurt him?” 
 
    Ryke spun her toward him. “You could. I could watch you work on him.” 
 
    Eden pressed her thin lips to his ear, whispering something Hayden could not hear. Ryke grabbed her ass, and she moaned disturbingly against him. Slim looked away, finding something very interesting on the ceiling, and Hayden did the same. 
 
    Finally, Ryke snapped his fingers, and Hayden’s eyes snapped to Ryke. One-Eye entered the room, the giant woman who had hit Hayden with her nightstick. She looked bored. 
 
    “You’re going to walk now, Cross,” Ryke said. “You’ve had enough of my drugs to do that.” He motioned to his thugs. “Greta and Slim will ensure you don’t break anything.” He glanced down at Hayden’s diaper and wrinkled his nose. “Get him dressed.” 
 
    Hayden said nothing. He could move again now, arms and legs, and the last thing he wanted was to trigger another beating. Tyler Ryke was one sick son of a bitch. 
 
    Ryke and Eden left. Slim and One-Eye — now Greta — helped him get dressed, and they were downright civil about it. They had fed him paste and changed him for days, which had a way of breaking down barriers. 
 
    “Sorry about the torture,” Slim said, and Hayden realized the man was sincere. “You really pissed Ryke off.” 
 
    Greta grunted as she looked him over with crossed arms. “Don’t frustrate him again.” Her accent remained as thick as ever. “I had to mop up your blood.” 
 
    Despite the fact that they were on opposite sides of this raw deal, Hayden appreciated the fact that Ryke’s hired help didn’t try to hurt him or scare him. These weren’t monsters, not like Ryke. They were just two people with shitty jobs. 
 
    “I’ll behave.” Anything was better than this bed. 
 
    With their help, Hayden wriggled into blue hospital pants, a loose white shirt, and flimsy disposable shoes, nothing that would stand up to an escape attempt. The diaper went in the trash. Then each thug draped one of Hayden’s arms on their shoulders and out they moved, together. 
 
    Hayden stumbled and limped more than he really needed to. The less they knew about his physical state, the better. In that manner they moved down a narrow biocrete hallway to a set of double doors. Those doors opened to reveal a metal lift, and that lift rose for a good while. 
 
    When the doors opened, they stepped right out into a simoon, and Hayden knew then he had not been beneath Ryke’s complex. This was somewhere else. He couldn’t shield his eyes, not with both limbs draped over Ryke’s thugs, so he squinted against driving sand and ran his tongue over shattered teeth. 
 
    He was standing on a hard clay platform, in what was probably the middle of the night. Ryke had shorted out his wrist chronometer to disorient him, but the huge glowing ball of Phorcys was barely visible through the swirling sand. Seeing that bright sphere again after so long underground made him want to sob. 
 
    Hayden did know he was somewhere in the Perennial Desert, the large expanse of sand and scrub south of Star’s Landing. Light from the brilliant white clouds of Phorcys shined down, but the thick, swirling sand of the simoon made it hard to see much else. Hayden heard shouting — Ryke’s soldiers, shouting to each other — but nothing made much sense. 
 
    He obediently stumbled along between Greta and Slim. If he got free and ran for it, he could easily lose himself in the simoon, but he would not get far. He would simply trade torture or a bullet for a long, agonizing death in the sand. Might as well stick with the thugs. 
 
    Despite his impending doom, the trained investigator huddled inside Hayden’s battered body couldn’t help but observe and consider. The giant orange tanks to his left made this platform some sort of Patriot refueling base. There was no way this place could exist without satellite protection. Many common thugs thought the simoons offered protection from satellite imagery, but the Supremacy could see right through them. 
 
    Hayden spotted a projection tower through the swirling dust, a tall metal spike jutting from the platform’s center. It glowed with vertical red lines that traveled from its round base to its top. It created a dome-like projection that covered the entire platform like a giant umbrella. 
 
    The device could not fool a ground inspection, but it could trick satellite imagery. It couldn’t replicate complex patterns, like cities or Ceto’s swampy poles, but it faked desert just fine. When Hayden focused, squinting through the swirling sand, he could just make out the glimmer of the holographic dome that covered the refueling station. 
 
    This was advanced tech, Supremacy tech, and it meant the Patriots of Ceto were better equipped than they had been when Hayden was hunting them. How much more Supremacy tech had Ryke managed to acquire? Smart rifles with self-guided bullets? Neutron bombs? 
 
    The repeating whump of an approaching helo cut through the howling storm. Ryke’s thugs halted Hayden near the center of the refueling pad, but didn’t pull guns or seem alarmed. That suggested the helo was friendly. 
 
    Ryke stood ten paces ahead, Eden on his arm, with dozens of faceless soldiers standing at attention around them. All wore refurbished yellow suits of the Supremacy’s powered armor. A personal force of Vindicator knockoffs suited Ryke’s ego. 
 
    A quadcopter emerged from the storm and descended, a four-rotored beast painted in desert camouflage: a Grasshopper. It had been a Prospector transport in its early days, named for creatures from long forgotten Earth. Most everything was. 
 
    The Grasshopper landed with a whine of flexing wheel joints obviously far past their prime. Its four extended rotors kicked up so much sand than even Ryke was forced to shield his eyes, though the soldiers in powered armor remained unfazed. The Grasshopper’s bulk was a beefy aircraft body shaped like a bathtub, sporting four stubby pods with large tilt rotors. The rotors were still spinning down as its rear landing ramp lowered. 
 
    A man strode out, wearing a black hood and a black cloak that billowed behind him in the wind. The hood and cloak were draped over dark powered armor that glistened in the bright light of Phorcys. A white mask with a red stripe down the middle hid the man’s face, and he was not Lerisa Wake. 
 
    “Holy shit,” Hayden whispered, because that was what you said when an urban legend walked out of a Grasshopper. This man had to be Xealot, the legendary supreme leader of the Patriots of Ceto, and judging from his ridiculous outfit, he was a bit of a drama queen. 
 
    Xealot’s only weapon was a massive heatsword magnetically locked to his back, outside and through the cloak. Hayden could not think of anything more impractical, and just the thought of trying to swing that around in a firefight made him chuckle. How had this man not gotten his head blown off? 
 
    Greta poked him. “Show respect. That’s Xealot.” 
 
    “I know who it is,” Hayden said. “I just thought the sword thing was someone pulling my leg. Is it ceremonial or something?” 
 
    “It is a sword, sharp like any other.” Greta went silent for a moment. “And you would not joke if you had ever seen him fight.” 
 
    Hayden was surprised by the respect in Greta’s voice, and he gave Xealot another look. Despite the Patriot’s ridiculous outfit, there was something sinister about that mask. In person, Xealot carried himself like a man who actually could kill you with a heatsword. 
 
    Hayden had served with the Supremacy for thirteen years, hunted Patriots for thirteen years, and tales of a legendary masked terrorist with a heatsword made the best office gossip. In some of them, Xealot vanished from surveillance in the middle of an empty street. In others, he singlehandedly slaughtered an entire squad of Vindicators, stabbing and vanishing like some sort of ghost. It was just bullshit Advanced made up to fuck with the new recruits — or was it? 
 
    Ryke swatted at Eden, who dropped his arm, and then walked forward with arms spread. “Welcome to the desert, my faceless friend! I trust your journey went well?” 
 
    Xealot’s cloak billowed as his mask swept over those gathered. It stopped moving on Hayden, and Hayden realized he did not like the feeling of this man’s hidden gaze upon him. It made his hair stand on end. 
 
    “That’s Hayden Cross,” Xealot said. His modulated voice sounded male, but given voice modulation tech, that didn’t mean anything. 
 
    “Alive and intact, as you requested.” Ryke bowed grandly. “The man who murdered your father is yours for the torture.” He glanced at Hayden and smirked. “Now, to payment. I have your weapons.” 
 
    “And the drugs?” Xealot didn’t sound impressed. 
 
    “You’ll have more than enough to start your own little empire, provided I receive my cut. There’s plenty more where this came from.” 
 
    Xealot jerked a thumb toward the landing ramp. “Your payment is inside.” Then he/she swept the cloak aside and stalked toward Hayden. 
 
    The closer Xealot got, the more Hayden wanted to run. As Xealot approached his dark form grew, taller and wider, even though Hayden knew that was just a trick of the light. The man stopped, close enough to talk, and looked to the thugs. 
 
    “Move away,” Xealot suggested. 
 
    “If you want to live,” Slim whispered. “Don’t lie.” 
 
    Both Greta and Slim slid out from under his arms, and Hayden stood — for about one second. Then he collapsed, catching himself on outstretched hands. He looked up and squinted through the storm at Xealot. It was important he look weak. 
 
    Ryke and Eden remained a good distance away. The same was true of Greta and Slim. For all intents and purposes, it was just him and the Patriot supreme leader in the storm. 
 
    Xealot approached and leaned down. “Where is Cassie Ryke?” He asked quietly enough that no one else on the platform could hear. 
 
    “What?” That was the last question Hayden expected. 
 
    “Where is Ryke keeping Cassie now?” 
 
    “How the fuck should I know?” What did the most infamous terrorist in the Patriots of Ceto want with Ryke’s daughter? 
 
    “I suppose you wouldn’t.” Xealot straightened and looked out over the desert. “I am curious. Did you assassinate Ralyn Paran?” 
 
    “Why do you care?” So far as Supremacy records knew, Ralyn Paran had no children. 
 
    Xealot gripped the hilt on his back and unsnapped his heatsword with a click. It burst to life with a distinctive hiss, and the sharpened edge glowed white: heated plasma. It was usually used for cutting heavy metals. 
 
    “That’s why I’m here,” Xealot said, as he brought his heatsword around and pointed it at Hayden. “To avenge my dear, departed father. I’m so very upset.” 
 
    Hayden remembered Slim’s warning. Don’t lie. He knew he had no chance of surviving an attack by a man in powered armor with a heatsword. He also decided he really didn’t care. 
 
    “Yes,” Hayden said, as he pushed himself up. “I shot your father in his fucking head.” He stepped forward. “He blew up my wife and unborn child.” 
 
    “And that gave you the right to murder him?” Xealot’s powered armor hissed as his arms moved, as his sword moved. Its tip moved close enough to Hayden’s gut that he could feel the heat off the blade. One more step and he’d be boiling his own intestines. 
 
    “I didn’t care about rights, or justice, or anything like that at the time. I just wanted that asshole dead, and he still is.” Hayden glanced down at the glowing blade. “Also, why the sword? Did the mask and cloak not sell ‘pretentious douchebag’?” 
 
    Xealot shut off his sword and returned it to his back with a metallic click. “You will want to get down now.” 
 
    That didn’t make any goddamn sense. “Why?” 
 
    An explosion rocked the platform.
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    08: Rescue 
 
    HAYDEN DROPPED and covered his head as shrapnel and fire blasted into the small crowd ahead. Two of Ryke’s soldiers were blown off their feet. The rest scattered, firing uselessly into the air. 
 
    When Hayden looked up again, squinting into the swirling simoon, there was no sign of Xealot. Literally no sign at all, just empty air. Christ. The Patriot leader could vanish off a crowded street. 
 
    Hayden fought Greta as the woman shouted valiantly in Russian, trying to pull him up. The sound of multiple helos closed from all sides as another round landed, showering the platform with shrapnel. Greta fell across him with a tortured scream. 
 
    He struggled with her stiff hands until he realized those hands were no longer attached to Greta. He tossed them and understood why Xealot had ordered him to drop. Someone was launching suppression shells against this platform! 
 
    The shells were Supremacy tech with a two-fold purpose: shredding enemy soldiers and sparing cowering civilians. When they hit, their shrapnel exploded in a wide ring at waist level and above. How had Xealot known they were coming? 
 
    Hayden rolled away from Greta’s corpse and covered the back of his head with his hands. Someone screamed, a young woman’s scream, which didn’t fit with any of Ryke’s thugs. Were there civilians on the platform? 
 
    He risked a look and spotted Cassie Ryke cowering in the shadow of a metal crate. Despite the shelling, he wriggled toward her, terrified he might see her explode. “What the hell, Cassie?" 
 
    “I was going to help you escape!” she wailed. 
 
    Hayden felt a warm rush in his chest. “Stay down!” 
 
    An explosive shell landed, blasting the small building holding the lift and cutting off all that remained below. Hayden reached the crate and gripped Cassie’s hands. He pulled her after him, crawling for the ruins of the lift. Soon they both sheltered in the lift wreckage. 
 
     Whoever was shelling the refueling pad had already dropped one round on the lift and wrecked it. The Supremacy did not waste ammunition. Xealot’s black Grasshopper took a direct hit from another explosive shell, and one rotor exploded. It sent a blade spinning through two more of Ryke’s Vindicator knockoffs, cutting them in half. 
 
    Ryke chose that moment to rush from the simoon. “You set me up! You fucking set me up!” He charged, weaponless, as Cassie screamed a warning. 
 
    Hayden had just enough time to push Cassie aside before Ryke fell on him, flailing and kicking like a demented toddler. He fought about as well as one. When Ryke tried to stomp him, Hayden caught Ryke’s foot and viciously twisted his heel. Ryke went down with a grunt, and then Hayden was on top of him, forcing him down. 
 
    Ryke threw one weak punch that Hayden brushed aside. Then Hayden dropped an elbow on Ryke’s nose like one of the Supremacy’s golden hammers. It crushed cartilage and drew blood. It felt fucking cathartic. 
 
    Cassie’s father flailed, gasping, but he wasn’t getting up with one-hundred kilos of Hayden on top of him. Hayden felt those cold metal chains around his wrists. He smashed his knuckles into Ryke’s face again and again, and the pain was nothing. The pain was good. 
 
    Hayden remembered steel shattering his teeth as his hands clamped tight around something slippery, a neck. Ryke’s neck. He squeezed as he remembered every punch, every cut, every broken bone. Ryke’s eyes bulged, and Hayden wanted to make them bulge more. He wanted to make them pop right out. 
 
    “Stop!” Someone clawed at his arms. “Stop hurting him!” 
 
    The agony in that voice made Hayden blink against the simoon. Cassie Ryke gripped his arms now, tugging hard. Her eyes were wide and wet. 
 
    “Don’t kill him!” she shouted. “He’s my dad!” 
 
    Ryke was down. Ryke was out. Hayden stared at his bloody knuckles, at Ryke’s motionless body, at Ryke’s blank and staring eyes. He saw Ryke’s chest rise, then fall. Cassie’s feelings aside, he saw no reason to spare this monster, until he remembered Lerisa. She had come to save him. 
 
    Hayden let Ryke breathe and settled onto his calves. The piece of human garbage had information Lerisa needed, and killing him would short out his PBA. This rescue had to be Lerisa’s operation, and whatever her reasons for changing the plan, he owed her more than a dead lead. 
 
    Cassie collapsed atop her unconscious father. The roar of leg-mounted repulsor jets marked a single Vindicator dropping on their position, an Advanced veteran with his rifle ready. Hayden could tell from the way he landed his powered armor. 
 
    “Just stay right there, sir.” The Vindicator kept his rifle pointed into the simoon. “We’ll be with you in a moment.” 
 
    More Vindicators landed all around them, executing any hostiles who did not immediately throw down their weapons. Those who surrendered had probably never met a Supremacy interrogator. The last two standing were Eden and Slim, back to back. 
 
    Slim raised his hands as high as he could. “No worries, guys! I surrender!” He beamed his game show host smile. “Take me to your leader.” 
 
    The Vindicators, oddly, held their fire, even as Eden slipped a stiletto from her long black glove. She spun and drove that stiletto into the base of Slim’s spine, teeth bared in a mad grin. Slim collapsed and gurgled, held upright only by the blade in his spine and Eden’s Advanced strength. 
 
    She leaned close against him from behind, lips moving. Then she kicked him off her stiletto, revealing a shining blade slick with blood. Slim flopped and rolled across the landing platform like a sack of cloned potatoes. Eden’s demented laughter filled the platform. 
 
    Slim’s eyes met Hayden’s as he settled, and then he went away. Cassie started crying. Eden raised one hand and crossed two fingers, the Supremacy’s golden hammers, as the Vindicators lowered their rifles. 
 
    Hayden felt sickeningly relieved. He wasn’t the only person out here who got played. Ryke had invited an Advanced spy into his midst, and that explained why the Supremacy had no records on her. Eden was a black ops asset, and those files weren’t available to just anyone. 
 
    Eden wiped the blood off her stiletto with two gloved fingers, flicked it to the ground, and sheathed her blade once more. She bowed grandly to the watching Vindicators and then sat, cross-legged, a lone, slim figure in a swirling simoon. The wind tugged playfully at her short pink hair. 
 
    Cassie gripped Hayden’s hand, wiping her eyes with her arm as she stared at Slim. She still shuddered every so often, but her crying spell had been brief. She seemed like a tough kid. 
 
    “Told you I’d get you out,” Hayden said. He had never had a child of his own. 
 
    “Slim protected me from Parker and worse,” Cassie whispered. “He didn’t deserve that. He wasn’t like the others.” 
 
    “He was decent to me, too.” Hayden kept a cautious eye on Eden, but she did not seem interested in them anymore. “Keep your head down and do whatever the Supremacy asks.” He squeezed her shoulder, hoping that wouldn’t freak her out. “I’ve got your back.” 
 
    “Are they going to hurt my father?” Cassie glanced at the sadistic idiot still breathing between them. “He’s horrible, I know, but still—” 
 
    “You can’t think about that right now,” Hayden said, because he knew the answer he would give was not the one she wanted. “Just remember our deal. You give us your father’s image sync, we get into his PBA, your father goes to orbit, and you go back to your mother.” At least all this adrenaline was burning off the balancer withdrawal. 
 
    Cassie shuddered. “Right.” 
 
    As soon as the Vindicators had the survivors gathered in a neat ring in the center, a white Supremacy helo slid out of the simoon. It had a narrow birdlike hull with two large round circles for wings. It landed gracefully, enclosed rotors fighting swirling dirt. Its forward landing hatch opened, flopping down on the tarmac like a lolling tongue. 
 
    A single Supremacy officer in a sleek black uniform strode out, but it was not Lerisa Wake. Black uniforms were reserved for naval officers, those with access to the few active homeships still in orbit, and Hayden recognized this officer despite his fatigue. He had served under this man for thirteen years. 
 
    Captain Karus Varik had caught up with him at last. 
 
    Varik had barely aged. He still had the same black eyes, the same immaculately trimmed goatee, and the same disregard for human suffering that made him so good at his job. Varik would kill just about anyone without hesitation, but only after someone filed the proper paperwork. 
 
    Eden hopped up with a smile that would have been girlish if it were not so deranged. She stalked toward Varik. Then she stopped, went straight as a board, and saluted like a crazy person. 
 
    Hayden thumped Ryke’s chest. “Wish you could see this, old man.” It felt petty, but he was feeling petty.  
 
    Hayden waited. He knew how Varik worked, and he knew he and Cassie were assets to be catalogued when Varik was ready. He searched the figures on the platform for Lerisa or Zack, but there was only Captain Varik, Eden at his side, their prisoners, and dozens of black-armored Vindicators. And, of course, the bodies. There was no sign of Xealot. 
 
    Varik examined the damaged Grasshopper, staring up the open ramp with one hand stroking his pet goatee, then snapped his fingers. Four Vindicators stomped inside. They came out moments later, empty-handed, and Varik clenched his fists. He marched toward Hayden, Eden at his side. 
 
    “Stay down,” Hayden told Cassie. He stood and sketched the best salute he could manage. 
 
    Varik did not return that salute. Hayden had served under Varik for over a decade, risked his life a hundred times for the Supremacy to defend them from the Patriots, but to Varik, he wasn’t even worth a salute. Not after Varik fired him. This man was a special kind of asshole. 
 
    “Cross.” Varik eyed him up and down. “You’re alive.” He didn’t sound happy about it. 
 
    “I guess I am, sir.” Hayden dropped his salute. “You were expecting a meat popsicle?” 
 
    “I tolerated your flippant nature because you were somewhat good at your job, but you became an addict, Cross. You will answer my questions here or in a cell.” 
 
    Hayden knew Varik would do that, throw him in a cell and hurt him until he talked, and he had been tortured enough for one week. “What would you like to know, sir?” 
 
    Varik pointed at Ryke. “Is he dead?” 
 
    “Unconscious, sir.” 
 
    “Do any suspects remain below?” 
 
    “I don’t think so, sir.” 
 
    “Where is Xealot?” 
 
    “I’m afraid I don’t know, sir.” 
 
    Varik hissed through perfect teeth. “Tell me everything that happened before he arrived.” 
 
    Hayden told him. It didn’t take long. 
 
    Varik turned on Eden, leather gloves crackling into fists. “How did Xealot know we were coming?” 
 
    “I have no idea, sir.” Eden curtseyed, which was just a bit weird. 
 
    “Someone tipped him, but whoever that was, they aren’t on this platform. Yet why risk traveling here if he knew we would intercept him?” Varik’s gaze returned to Hayden. “Why are you still alive, Cross?” 
 
    “Sir?” Hayden knew he was nothing to this man, worse than nothing, but Varik was his only ride off this platform. 
 
    “You cost Tyler Ryke millions in losses.” Varik pointed to the bloodied man at Hayden’s feet. “He has tortured people to death for less, and in far less time than he held you. Yet you appear to be intact.” 
 
    Eden stroked Varik’s arm. “Ryke did torture him, sir. I watched it for some time.” 
 
    “Yet he stopped short of murdering you.” Varik stroked his stupid little goatee. “He even healed your wounds. Did he explain why?” 
 
    Hayden might as well give him the story Ryke offered. “He stopped torturing me at Xealot’s request, sir. I assassinated Xealot’s father, Ralyn Paran.” Hayden almost added “You were there, asshole,” but decided to be diplomatic, for once. 
 
    “Why would Xealot order Ryke to heal you?” 
 
    “I believe he wanted me for himself, sir.” 
 
    Varik narrowed his eyes, giving Hayden the look that had left many a Patriot sympathizer pissing themselves in the interrogation chair. Hayden stood and waited for judgment. Nothing he said now would change his fate, and Varik expected him to know that. 
 
    Finally, Varik laughed, a cold sound that triggered an instinctive revulsion in anyone human. “None of this matters. We will find Xealot, and we will crush his ridiculous insurgency.” He snapped his fingers at a Vindicator. “Secure Tyler Ryke for interrogation.” 
 
    The Vindicator lifted Ryke and threw the limp man over his armored shoulder. As he stomped off, Varik turned on Cassie and offered a narrow smile. “You are Cassie Ryke?” 
 
    She watched him like she’d watch a darter lizard. “Yes?” 
 
    “You’re coming with us.” Varik’s smile grew, stretching his cheeks. “We’ll take good care of you. You’re safe now.” 
 
    Hayden eyed Cassie and glanced at Eden. Eden watched them both, smiling her creepy smile. Hayden decided not to think about that. 
 
    “Get up,” Varik ordered. 
 
    Hayden glanced down at Cassie to find her still crouching, still not listening, probably because she was fucking terrified. “It’s okay.” He had to get her up, now, before Varik did it for him. “We’re getting out of here. I’ll be with you the whole way, until we get you back to your mother.” 
 
    Cassie stood, eyes darting between him and Varik, and stepped close. She nodded. Varik frowned at her, frowned at Hayden, and spun on his heel. He stalked toward his helo with precise strides. 
 
    “With me, Cross,” Varik said. “Bring the girl.” 
 
    Hayden hurried after him, and Cassie gripped his hand. He blinked against swirling sand as she squeezed. Eden slipped up beside him, taking his other arm, and Cassie squeezed harder at that. 
 
    “You’re one very lucky man,” Eden said, effortlessly matching his stride. “Captain Varik must be feeling particularly magnanimous today.” 
 
    Hayden fought the urge to shake her off. “I didn’t do anything wrong. Did you?” 
 
    Eden compressed her thin red lips. “I have done nothing I regret. Can you say the same?” 
 
    That was a good question, honestly. Eden remained on his arm until they reached the lowered hatch of the helo, then slipped ahead to join Captain Varik. Hayden shuddered as she moved off. 
 
    That woman was some kind of damned ghost, a worse, a witch. There were all sorts of stories about witches in the old archives from Earth, though Hayden only knew that because Zack loved that sort of shit. He wondered where Zack was now, and if he was doing all right. 
 
    “She freaks me out a little,” Cassie said quietly. 
 
    “Yeah.” Hayden looked out over the empty desert. “She probably freaks out everyone.” 
 
    Then he heard gunshots, popping in the storm, and knew Captain Varik wasn’t taking any other prisoners home.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    [image: ] 
 
    09: Complex 
 
    NO ONE DISTURBED THEM after they went airborne, on Captain Varik’s helo, and Hayden was grateful for that. He was also grateful the Supremacy left Cassie in the same small cabin with him. He didn’t want Varik going near her alone. 
 
    It was strange how protective he felt toward Ryke’s daughter. Whether it was the way Varik smiled at her, the way Eden smiled at both of them, or his memory of Cassie helping him with salve, Hayden wanted this girl safe in Lerisa’s custody. He would protect her until that happened. 
 
    He hoped they were heading back to Star’s Landing. Varik had obviously been after Xealot, not Ryke, and with the crime lord in custody, Varik should have no objection to opening up Ryke’s PBA and bringing his organization down. Ryke would go to orbit, Cassie would go to her mother, and Hayden would finally get his hands on Morna’s message. 
 
    He would find out the truth about his dead wife. 
 
    The world in which he now lived felt disorienting and foreign, like he’d been in Ryke’s prison for months, not days. Hayden had worked with Captain Karus Varik for over a decade, but he couldn’t get a read on his old commander today. In one moment, Varik was as cold and emotionless as a drone. In the next he seemed filled with rage, and after that, he tried to comfort a young girl. Gruesome comfort, but genuine even so. 
 
    All Advanced were a bit different, and Varik had always acted more different than the rest of them. Now Varik had a psychotic assassin with something broken in her brain. Where had he picked up Eden, and why had Hayden never met her in all the years he served with Varik? 
 
    Cassie stared out the tiny window on the helo’s side. Hayden had seen enough of the desert to last him a good long while, so he offered her the good spot. Now she turned from that window and watched him with dry eyes. 
 
    “I lost it back there. I’m sorry. I knew most of the people those Vindicators shot.” 
 
    Hayden didn’t try to justify what the Supremacy had done to the survivors of Ryke’s terrorist army. It hadn’t been his call, and he would have handled it differently, but it was all perfectly legal. There was something fucked up about that. 
 
    “The worst is over now.” Hayden hoped he wasn’t lying to her. “We’ll take care of your dad and get you back to your mom.” 
 
    “Promise?” 
 
    “I promise I’ll do everything I can to see that happens.” 
 
    She stared out the window. “You’re not the one pulling the strings here, are you?” 
 
    She was a smart girl. “Sorry, kid.” 
 
    She huffed. “Don’t call me that. I’m not a child.” 
 
    Hayden almost ground his teeth before he remembered they were broken, and that hurt. “Sorry. I’m new at this. I don’t have any children of my own.” None I’ve met, anyway. “You’ve had your head on straight this whole time, and that’s goddamn impressive. I mean that in the best way.” 
 
    Cassie glanced at him, frowning, then nodded approval. “You get a pass. This time. For what it’s worth, you’d make a good dad.” 
 
    Hayden remembered running his hands over Dani’s expanding belly, remembered her laughing as he kissed his way along. “Let’s hope I get the chance someday.” 
 
    His brain was still addled with withdrawal. He felt the thrill of learning Dani was pregnant. He smelled pieces of her in their dome, charred, smoking meat. That smell was the worst. It was the smell that never left him. 
 
    “You don’t have a wife?” Cassie asked. 
 
    He focused on Cassie instead of the smell. “Not anymore.” 
 
    “What about a girlfriend?” 
 
    As much as Hayden wanted to banish all memory of Ryke saying Lerisa sold him out, the horrific possibility pecked relentlessly at his brain. Hayden wanted to make Cassie comfortable, keep her distracted, but withdrawal was making that hard. “You ask a lot of questions.” 
 
    Her face fell. “My dad said that, too.” She turned back to the window. 
 
    Hayden figured that was probably for the best, because Dani had just started humming in the next room. He had to fight very hard to not tear out after her. This auditory hallucination was just another aspect of his fading balancers, like the smell of her burning body. Like her eyes on the back of his head. At some point, they touched down with a thump. 
 
    Cassie pressed close against the window. “I don’t recognize this.” 
 
    Hayden moved up beside her. “Can I have a look?” 
 
    “Sure.” She slid aside, almost shy. 
 
    Hayden peered out the tiny window, but didn’t recognize anything. The only feature he could see was a thick biocrete wall, like any wall you would find in any of the dozens of Supremacy bases scattered across Ceto. Had they stopped to refuel or something? 
 
    The door to the small compartment hissed open. Eden stepped inside, bowing slightly to clear the door. Hayden stood and placed himself between her and Cassie. Eden smiled her creepiest white-toothed smile. 
 
    “Captain Varik requests your company.” Eden backed through the door frame. “I’ll be your escort. Follow me, natural-born.” 
 
    Hayden offered Cassie his hand. “Just a debrief, then we’re out of here.” 
 
    She tsked and stood. “I’m fine now.” She motioned to the door. 
 
    Hayden ducked through the door. Eden waited, so close he was forced to stop almost on top of her. She breathed deep and eyed him, but he refused to step back. She enjoyed that. Then she spun and walked down the narrow hall of the helo, trailing fingers along both walls. 
 
    Hayden was getting really tired of her games. He followed her, Cassie followed him, and they descended the lolled-out tongue into a clear half-night. With the simoon gone, the sun reflecting off Phorcys offered enough light to cloak this particular Supremacy base in perpetual dusk. Hayden oriented himself using Poseidon’s Trench, the thin, deep valley that ran three-fourths of the way around Phorcys. It was a reminder of some catastrophic tectonic event. It made a decent compass. 
 
    This base was easily the largest layout Hayden had ever seen. The pad on which the helo landed was one of eight, though none of the others were currently occupied. Hayden saw at least five permanent office structures rising above the high biocrete walls flanking the landing area, polypropylene and glass, and a huge cloaking tower humming with power. Antennas, reflective panels, and ribbed cooling strips covered that tower. 
 
    Most tellingly, there were no golden hammers anywhere, not one sculpture or giant banner. The Supremacy loved their giant hammers. The lack of identification here was ominous. 
 
    Eden strode toward a closed steel door buried in the concrete wall. “Welcome to Shadow Complex.” 
 
    Hayden followed. “Really dug deep with that one, didn’t they?” He tried to ignore the sinuous sway of her hips. 
 
    Eden laughed her chilling laugh. “I enjoy your flippancy. Varik does not. Please remember this when you speak to him.” 
 
    Hayden glanced at Cassie. “Good plan.” 
 
    Eden led them into a narrow alley between the wall and one of the base’s tall office buildings. As they walked past the building and across an open courtyard, free of all but paint lines marking drone routes, Hayden caught a glimpse of an open reservoir tucked against the distant northern wall. That made this base self-sufficient, with supply runs minimal at best. 
 
    The left the courtyard and walked into the shadow of another building on the east side of the complex. There were no windows or doors on the ground floor, and the windows above remained dark and dull. It was almost certainly hardened against impact.  
 
    This was a permanent base, not something thrown up for a few months or years. Hayden had never heard of any outpost like this, but he had heard of a base — though he did not know its name — where the Supremacy detained exceedingly dangerous or high priority suspects. 
 
    There were rumors of cells beneath that complex with no windows and no lights, and so far as Hayden knew, there were no trials here. He’d always dismissed the tales as enlisted gossip, like Xealot, but now he was not so sure. Shadow Complex was deep in the Perennial Desert, very deep, and he doubted anyone could find it if they did not know it was here. 
 
    They reached the base’s eastern wall, which towered over them and linked up with another building. A previously invisible panel slid open on the side of that building, revealing an inky black room. Eden slipped inside without another word. 
 
    It was unnaturally dark inside, and Hayden took one calming breath. They would answer this interrogator’s questions honestly — he saw no other way they could survive — but he had to make sure Cassie understood. She might not know how screwed they were right now. 
 
    “Cassie. Listen.” 
 
    She stared up at him. “What?” 
 
    “They’re going to ask us questions inside. Personal questions. No matter what they ask you, no matter how personal it might be, tell the truth. Understand? They’ll know if you’re lying, and if you lie ... they’ll hurt you.” 
 
    Just admitting that the Supremacy would hurt this innocent young girl made him cold inside, yet he knew they could do much worse. Varik would do much worse. He couldn’t bear the thought of Varik doing anything to Cassie, let alone while he watched, and he had to make her understand that. 
 
    “I’ve got it,” Cassie said. “I’m not an idiot.” 
 
    “I know that.” He impulsively grabbed Cassie’s hand and walked them into the dark. The wall closed behind them, dropping them into utter darkness. Hayden stood and held Cassie’s sweaty hand, his only assurance she was still there. 
 
    Hayden waiting for guidance from anyone with authority, and soon, he felt someone breathing on the back of his neck. Was that Eden, screwing with him, or another hallucination of Dani? He made himself a statue. 
 
    When the lights rose, they stood alone in a stark white room. The floor was plastic, as were the walls and ceiling. All of it glowed bright enough that Hayden had to shield his eyes. At the end of the white room a plastic wall slid down, revealing a pane of reflective glass. That wasn’t ominous at all. 
 
    “Sit,” a modulated voice ordered. Two featureless plastic squares rose from the floor without a sound. 
 
    “Do as they say, Cassie.” Hayden had never encountered anything like this base on either end of an investigation. Where in the eighteen Chinese hells were they? 
 
    He and Cassie sat on plastic stools. The lights dimmed, but remained bright enough to be annoying. Every sensor in existence was likely trained on him, and he had a week’s worth of balancer withdrawal messing with his brain. This hardly seemed fair. 
 
    “Cassie Ryke,” the modulated voice boomed, and she flinched on her stool. “What is Tyler Ryke’s image sync?” 
 
    Cassie stared at the reflective panel. “What are you going to do with him? My father? Hayden told me he’s going to orbit.” 
 
    There was silence. Then, the voice boomed again. “What is Tyler Ryke’s image sync?” 
 
    “Tell them, Cassie, now.” Hayden grimaced. “No questions, just answers, or they’ll hurt us just like that.” 
 
    Cassie hesitated, and for a moment Hayden was afraid the interrogator was going to blast them with a sonic assault or worse, send someone in to administer shocks. 
 
    “It’s a picture of our property at Tapper’s Point,” Cassie said, “taken from the sea over the beach. Anything like that should work.” 
 
    The lights dimmed as Hayden sat back on his stool. He trembled, and he didn’t know how to stop it. He could not collapse with pill shakes, not here. 
 
    The lights rose, and the voice boomed. “Hayden Cross. Did you meet a Patriot sympathizer in the Duskdale maglev tunnel?” 
 
    “I’m sorry?” Hayden stalled as he struggled for any answer that would work. How could they know about his meeting with Morna? 
 
    “Did you meet a Patriot sympathizer in the Duskdale maglev tunnel? Yes or no.” 
 
    Hayden couldn’t fool the sensors. He couldn’t fool anyone, and all trying would do was get Cassie hurt. It was dangerous revealing his meeting with Morna, but the Supremacy already knew about it, apparently, because they were fucking psychic or something. If Morna had to choose between her own safety and her daughter’s, he knew the way she would go. 
 
    “Yes,” Hayden said. “Cassie’s mother, Morna Solace, helped me stop a Patriot bombing. She’s been acting as my informant for years.” 
 
    “What did you discuss?” 
 
    “Morna hired me to rescue Cassie from her father, Tyler Ryke, who violated the terms of their shared custody arrangement. I had some time on my hands and I needed the cash, so I agreed.” Morna actually hadn’t paid him anything, but he sounded convincing. 
 
    “You’re disseminating,” the voice boomed. “Morna Solace did not pay you to rescue her daughter. She offered you a message in exchange. What are the contents of that message?” 
 
    Christ, they knew everything! How had they gotten their hands on all this? Again, Lerisa’s face popped into his mind, and again he dismissed the accusations clamoring inside his skull. The Supremacy could have bugged Lerisa’s office or hacked into her files. They did that all the time, and as Hayden imagined an interrogator working on Cassie, shocking and waterboarding her, he knew he had to tell these fuckers the truth. 
 
    “Morna Solace told me my wife is still alive,” Hayden said, and he heard the shaking in his own voice. It almost felt good to get it out there, to stop holding it all in and just let the whole world know. 
 
    “Is she?” The interrogator sounded unimpressed. 
 
    Hayden grimaced. “You think I’d be here if I knew?” 
 
    “You still believe Ralyn Paran killed your wife and unborn son?” 
 
    “Sure.” This asshole was unbelievable. “Do you even know how pregnancy works?” 
 
    “If you believe your wife is dead, why did you agree to work for Morna Solace?” 
 
    “Because she knew things only my dead wife would know.” Hayden simply had to pray that if Dani was still out there, this wouldn’t send the Supremacy looking for her. He had to trust that she’d agree he shouldn’t let a fourteen-year-old girl get tortured. 
 
    Their interrogator spoke again. “Are you currently in a relationship with Lerisa Wake?” 
 
    Jesus, really? “Could you be more specific?” 
 
    “Are you sleeping with her?” 
 
    “Not for the last few years.” Where were they going with this? 
 
    “Did you aid Xealot in his escape?” 
 
    “No.” Finally! That was the question they really wanted to ask. 
 
    Hayden knew how interrogation worked, how you started with the easy questions and moved to the disorienting ones. The goal was to keep your subject guessing and disoriented, forcing them to answer question after question until they answered instinctively, without thinking it over first. Without lying. He knew why his interrogator had asked all those questions prior to this one, but the bullshit involved still pissed him off. 
 
    “Have you spoken to Xealot before tonight?” the interrogator asked. 
 
    “Never met the guy, so far as I know. He was wearing a mask.” 
 
    “Are you harboring, or have you ever harbored, any sympathy for the Patriots of Ceto?” 
 
    “Hell no.” More honesty, and again, the only question that really mattered to the Supremacy. He might not get them tortured after all. 
 
    The lights dimmed, but Hayden dared not leave his stool. He felt like he was going to shake apart. Stupid balancers. 
 
    “Hey,” Cassie said quietly. “What’s wrong with you?” 
 
    She’d figure it out anyway. “Withdrawal.” 
 
    “Hug yourself. Squeeze your chest real hard. It helps stop the shaking.” 
 
    Hayden wondered how a fourteen-year-old girl could possibly know that, but he did as she suggested, and it did help. Some. 
 
    The lights rose. The original plastic wall concealed the reflective one as doors hissed open on either side of them. Four soldiers entered the room in loose gray fatigues and black body armor, two on each side. All had the close-cut hair of active military, and every last one of them was Advanced. 
 
    “Stand up,” the closest soldier ordered. The only thing that set him apart from the rest was the golden pad on his right shoulder, and a faint white scar on his light-brown cheek.  
 
    Hayden stood. Cassie did too. Two soldiers approached Hayden as two more approached Cassie. 
 
    “Just do what they ask,” Hayden said. “This is almost over.” Was he lying to her? 
 
    The group’s leader grabbed Cassie’s upper arm. “Come with me.” 
 
    He pulled, but she wouldn’t budge. She glanced at Hayden, eyes wide. 
 
    “Go with them,” Hayden said, as another soldier grabbed his hands and cuffed them behind his back. “You’ll be fine.” 
 
    Fresh tears sloshed through the dirt on her face. “They’re not going to let us go, are they?” She pulled at her captive arm, and Hayden saw her captor narrow his eyes. 
 
    “Just cooperate. Don’t give them any reason—” 
 
    One of the soldiers kicked Hayden in the back of the knees and dropped him, painfully. He glared up at them. “What? I’m cooperating, dammit!” 
 
    The leader jerked Cassie off her feet so hard she almost fell. “I’ll escort Miss Ryke to processing.” He kept her upright and off-balance with his genetically-engineered strength, pointing at Hayden with his free hand. “Take that one to Varik.” 
 
    “Let go!” Cassie shouted. “Stop it!” 
 
    Hayden struggled to stand. “Wait, hold on!” They were going to throw Cassie in a windowless cell. His unnecessary heroics got him another kick to the back of the knees, and then two Advanced pushed his face against the plastic floor. 
 
    “Hayden!” Cassie’s wet eyes shined as the soldier dragged her out of the room. “Help me! Help!” 
 
    Hayden watched as the Supremacy dragged Cassie, screaming, to the door. Her screaming stopped the moment the door hissed shut, like she had ceased to exist. Like they had erased her. 
 
    The two Advanced on top of him stepped off. “Get up.” 
 
    Hayden stood in agony. They had done a number on his knees. This felt like his nightmares about his wife, except this time it was Cassie who he’d failed. 
 
    “Move.” The soldier put him into a stiff-arm and marched him to the door that hadn’t swallowed Cassie. 
 
    Hayden had to focus on the world around him, no matter how horrible. He had to keep his eyes open for any way to escape. He would escape and find a way to get Cassie out of here. He would, dammit! 
 
    The soldiers led him through the door into a hall of gray metal with wide A-braces. The door hissed shut behind then. Another door at the end of the hallway hissed open, and Captain Varik strode out. 
 
    Hayden focused on his former commander. They had a history of successful investigations, thirteen years, and he had to make that count for something. Whatever Varik wanted, Hayden would give it to get Cassie freed. When had she come to mean so much to him? 
 
    Varik frowned and clasped his hands behind his back, boots spread like a drill instructor. “You should have been honest with me about your trip to Duskdale. About your deal with Mayor Solace. If you had kept me informed, much of this could have been avoided.” He sounded genuinely disappointed. 
 
    Hayden wanted to throttle the man like he had throttled Ryke, but he also wanted free Cassie and find Dani, so he didn’t do that. “You’re right. I made a bad call.” 
 
    Varik stroked his little goatee. “Are you worried for Cassie Ryke?” 
 
    “Caught that, did you?” 
 
    “Don’t be. Once we have what her father knows of the Patriots of Ceto, she need endure no more questions.” 
 
    He really didn’t get it, did he? “You could see how that worries me.” 
 
    Varik raised one thin eyebrow. “We are not terrorists here, Cross. We protect the people of Phorcys and Ceto from Patriot aggression. You helped us do that, until you willingly endangered your fellow investigators by ingesting illegal drugs in the field.” 
 
    “Cassie’s innocent of everything. She’s the victim here.” 
 
    Varik stepped forward. “Remove his cuffs.” 
 
    A soldier complied, snapping off Hayden’s plastic cuffs. The soldiers released him, and his knees screamed for mercy, but Hayden refused to collapse. Pride kept him standing, or raw stupidity. 
 
    Varik looked him up and down. “Tell me, Cross. If I were to release you ... what would you do?” 
 
    This man knew about his agreement with Morna. He knew Hayden thought his wife might still be alive, so how would he use that information? Would he go after Morna now? 
 
    “I don’t honestly know what I’d do,” Hayden said. What he wouldn’t do is lead the Supremacy to his wife, if she was still alive. “There a reason you care?” 
 
    “I don’t, not really. But I do need your help.” 
 
    Hayden trembled in place. “Sure, okay.” 
 
    “I need you to help me find Xealot.” 
 
    Being someone Varik needed meant not being someone Varik needed dead. “I can help you with that. What do you want me to do?” 
 
    “Xealot knew my raid was coming. The question is, how? Who would have shared that information?” 
 
    It was pretty damn obvious. “Maybe Special Investigations has a mole.” 
 
    “We’ve suspected that for some time. One of the hazards of placing delicate operations in the hands of natural-born operators.” Varik waved one hand. “No offense.” 
 
    “None taken.” You Advanced fuck. “So ... you want me to find out who leaked the information?” 
 
    “I already have someone on that.” Varik nodded and furrowed his brow, a gesture Hayden knew well. “I’m going to send you home now. You may continue to investigate these rumors about your wife, or you may medicate yourself into a stupor. Whichever you prefer.” 
 
    This was too easy. “Great?” 
 
    “We’ll continue to observe you. Xealot seems interested in you.” 
 
    Hayden smiled and relaxed, just a bit. “You need me as bait.” 
 
    Varik smiled back. “What would you do if you encountered Xealot again?” 
 
    Hayden remembered the man’s audacious cloak, terrifying mask, and giant heatsword. “I’d probably start by shooting him in the head.” 
 
    “You could try, and I’d encourage you to do so. Others have tried, and those who survived did so without their arms.” 
 
    Hayden was tired of everyone telling him how dangerous Xealot was. “Who the hell is this guy?” 
 
    Varik ignored the question. “You wish to return to Star’s Landing?” 
 
    “That’ll work. And Cassie?” 
 
    “Don’t concern yourself. You did your duty, admirably enough, despite your ... addiction.” Varik sniffed. “We will ensure the safety of Tyler Ryke and his lovely daughter.” 
 
    The way he said “lovely” made Hayden’s skin crawl. Maybe he could ask Lerisa to talk to her father, get Senator Wake to pressure Varik to release Cassie. Leaking the existence of Shadow Complex would be bad publicity, so Hayden had at least one bargaining chip. 
 
    “Now.” Varik straightened. “One last order of business.” He produced a small gray cylinder from the vest pocket of his uniform. He squeezed it, and a thin needle snapped out of the cylinder. “I’d like you to be very still.” 
 
    Hayden was still ... for about two seconds. Then he turned and smashed into waiting Advanced, both of whom were far stronger than he was. They grabbed his arms and forced him down without effort as he shouted and thrashed. One easily immobilized his head. 
 
    Hayden bucked against them. “Wait! Varik! You don’t need to do this!” 
 
    “I do.” 
 
    “You can trust me!” 
 
    “I don’t.” 
 
    Hayden knew what was in that needle. He knew what it might do to his mind. His ribs ached as Varik’s soldiers locked him to the floor. 
 
    “Please don’t struggle, Cross.” One of Varik’s gloved palms rested on the back of Hayden’s head, pushing his hair up and out of the way. “I might injure your brain.” 
 
    A sharp, cold pinch turned Hayden’s whole world gray.
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    10: Beach 
 
    WHEN THE SUPREMACY HELO LANDED, Hayden remained locked in its windowless room, world spinning slow and steady. He didn’t remember this room. Once it unlocked itself, two silent Vindicators ushered him down the landing ramp onto an empty landing pad. 
 
    He couldn’t remember what he was doing here. He had to find out what he was doing here. There was probably going to be a test or something. 
 
    “Star’s Landing,” a Vindicator reminded him, and the name fit. “Have a nice night, sir.” The armored man stood him up straight, made sure he kept standing. Then he just left. 
 
    Hayden had just started to wobble when Lerisa burst from a door far across the biocrete pad. She dashed over with a small cry and caught him just as his knees buckled. She supported his weight and he smiled up at her, so glad to see someone he remembered. She made his world make sense. 
 
     “Hey there.” Hayden loved her, and it had been a long time since he loved someone. Not since Dani. Not since she... 
 
    His head pounded like someone had lodged a drum inside it. He knew time had passed, but he couldn’t wrap his head around it, couldn’t square it with this world. At least he was home. Lerisa was home. 
 
    Then Zack was on his other side, hauling him up and throwing Hayden’s arm over his shoulder. Zack looked like someone had run over his dog, and Lerisa did too. Had someone died? 
 
    Hayden stared at Zack. “Hey, man.” Zack was a good friend. “I can walk.” His legs didn’t bend the way they were supposed to. 
 
    “Let us help you anyway,” Lerisa said. She watched him as she and Zack carried him between them, and then her eyes widened. “Oh God.” 
 
    “What?” Had Hayden forgotten something in the helo? 
 
    “Your teeth.” 
 
    They were broken, weren’t they? Hayden checked. “S’okay.” He wanted to smile but didn’t, and he knew he’d felt that before. Where? 
 
    “What else did they do to you?” As Lerisa’s gaze eyes fixed on his forehead, her light-brown face turned pale. “Electrode burns?” 
 
    “S’okay,” Hayden said again. “I’m okay.” 
 
    “You fucking better be,” Lerisa said, with a tremble to her voice. Had he ever heard her voice tremble like that? 
 
    “Let’s get him out of here,” Lerisa said. “I want him home.” 
 
    Zack walked him forward. “Yes ma’am.”  
 
    Hayden watched Lerisa as the three of them stumbled together, marveling at how the lights from the pad played over her short brown hair. She looked so soft, but soft did not matter now. He had to remember something, someone. Who did he have to remember? 
 
    As they manhandled him through the door, Lerisa spoke again. “Where’s Ryke?” 
 
    “Tyler?” Hayden remembered bones breaking and metal knuckles smashing his ribs. Everything was agony and blood, and he felt it. He felt himself shaking. 
 
    “Never mind that.” Lerisa stopped them and hugged him, breathing, until Hayden’s shaking stopped. “Where’s Cassie? Cassie Ryke?” 
 
    Yes! Cassie! That was who was missing. He remembered her soft face, shiny and streaked with dirt, and ... tears? She had asked him to do something. What was it? 
 
    “She’s...” He struggled. “Don’t know.” 
 
    “Where were you, man?” Zack demanded. 
 
    “Don’t know that either.” Was he slurring his words? Whatever hallway they were in was long and getting longer. 
 
    “They doped him with memory suppressant,” Lerisa said. 
 
    Yes! That was the reason his head was puffy, and Hayden really wanted to kiss her for figuring that out. He’d been doped, but when? Why? 
 
    “Shit,” Zack said. “Can we flush it?” 
 
    “Too late.” Lerisa started their stumble again. “All we can do is let it dissolve, and hope it doesn’t melt his goddamn brain.” 
 
    Hayden remembered something about that, some reason memory suppressant was illegal in most investigations. There was something about side effects, permanent brain damage. That conjured an image of a squishy gray brain hitting a concrete wall, and that image made him giggle. He remembered how Dani giggled the first time he kissed her. 
 
    They got into an autocar sometime after that, a blue one, probably Lerisa’s. It drove them somewhere in silence, the sedan jerking over bumpy roads. Each new bump hurt his broken teeth and scrambled his thoughts. 
 
    Finally, they stopped. The doors opened. People he loved helped him out beneath a glistening glass skyscraper with arches of real marble framing its plaza. There was a fountain in the middle of that plaza, and steps leading to it. Hayden remembered shooting someone in the head. 
 
    Zack whistled. “I sure wish I had a senator for a dad.” 
 
    “Get his other arm,” Lerisa said. Then Hayden was walking again, and all the glass and lights were very pretty. 
 
    They took a lift and walked down a hallway with plants in little recessed alcoves on each side, real plants, healthy and alive. They entered a large studio apartment with actual wooden floors, a curved glass viewport that took up half the north wall, and a kitchen counter made of actual white marble. There was also a plush gray couch, two wicker chairs (Hayden had trouble remembering what wicker was) and a pair of tall, potted ferns. 
 
    “This is nice.” Hayden could not remember if he had ever seen Lerisa’s new apartment. “This looks real nice.” 
 
    Worry creased her face as she stared at him, sucking on that lemon. Then she and Zack lugged him into another room, a bedroom. Hayden knew that by the massive king side bed and its inviting white sheets. They eased him down, but he could not sleep yet. 
 
    “Morna,” Hayden whispered. “Ask her about the ... message.” That message was the key to finding his wife. It was the key and he hadn’t rescued Cassie. He had to make that right. 
 
    “She sent it already,” Lerisa said. “Zack has your message. We’ll listen as soon as you’re ready.” She kissed his forehead. “Just rest now, all right?” 
 
    Morna had sent Dani’s message? Why? He had failed her. Yet he could trust Lerisa. He could always trust Lerisa. 
 
    Hayden fell asleep before he could tell her that. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    LERISA WAKE STALKED into her immaculate living room without a single scream. She wanted to scream, very badly, but Captain Varik was now monitoring everything she did. Zack followed her out of the bedroom. They sat together on her single gray couch, he on one end and she on the other. Like the end of a bad first date. 
 
    Lerisa pondered listening to Morna’s message — convincing Zack they should listen to it, in case it held something that would wreck Hayden further — but she forced that thought from her mind. This was his quest, his wife, his message. She wouldn’t betray his confidence. 
 
    “He’s alive.” Zack breathed out. “Now how do we make sure Captain Varik didn’t destroy his brain?” 
 
    Lerisa stared out her large picture windows, at lights and gleaming metal, and worked to restore her damaged calm. There were buildings as tall or taller than hers for as far as she could see, towering silver apartment buildings with reflective glass windows. Beautiful lies. 
 
    The Luxury District was Advanced to its core, as engineered and fake as her people. Everything in this building was immaculate and expensive. Lerisa only had to walk six blocks in any direction to find the shittier parts of Star’s Landing, where all the natural-born lived. 
 
    Lerisa made herself say something, because the sudden silence looked to bother Zack. “All we can do is hope.” It was the same thing she had told herself every night for a week, a platitude that hadn’t helped then and didn’t help now. 
 
    “I guess Varik’s operation concluded?” Zack asked. 
 
    Lerisa grimaced. “I guess so.” 
 
    Just over a week ago, during the operation at Prospector’s Point, Captain Karus Varik had dropped on her operations center and pulled her from command. He made them both watch — her, and Zack — as Ryke dragged Hayden away to be tortured to death. She should have killed Varik when she had the chance, but she hadn’t. Hayden would have killed Varik, but Hayden didn’t have thousands of other lives dangling in his hands. 
 
    “What do you think he was after?” Zack asked. “Why let Ryke take Hayden? Was he after a bigger fish?” 
 
    “Probably.” What Zack didn’t know is Lerisa had been feeding Ryke false information for years, pretending to be on his payroll to keep him from coming after her or her people. Varik had used that. So far as she knew, Ryke still thought she had betrayed Hayden. 
 
    “There was nothing you could do.” Zack scooted closer and squeezed her shoulder. “He’s the head of Special Investigations. That’s how pulling rank works.” 
 
    Lerisa glanced at his hand. He jerked it away like he’d overstepped, but she sensed no amorous intent. He was genuinely trying to comfort her because he was a good man, like Hayden. The man she left for Ryke to torture and kill, because some things in this terrible guerilla war were bigger than her or him or her own fucking sanity. 
 
    Lerisa looked to the window again. Knowing Hayden was being tortured by Ryke was horrible enough, but what Varik had done was worse. Memory suppressant was pretty much irreversible. 
 
    If Hayden was very lucky, he might forget a few words or concepts. If he wasn’t, he might forget how to talk. He would never be the same after the injection, never fully heal. That ate away at her because she knew every time she looked at him from now on, she would know she could have stopped this from happening to him. She chose not to. 
 
    “At least we got him back.” Zack glanced to the bedroom. “Shouldn’t we, you know ... take him to a hospital, or something?” 
 
    “Ceto hospitals aren’t run by the Supremacy.” Lerisa worked very hard to keep bitterness from her voice. “They don’t have the tech or meds we have on Phorcys. Tomorrow, I’m checking Hayden into Vindicator recovery.” 
 
    Zack nodded. “That’ll help.” 
 
    The Supremacy had drugs that could speed bone and tissue regeneration to incredible rates. They could even fix Hayden’s teeth, if Lerisa called in favors and invested her own scrip. Most regenerative drugs were reserved for Advanced, like her, not the natural-born. It was one of hundreds of petty slights that had always infuriated her. 
 
    Her only comfort was that Hayden did not look like tenderized meat. Her contact had not stopped Ryke from torturing Hayden, but he had stopped Ryke from torturing Hayden to death. She remembered the tiny burns on Hayden’s temples and shuddered. 
 
    “What do you think they’ll do with Ryke?” Zack asked. 
 
    “Tyler?” She focused on the one good result of this horrid mess. “I’d rather not know. I doubt we’ll ever see him again.” 
 
    “What about Cassie?” 
 
    “Might not be seeing her either.” 
 
    Zack rubbed his palms over his bald brown head. “She’s just a kid. They’ll send her back to her mother, won’t they?” He eyed her. “Won’t they?” 
 
    “I sure hope so.” Lerisa lied because Varik’s people were monitoring everything she did now, but could Zack really be this naïve? Or was he testing her? Someone was always testing her. 
 
    The Supremacy had no idea how well Morna Solace was connected to the Patriots of Ceto, but they had suspicions. They liked leverage, and little girls made great leverage. Cassie Ryke would be locked in a dark cell for a long time. 
 
    Zack sighed. “We can’t just sit here.” 
 
    “We have to wait for Hayden to wake up, naturally.” Lerisa stared out her window at the city sprawled below. “Then we do whatever we can to help him find his wife.” She hoped this conversation wasn’t going to continue much longer. She was a little too busy holding herself together to spend time comforting Zack, as much as she felt obligated. 
 
    “Okay.” Zack stood up. “Can you recommend a cheap hotel?” 
 
    Lerisa stood and frowned at him. “Don’t be an idiot.” She pointed. “You’re on the couch.” 
 
    Zack nodded like he’d expected that. “What about you?” 
 
    “The bed.” It was time to stop being a Supremacy investigator and become a lonely, lovesick woman. Varik would believe that, and as much as Lerisa wanted to feel sorry for herself, it was time to get back to work. 
 
    Zack suddenly looked very interested in her kitchen. “Mind if I fix myself a drink?” 
 
    “Liquor’s in the third cabinet left of the sink. Knock yourself out, Marano.” Lerisa walked to her bedroom, stopped at the door, and glanced over her shoulder at him. “Sleep tight.” 
 
    Zack kept his eyes on the cabinet. “You too.” 
 
    Lerisa sealed her bedroom and blew out a soft breath. Hayden had just been tortured for days, had his teeth knocked out, and been forcefully injected with a drug that could literally melt his brain. Now Zack envied him because he was going to bed with her. Funny. 
 
    She wasn’t going to bed with Hayden, of course, but the lie came easily. She had been lying for so long she had forgotten what it felt like to tell the truth. Hayden Cross was the only truth she had allowed herself these past five years. She had actually let herself care about him, and not as a cover, because he was human, not Advanced. 
 
    She stared at the unconscious man sprawled on her bed as memories of past investigations scurried through her brain. The trafficking ring they’d broken up in Lakepoint. The serial killer they’d stopped from terrorizing New Bailiwick. Busting up the last of Jin Ro’s drug rings, followed by greasy cocktails on a muddy beach and a good deal of satisfying sex. 
 
    Lerisa had watched the way Hayden handled people, and he didn’t handle them like any Advanced officer she’d ever known. He listened to people, and empathized with them, and took bullets for them, even those who might not deserve it. Even as depression over his murdered wife crippled him he fought for others, not himself. 
 
    Somewhere along the line, Lerisa figured, her people had forgotten how to do that. Logic and self-interest motivated most Advanced, not emotion. Not empathy. It was not logical to risk yourself for someone who lived half as long as you and would probably get killed anyway. 
 
    Lerisa knew she was stronger than Hayden, and smarter, with a longer lifespan, better vision, and better hearing, yet he still kept step with her. He’d once told her he kept going because seeing people suffer made him angry, and focused, and his desire to fix the broken drove him harder than anything she could muster. She respected that about him. 
 
    While she waited for Zack to stop moving around, Lerisa injected herself with her normal anti-viral regimen, six needles, all ensuring her weakened immune system didn’t grow any weaker. She sat on the edge of her bed and listened for Zack’s movement to stop. She stared longingly at Hayden, playing to the cameras, and breathed deep. 
 
    He was sprawled in the now tangled sheets of her bed, dressed in nothing but blue hospital pants and a flimsy shirt that was almost completely off. It exposed dozens of bandages, and even those couldn’t cover all the purpled bruises and stitched up lacerations. How much agony had she saved him from, and how much had she failed to stop? 
 
    That question bugged her no matter how she pushed at it. Finally, the movements from her living room ended. She sighed her longest, breathiest sigh. The Supremacy was seeing exactly what they expected. 
 
    She undressed, well aware of the hidden cameras, and pulled on a comfortable pair of pajama bottoms and a loose white tank-top. She slid beneath her dark blue sheets and pressed up against Hayden. He breathed fitfully, stiff as a post — a very warm, very comfortable post. 
 
    Lerisa rested her head on his bandaged chest, and it did feel good. She wrapped a leg over his own and slipped an arm underneath his waist. Hidden by his body, she felt for the I/O jack hidden in the middle of her bed. A tiny needle slid into the tiny port in her palm. 
 
    Instantly she was disembodied, traveling through wires and space to something that only existed inside her own mind: a pleasurebox. She knew this to be a hallucination created by her PBA as it processed the flood of data from that I/O jack, but that made this no less real. These waking dreams were another luxury of the Advanced, and as addictive as most drugs. 
 
    She arrived, clad only in a pure white terrycloth robe. She sat in a simple plastic chair on a brilliant sandy beach, looking over a frothing blue sea. The faint smell of salt and sand mixed pleasantly in her nostrils. 
 
    Most of Ceto’s population called pleasurebox trips virtucations, a gift from the Supremacy that had upgraded their Personal Brain Assistants and brought a dozen wonders of equal measure. A good pleasurebox was enough for most people, a place where they could bang 1s and 0s with great abs, but Lerisa had never had much use for a fake world inside her head. The real one was still broken. 
 
    A man sat beside her wearing khaki shorts and a red Hawaiian shirt. His body looked fit and strong, but his face was smooth and featureless, like a mannequin. That had stopped being creepy years ago, once she got to know him, but it would never stop being odd. 
 
    “Xealot.” Lerisa turned in her own plastic chair. “We picked up Hayden earlier tonight, alive. Thank you.” 
 
    Xealot leaned back in his chair and sipped a fake margarita through a pink bendy straw. “You never have to thank me.” The straw disappeared in front of his missing face. 
 
    “How badly did they hurt him?” 
 
    “I don’t know, but I demanded he be returned to me intact. I only hope that motivated Ryke to put on the brakes.” 
 
    More guilt roiled in Lerisa’s gut. “I hope it did.” 
 
    “Did you learn anything from Hayden?” 
 
    “Not much. Varik pumped him full of memory suppressant.” 
 
    Lerisa knew she was not actually speaking to Xealot, or breathing this sea air, or sitting in this chair. These were all impulses running through the shielded network beneath her apartment building, through her I/O jack, and into the shared simulation created by her Personal Brain Assistant. Even so, it was easier to just accept the sensations. 
 
    Better yet, virtucations like this one were something the Supremacy could not monitor, not yet. Otherwise, she would never have been able to hide her true loyalties for this long. Most Patriot spies inside the Supremacy didn’t make it a year. 
 
    “What about Cassie Ryke?” Lerisa asked. “Know anything about her?” 
 
    “I was unable to retrieve her,” Xealot said, and though he hid it in his calm tone, she knew that bothered him. “Varik was on us before I could do more than speak to Cross. I would imagine the Supremacy has her somewhere very dark.” 
 
    “What’s Morna going to do about it?” 
 
    “For now, nothing. We can’t do anything until we know where they took her. The same place they took Hayden.” 
 
    “He doesn’t remember where they took him.” 
 
    “You could retrieve the information—” 
 
    “And melt what’s left of his brain?” Lerisa felt a rush of annoyance. “I’m not doing that.” 
 
    Xealot’s blank face stared at her. “And if your hesitance costs Cassie her life?” 
 
    He always did know how to make her second-guess herself. “We already know where they took her.” 
 
    “We suspect.” 
 
    “She’s at Shadow Complex. That’s the only reason they would use memory suppressant on Hayden, if he was there, too.” 
 
    Xealot nodded. “Given the time that transpired between our meeting, Hayden’s return, and the cruising velocity of Supremacy helos, it stands to reason they stopped at a base in the Perennial Desert.” 
 
    “Where we believe Shadow Complex to be located.” 
 
    “As you say.” 
 
    “So we’re not melting Hayden’s brain.” 
 
    Xealot slurped from his bright pink bendy straw. “We’re running out of time to stop this war.” 
 
    She knew that already. It was the reason she let Hayden be dragged away instead of shooting Varik and going rogue. “Latest senate meetings didn’t go well, I take it?” 
 
    Her own father, Senator Thomas Wake, led the Warden faction in meetings with President Peter Mullen’s faction, the Civilizers. Yet her father rarely shared those details with Lerisa. He thought her loyalties remained with the Civilizers, a revelation that pained him deeply, but as much as she hated it, her father’s pain helped her cover. 
 
    “Mullen’s gaining ground on his proposals,” Xealot said. 
 
    “To conscript the natural-born.” 
 
    “To uplift them, as he puts it. The bombings by rogue factions have not helped, and some of those bombings were engineered by the Supremacy. Mullen will have the votes soon.” 
 
    Lerisa sat down and hugged her robe. Civilizers like President Peter Mullen believed the relationship between Advanced and natural-born to be something like that of humans and primates — while their generic profiles remained similar, they were very, very different. Natural-born could be useful as laborers and servants, but only if watched closely. 
 
    Wardens like Thomas Wake believed the role of the Advanced was to protect and aid the early settlers, not dominate them. Lerisa’s father and others like him were the reason the natural-born on Ceto still had their freedom. Some of it, anyway. Thomas Wake had inspired her to fight for the natural-born, though he’d never know it. 
 
    Countless people had joined the Patriots because Vindicators abducted a family member or someone close to them died, someone Advanced medicine might have saved, but not Lerisa. Nothing like that had ever happened to her. She was privileged. She was Advanced. And if President Peter Mullen ever figured out what she was doing, he would slaughter her family while he made her watch. After that, he would really start torturing her. 
 
    Yet letting the Supremacy enslave everyone on Ceto was worse than letting her family die, or Hayden die, or being tortured herself. Lerisa would sacrifice anything to stop Mullen because there was no one else who could stop him right now, at least not from the inside. She told herself her father would agree with her, but she could never ask. 
 
    Lerisa shuddered and looked to the sea. “Anything else you need me to get off Ryke?” Thinking about her family being tortured was putting a real damper on her mood. 
 
    “No.” Xealot harrumphed. “Varik has that handled.” 
 
    “You don’t sound too broken up about it.” 
 
    “Ryke is not a man to get broken up about.” 
 
    The Patriots of Ceto could not pick and choose who they worked with, and that often necessitated working with criminals and tyrants. Once Xealot judged them too brutal for their own good, Lerisa ended them, for the glory of the Supremacy. Her many arrests and yes, executions, were another reason she had such a solid cover. 
 
    “It’s Cassie that concerns me now,” Xealot said. “Her rescue will prove difficult, and Morna will insist.” 
 
    “Mothers do that.” Lerisa wondered if Xealot had any kids. She seriously doubted it. 
 
    “I have no idea how we’ll get her out.” 
 
    Lerisa heard genuine guilt in Xealot’s statement, and that reminded her that he was human too. Not a monster like Varik. She summoned a cold beer and took a swig, then slammed it on her armrest. “Give me an order.” 
 
    “Let Hayden follow the message he received from Morna. See where it takes him.” 
 
    Lerisa had planned to do that anyway, but Xealot’s agreement made her curious. “You know what’s in that message?” 
 
    “I intercepted a copy for myself some time ago, but I’m afraid I don’t understand what it means. It references subjects that will likely be clear only to Hayden.” 
 
    “So, his wife really is still alive?” 
 
    “I’m quite certain he will find that out.” 
 
    Everyone was too damn interested in Hayden’s dead wife. “So we’re using him.” 
 
    “He wants the truth as much as we do.” 
 
    “How could Danielle Cross fake her death? They found enough pieces of her to verify her DNA ten times over.” Lerisa had done her own research long ago, just in case. 
 
    “I believe nothing until I have evidence. I’m intrigued by the possibilities. You’ve procured a shuttle for Hayden?” 
 
    “Yes.” It was the least she could do after letting Ryke beat the crap out of him. 
 
    “The Supremacy will track it, of course. Once you provide the signal, we will piggyback on their trackers and follow his progress.” 
 
    Lerisa knew Xealot would track Hayden’s shuttle with or without her, and if she did not arrange it, someone else would. She didn’t trust anyone else to hide this, and she couldn’t risk Hayden again. 
 
    “I’ll see to it you get the tracking signal.” She took another swig of her existential beer. “While I’m passing out free shots, anything else you need?” 
 
    “Keep a filter open for raids on Cliffside.” Xealot rose from his chair. “Ryke may not know that Morna’s Cliffside operations are financing our little insurrection, but he will share all he knows when the Supremacy interrogates him. Morna knows they’re coming for her, just not when.” 
 
    Ryke wouldn’t last long in Supremacy hands. He thought he knew how to torture people, but he was going to learn how little he really knew. Lerisa knew Ryke deserved it — he deserved every moment for all the lives he’d ended, screaming — but she had seen what Supremacy interrogators could do in the dark, out of oversight, with their laser scalpels and their irons. 
 
    She shuddered despite the warm air and the warm beach. “You think the Supremacy will move on Cliffside?” 
 
    “The only question is when.” 
 
    “I’ll stay on it. I’ll talk to my father and see if he can get me flagged as the lead for any upcoming raids.” She stood to join Xealot. 
 
    “Good,” Xealot said. “This will be our last direct communication for a time. Varik is monitoring you closely now, and I dislike risking you under these circumstances. Better to wait until he looks elsewhere.” 
 
    Lerisa knew Xealot’s concern for her and his other operatives was genuine, one of many reasons she worked with him. “You risk more than both of us, and you do it every day.” 
 
    “Only because I don’t have a choice. You do.” 
 
    Lerisa stepped close and hugged him. Even in her head, it felt good. Xealot didn’t move. Once she let him go, he watched her with his blank face. He wasn’t really a hugger. 
 
    “I’ll also see about finding Shadow Complex,” Lerisa said. “Maybe I’ll just tie Varik up and rip it out of his PBA.” 
 
    “It’s likely that’s highly secured.” 
 
    “I was joking, Xealot.” Or maybe she wasn’t. If she could find a hacker with enough talent... 
 
    “Until we resume a normal contact schedule,” Xealot said, “pass anything you discover through Morna. She’ll get it to me, and Cliffside’s connections are secure.” 
 
    “That’s a plan.” Morna Solace had no real reason to help the Supremacy, and a fourteen-year-old reason not to. 
 
    “Stay safe.” Xealot vanished as he unplugged. 
 
    Lerisa stared out over the fake beach, eyed the fake sand, and thumped down in her fake chair, all alone. She grabbed her beer and chugged it. Once she was done, she wiped her mouth and breathed salty sea air. 
 
    She knew what she was doing to do next.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    [image: ] 
 
    11: Message 
 
    WHEN HAYDEN OPENED HIS EYES again, he was not handcuffed to a bed. He was in a gray medical pod shaped like half a pill. Someone had inserted dozens of tiny tubes into his body at regular intervals, everywhere from his arms to his chest to his back, and he felt better than he had in quite some time. It was a shame the Supremacy’s wonder drugs were so expensive, but Lerisa must have called in a favor. Of course she had. 
 
    Lerisa had rescued him from Tyler Ryke. 
 
    Hayden moved his head carefully, taking in the sights. A thick plastic curtain screened him in, circling his pod and offering privacy. A floating screen to his right showed his vitals in acceptable positions. He recognized it from his triage courses. 
 
    He tried to remember the last time he had seen a screen like this. Had he still been working with CSD, or for the Supremacy? Had he been watching Zack’s vitals, or someone else’s? The knowledge he’d seen this screen before was there, though where he’d seen it wasn’t. 
 
    Memory suppressant. Already, he was seeing gaps. Hayden did not let himself think how deep the damage might go. That path led right to more depression, and more depression was the last thing he needed right now. 
 
    The thought that Captain Varik would use such a dangerous drug infuriated him. Suppressant was outlawed because it was inhumane. What could he have seen to warrant such treatment? What had happened after Ryke almost pummeled him to death? 
 
    Lerisa’s last words before he passed out bubbled to the surface. Zack had Morna’s message now, from Dani, or someone claiming to be her. Morna had delivered it despite his failure. Hayden used that fact to block out everything else. 
 
    Thinking conjured flashes of steel knuckles and phantom pain. Images assaulted his mind: the spaceport, the light on Lerisa’s hair, pretty colors in a car. Hayden ran his tongue over his broken teeth, but they were not broken now. They were new, and whole, and plastic-y. 
 
    Someone had committed a fortune to repair his teeth, and wet flooded his eyes as he knew who that must be. Hayden remembered his relief when Lerisa found him (had she found him?) and her strong arms, supporting him. They had come back to Star’s Landing, but from where? 
 
    He couldn’t remember, which was probably why Varik injected him with memory suppressant in the first place. Hayden relaxed in the pod and tapped his new teeth together. The first step, he supposed, was to find out if he was under observation or under arrest.  
 
    Careful not to disturb the tubes riddling his body, Hayden pressed the CALL button. When he turned his wrist around the chronometer beneath his skin showed the actual time, which cheered him immensely. Knowing time and day made the world feel real. 
 
    Hayden struggled to recall when he had started his operation to rescue Cassie Ryke, with Lerisa and Zack. The numbers on the bottom of his wrist told him almost seven days had passed since he entered Prospector’s Point. Seven days he could barely remember. 
 
     Footsteps sounded on flat tile beyond the curtains. He expected a nurse. He did not expect Lerisa, but there she was anyway, dressed in a dark button-down blouse and khaki pants. Her short bob bounced as she approached. 
 
    His wide, full smile felt better than he expected. Special Investigators were only afforded one leisure day a week, and Lerisa had chosen to spend hers here, waiting for him to wake up. He wanted to pull her into his arms, but that would be awkward with all the tubes. 
 
    “I got new teeth.” He bared them. “How do they look?” 
 
    “Expensive.” She smiled back, but he couldn’t tell if she was faking. “How do you feel?” 
 
    “Pretty damn good, all wounds considered.” How had he ever walked out on this woman? “The message you got from Morna. Did she...” The word he wanted slipped away from him. “Did she tell?” No, that wasn’t right, so he tackled it from another angle. “What changed her mind?” 
 
    “Zack found the message, not me. He hacked into your terminal, like he does.” Lerisa pulled a metal stool to his pod and sat. “Maybe Morna sent it because she figured you did all you could. We’ll ask her after we listen to it.” 
 
    Hayden remembered Dani and felt that well-worn wall slam down between them. His fault, not Lerisa’s. “How soon can we do that?” 
 
    “As soon as you’re ready to walk out of here.” Lerisa took his hand, which tingled. “I managed to pull a shuttle from surplus, so you won’t be dependent on public transport if you need to fly somewhere.” She massaged the top of his hand with her thumb. “We’ll figure this out.” 
 
    “We will, won’t we?” God, she was gorgeous right now. “I came back in a whirly, right?” No, that wasn’t the right word. “A vehicle. With blades.” Goddamned suppressant. 
 
    “Helo.” 
 
    “Right.” Hayden hoped his brain would fill in the gaps, soon, because losing words was damned inconvenient. “You have any idea where it came from?” 
 
    “No clue.” Lerisa kept holding his hand. “Do you remember anything about last night?” 
 
    “Just flashes.” Hayden grappled with an image of lights flashing outside a window, street lights, like he was riding in an autocar. “You brought me to the hospital?” 
 
    “Zack and I took you back to my apartment.” 
 
    There was something oddly funny about that. “Did you take advantage?” 
 
    She reddened a shade. “How long does it take your mind to hop back into the gutter, Cross?” Yes, that smile was definitely forced. 
 
    “What is it?” Something other than his two-thousand wounds was bothering her. Had Varik threatened her? Had he threatened Hayden? 
 
    Lerisa looked away. “I wasn’t entirely honest with you, before, when we went after Ryke together.” She was still holding his hand, but her grip was weaker than before, hesitant. 
 
    Hayden tightened his grip to reassure her, even if his palm was getting kind of sweaty. “Need to know, I get that. What weren’t you honest about?” 
 
    “As part of my investigation, I sold Ryke low-level intel, just enough to make him think I was dirty. I needed to keep his guard down to keep him from going after my people.” 
 
    That felt like a good play. “So?” 
 
    “So he thought I sold you to him, too. Varik’s idea. If he said anything—” 
 
    Words burst unbidden into his head. She sold you out, champ. It felt like a memory, not a dream, and it was also ridiculous. Hayden pulled Lerisa’s arm hard enough to force her to lean close. “Never.” 
 
    She blinked down at him. “What?” 
 
    “You’d never sell me out.” He smiled with his new teeth. “Maybe Ryke said something to me, sure, but he’s an asshole. I never believed him, not for one moment. I know who you are.” 
 
    Lerisa didn’t smile. She still looked upset. 
 
    “Knowing you’d get me out was the only thing that kept me sane. Even when he was beating the ever-loving shit out of me, I never doubted you.” 
 
    Lerisa’s grimace deepened, which bothered Hayden more than he expected. Didn’t she believe him? How could she not? 
 
    She leaned even closer, close enough to kiss, if he was feeling brave. “Listen carefully, all right?” Her lips moved slowly, like in a dream. “I didn’t get you out.” She squeezed his hand as she said that, just once. 
 
    Hayden blinked and focused. “Say again?” He had misunderstood her. 
 
    “Varik countermanded our mission. He dropped on base camp and seized command. He said he needed Ryke in play to take down someone else, and that meant letting Ryke take you. I couldn’t disobey his orders.” She squeezed his hand again, but Hayden’s battered mind was still wrapped around the first part. 
 
    “So ... wait.” Hayden focused. “I know you had to work around Varik.” Did she feel guilty about not getting him out quicker? “I understand it took some time to throw a rescue together. You don’t have to—”  
 
    “I didn’t rescue you, Hayden.” She squeezed his hand. “There was nothing I could do to help you after Ryke took you.” She squeezed his hand again. “No one from the Supremacy could help you.” 
 
    Hayden’s head pounded as his pod spun. He heard Ryke’s laughter and felt his heart pounding in his chest. What did she mean, she hadn’t tried to rescue him? Had she—  
 
    Phantom pain flashed through his jaw. Chains throttled his wrists and pulled his arms from their sockets. He felt blood, his blood, leaking down his chest and legs, and saw Lerisa watching him from the darkness. 
 
    All she did was watch. The world beeped madly as someone gripped his arms. “Hayden. Hayden!” 
 
    Cool flooded his trembling body, a cool that stopped the visions and the shaking. He realized Lerisa was standing over him now, looking down on him, one hand gripping each of his arms. 
 
    His pod made an odd hissing noise as it injected something that let him think again, and he could think, now. He hadn’t misunderstood anything, except her. 
 
    “I get it.” He found his voice. “You had orders.” He wanted to scream at her about that, but right now, he just felt exhausted. “Couldn’t screw over your career.” 
 
    She blinked like he had slapped her. “That’s not what I meant. I’d never—” 
 
    “You did what anyone would, from the Supremacy.” How could he have been so stupid? “You followed your orders like any good officer would.” She was still holding him down against the pod, which was starting to piss him off. “It’s the job. Sometimes, you have to make sacrifices.” 
 
    This was why her smile felt forced, why she’d paid for his teeth and gotten him that shuttle. Not because she cared about him. Because she felt guilty about letting Ryke torture him to death, and that made it all better, didn’t it? It wasn’t like she’d wanted him dead. 
 
    She’d simply let it happen. 
 
    Hayden focused on his message, his mission, and his wife. “I’m ready to get out of this bed now.” He closed his eyes and focused on breathing. “Could you take your hands off me?” 
 
    Lerisa released him at once, and after a moment, he heard her step back. “You’re still healing, inside and out. You only feel better now because of all the relaxant in your blood. You need—” 
 
    “I need out of here.” 
 
    “Three more days, at least.” Lerisa was acting like they were still friends or something. “We’ll go to your place together, listen to Morna’s message, and then—” 
 
    “Get me a discharge and get me a roller.” Dammit, what was the word for Zack’s vehicle? He couldn’t remember, and that was Lerisa’s fault. If Ryke had been dragging her off, he would have done anything to save her ... but then again, he always had been the sappy one. “Am I under arrest?” 
 
    “Hayden—” 
 
    “Just taking stock. Am I under arrest? Charges still pending?” 
 
    “No.” He heard her shift her weight. “I took care of that.” 
 
    “Great.” So she’d gotten the charges from the tunnel gunfight cleared, just in case Ryke didn’t torture him to death. “So I’m free to go now.” How thoughtful of her. 
 
    “Yes.” Was her voice trembling? “But you shouldn’t.” 
 
    “Don’t worry about me.” Like she’d ever. “You got me medical and you got me a shuttle. I appreciate that.” He didn’t really, but they were done being honest with each other. 
 
    After a moment, Lerisa spoke again. “The earliest you can leave is tomorrow. Your shuttle needs fueling, and you need a good night’s sleep.” 
 
    What he needed was to get out of this stupid bed. “Where is it?” 
 
    “Bay N-7, at the starport.” 
 
    “Great. I’ll call Zack and get a ride.” 
 
    “I can drive you. I can still help—” 
 
    “I don’t need any more of your help.” 
 
    He didn’t hear any footsteps, coming or going. Hayden waited for her to leave, willed her to leave, but she spoke again, soft, like she hadn’t been willing to let him die. 
 
    “I hope you find her,” Lerisa said. 
 
    Hayden remembered Lerisa’s smile as he brushed her hair back. He pushed past it, past her. They were done using each other. 
 
    He never wanted to see Lerisa Wake again. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    THE NEXT DAY, Hayden checked out of Vindicator recovery and found Zack waiting in the immaculate, glassed-in lobby. Zack threw his arms around Hayden and Hayden thumped his friend’s back, but the warmth wouldn’t come. He needed balancers first. 
 
    “Good to see you walking.” Zack nodded as they parted. “Melted brain?” 
 
    “Just a little gooey. We got a ride?” He glanced out the double glass doors and looked for the vehicle, the grounder. “Tell me it’s not the same ... sedan.” God yes! He had pulled the word out of his mushy head. 
 
    “I traded it in for a loaner,” Zack said. “No bullet holes. Lerisa pulled some strings.” 
 
    Hayden didn’t want to think about Lerisa right now. “Let’s ride.” 
 
    Zack grimaced and didn’t move. “Look, man, you know she had orders.” 
 
    Everyone had orders. “Let’s go, Zack.” 
 
    “You didn’t see Lerisa when Varik pulled rank. She fought for you. I thought she was going to deck Varik when he said to let Ryke take you, and if I hadn’t stopped her—” 
 
    “You’ll want to stop talking now.” Hayden crushed Zack’s shoulder and stared. “Okay? I know you mean well, but you need to drop this. I’m done talking about Lerisa Wake.” 
 
    Despite his fury about what Lerisa had let Ryke do to him — the knuckles, the beating, the chains — he was already feeling guilty about the way he’d talked to her yesterday. Short of murdering Varik and all the Vindicators he brought with him, what else could Lerisa have done? 
 
    If Lerisa had shot Varik when he pulled rank on her, his pet Vindicators and the entire goddamn Supremacy would have killed them both. Varik didn’t walk into any room he knew he couldn’t walk out of, and Lerisa knew that as well as he did. Despite his bravado, Hayden also knew he wouldn’t have saved her if their positions were reversed. 
 
    He would have fought for her, certainly. He would have gotten himself killed and her, too, but he wouldn’t have let Tyler Ryke haul her off to carve her up. That was better, wasn’t it? Dying quick was better than dying slow. 
 
    Zack batted off Hayden’s hand. “Sure, okay. Your apartment.” 
 
    “Thanks.” Hayden took a breath as dozens of thoroughly unsettling images flooded his brain: Lerisa watching Ryke torture him, Dani smiling as she burst into flame, Ryke laughing as he pummeled away. A balancer would fix things. A balancer would get him straight again. 
 
    “Hayden?” 
 
    “I’m fine.” 
 
    “Sure.” Zack grimaced. “Ready when you are.” 
 
    They stepped out, together, into a busy night with tall glass buildings looming overhead. They were still in the Luxury District, which made sense, given hospitals like this didn’t exist in natural-born neighborhoods. Phorcys gleamed overhead, fluffy white clouds with bits of blue sea poking through. Hayden had lost seven days inside Ryke’s prison. He’d lost enough. 
 
    Soon enough they were back at the stack of rectangular shipping containers, at the apartment he had leased when that still seemed like a good idea. Something — likely a Supremacy repair drone — had melted a thick sheet of polypropylene across the broken window, and that suited Hayden’s purposes just fine. No window meant no snipers. 
 
    No one had bothered cleaning up his apartment, and dried blood and other matter remained, rubber and shit and mashed plastic. The apartment smelled worse than after Daggermouth died all over it. 
 
    Hayden didn’t have the money to fix this place, and it definitely wouldn’t sell again, but he couldn’t find the will to care at the moment. If he lived long enough to return here, maybe he’d sell it for scrap. He fired up his Spacenet terminal — it still worked — and drummed his fingers until a transparent yellow screen appeared before his eyes. 
 
    “Where’s the message?” Hayden asked. 
 
    “Your inbox.” 
 
    “You know because you hacked it, right?” 
 
    “You were missing. I needed to find you. Also, you should really think about enabling two-step encryption—” 
 
    “Not the time, Zack.” Hayden swiped to Morna’s message in his Inbox — he assumed it was her, even though the sender was an anonymized proxy — and opened it. It held an audio widget waiting to be played. 
 
    All the hair on his neck stood on end. If this was a trick, everything Hayden had suffered these past days was pointless. If it wasn’t, everything he’d done for thirteen years might be. Which would he prefer? 
 
    He poked the floating PLAY button before he could decide. 
 
    “If you’re the person who’s expecting this message,” Danielle Cross said quietly, “I don’t need to say your name.” 
 
    Shock froze Hayden’s spine. It was her voice that did it to him, the husky drawl of a prospector’s girl. He had thrown his life away for this woman. 
 
    “I know this is clandestine,” Dani continued. “We don’t have a choice.” 
 
    Hayden saw her blue eyes staring into his, visualized the gentle curve of her chin. He saw her full lips move and felt her hands sliding up and down his arms. He felt her warmth against him. 
 
    “I know you want answers,” Dani said. “You’ll find them in that room with no walls. Come soon.” She took one breath. “I need you.” 
 
    That was it. The recording was over. 
 
    Hayden gripped the sides of the leather seat. He played the message again. Then he played it another time after that. 
 
    Zack grabbed Hayden’s hand before the fourth repetition, and Hayden nodded, sat back, and stared at a wall he didn’t see. So, this was interesting. His wife had lied to him about being blown up. 
 
    “Synths can do amazing things,” Zack said. “Just last week, some guy faked—” 
 
    “It was her.” Hayden knew that in his bones. 
 
    “She’s dead, man.” Zack gripped his shoulder. “The Supremacy verified it. Don’t let this fuck with your head.” 
 
    Hayden shrugged off Zack’s unwelcome hand. “I think I know the voice of my own wife.” 
 
    “You know someone out there wants to cause you pain. They may even want you dead, and that’s way easier if you’re distracted first. Think about it. Who would want to trick—” 
 
    “It was her, dammit!” Hayden shot to his feet and nearly socked Zack in the jaw. How could he spend thirteen years racked with grief, living with nightmares and addicted to balancers, when his wife was out there, alive? 
 
    How could Danielle Cross possibly do that to him? 
 
    Zack stepped back. “If you believe that, why are you upset about it?” 
 
    Hayden struggled to remember how words worked. He remembered white rocks and crashing water, the Siphon Caverns on Phorcys. Their room with no walls. 
 
    “I’m leaving.” He knew where to go next. “I’m done with Star’s Landing and everyone in it. I’m fucking done, Zack.” 
 
    Zack sighed. “Fine. Where next?” 
 
    “The starport.” Hayden snatched his empty duffel bag off the bed. “I’m leaving alone.” 
 
    “Bullshit.” Zack stepped in front of the door. “You made me a promise. I lost my job for this shit. We’re doing this together.” 
 
    Hayden unzipped his duffel. “This isn’t about you.” Where were his balancers? He needed his balancers. He rummaged until he found the hidden pocket and the comforting little weight inside. 
 
    “Hayden—” 
 
    “No.” The duffel was otherwise empty, his meager belongings likely confiscated by draftees like that kid in the tunnel. “This is between me and my wife.” All he needed was his pills, and there they were. 
 
    Zack shifted his weight, and Hayden suddenly wondered if he could make it through that door if Zack didn’t want him to leave. He doubted it. He needed a better plan. 
 
    “Look.” Being an asshole wasn’t getting him out of here. “After I find what I need ... if I find it ... I’ll be in touch.” 
 
    “Uh huh,” Zack said. 
 
    “I will, Zack. I need you. You’re my ace, but what was in that message is for me and no one else. I have to check it out, alone.” 
 
    Zack’s shoulders settled. “You’re not alone.” 
 
    “I know.” Hayden threw the bag over his shoulder. “I still need your sedan.” 
 
    Traffic was light, and their sedan made good time. The starport was one of the first structures built on Ceto, and it had been made with the finest materials available at the time: self-healing biocrete, recycled metal from the homeships, and all the plastic they could process from Ceto’s sand. It was twenty giant domes interlocked in a hexagonal pattern. Each was large enough to hold four Grasshoppers with plenty of room to spare. 
 
    The starport was surrounded by a reinforced fence almost two stories tall, covered in wire that added insult to electrocution. Their sedan stopped in front of a steel gate on the military side, and the sedan beeped as it interfaced. An oddly fake voice echoed through the interior. 
 
    “Identity confirmed. Proceed, Second Lieutenant Marano.” The steel door rumbled open with the sound of decade-old machinery. “Have a pleasant trip.” 
 
    Hayden turned to watch the gate as they drove past. “SpaceGov let you keep your rank?” 
 
    Zack shrugged. “They fired me, Hayden. They couldn’t strip my rank. Only a Supremacy court martial can do that, if they decide on it.” 
 
    Hayden nodded. “SpaceGov was stupid to let you go.” He didn’t mention whose fault that was. 
 
    Their sedan drove itself onto the wide, flat perimeter and followed a tattered yellow line around the many bays. Soon they cut hard right at a junction and drove into the domes. Inside was a narrow two-way road lit by recessed lamps. 
 
    They found Hayden’s shuttle in bay N-7, just like Lerisa had promised. Spaceslugs were built like giant metal doorstops, with engines jutting off each corner like Grasshopper rotors. They flew like bricks in atmosphere, but moved just fine in space. 
 
    After they opened the shuttle’s loading ramp, Zack thumped Hayden’s shoulder and grinned. This Spaceslug was loaded with a full reconnaissance package: waterproof gear, heat flares, a fully-stocked gun locker, and a sleek new hoverbike. There was even a charged medical pod, and Hayden knew that must have cost Lerisa plenty. 
 
    “We didn’t get rigs this well-equipped when we were still running ops for CSD.” Zack gave him a meaningful look, one thin eyebrow raised. “Lerisa must feel really bad about how things went with Ryke.” 
 
    “Sure.” Hayden’s ribs ached. “I’m sure she feels just terrible.” One hand trembled as he imagined her sitting alone somewhere, beating herself up over him. Her guilt hadn’t been an act. Her betrayal hadn’t been one, either. 
 
    “I wish I was going with you,” Zack said. “I still can.” 
 
    “Not this time.” 
 
    “Don’t get killed.” Zack shoved him. “I’d be annoyed.” 
 
    Hayden dragged Zack into a hug. “I love you, brother.” He thumped his back. “Accept it.” 
 
    Zack hugged him back. “Dumbass.” 
 
    Hayden let Zack go, walked up the ramp, and closed it. Pneumatics whined until it thumped and sealed. Pressurization started immediately, a snake-like hiss that filled the ship. 
 
    Hayden headed to the tiny cockpit and stated his destination. The Slug could self-pilot, and he trusted it to do so. CSD had used these shuttles all the time. 
 
    The Rainbow Chapel was a beautiful split waterfall deep in the Siphon Caverns. Most of the slick caverns beneath Phorcys’ damp southern continent were tourist traps, but kilometers remained open only to explorers. He and Dani had loved those. 
 
    As the Spaceslug interfaced with his PBA, an estimate of hours-to-destination appeared before his eyes in augmented reality — twenty-two — and that seemed reasonable for interplanetary travel. An ache grew at the back of his eyes, and similar aches tingled through his body. 
 
    Lerisa had been right about the pod. He should have stayed inside it a few more days, taking full advantage of the Supremacy’s wonder drugs, but he had spent enough time in bed. Enough time wondering. 
 
    It was time to find out why Danielle Cross lied to and abandoned him.
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    12: Falls 
 
    HAYDEN BARELY NOTICED the routine flight, and two little balancers wiped out any dreams. Even upon waking in zero-g, his emotions remained a flat line. He could follow this message without breaking down or losing his calm. Whoever he had thought Dani was, she wasn’t, actually, and now he had to focus on learning why. 
 
    He checked and rechecked the hoverbike’s engine, reviewed the overland route he’d take to the Siphon Caverns, and sucked a packet of sweetmeat through a thin plastic straw. After he was satisfied with everything, he napped until warning beeps jolted him awake. The shuttle rumbled as its heat shielding shuddered in Phorcys’s upper atmosphere. 
 
    Hayden hated this part. It always made him nauseous. He strapped himself into the chair and squeezed its faux leather armrests. Aches snaked through his muscles as the chair and floor rattled his new teeth. 
 
    Just when he was certain he would spew his modest lunch all over the cockpit, the rumbling eased. He was finally in the troposphere and descending on a smooth, even vector. The shuttle AI knew its business. 
 
    By the time the Spaceslug landed on an overgrown smuggler’s pad in the middle of the Churchill Forest, Hayden’s thoughts were scattered again. Green and purple foliage glistened in the sunlight, but Hayden couldn’t focus. He popped two more balancers, and they evened him right out. 
 
    He didn’t feel guilty about needing help. He didn’t feel guilty about anything. He needed the pills, so he took them. 
 
    He cycled the air in the shuttle, verified the atmosphere was breathable (of course it was) and opened the landing ramp. Phorcys’s damp, salty air made his nose twitch. That constant itch remained for a few days after he moved planets, an annoyance he’d grown used to. 
 
    Most of Churchill Forest stretched south and west beyond the pad, and Hayden could just make out the gray outline of the Washington Mountains in the distance. He’d forgotten how clear the air was on Phorcys. Its lush greenery and clear air always seemed so strange after an extended stay on Ceto.  
 
    He off-loaded the hoverbike — now minus one AI package — and powered it up. With its AI package disabled, the Supremacy couldn’t track it, and they had probably forgotten he knew how to fix such things. He left the shuttle and its tracking beacons behind. 
 
    Hayden ignored the dull ache in his arms as he sped through tall green stalks that spread behind him like wake. This smuggler pad was one he remembered from his days in the Supremacy. The Patriots had established a small base here almost two decades ago. 
 
    Hayden, Zack, and a full Vindicator platoon had raided this pad for intel, taking prisoners without destroying the pad. Special Investigators used it from time to time, men like the man Hayden had been before the Supremacy fired him. No Supremacy patrol craft had intercepted him on his way down, which told him Lerisa had cleared him a route to Phorcys. Another favor he owed the woman who left him to be tortured to death. 
 
    It took him most of the day to reach the foothills of the Washingtons, specifically, a porous segment some creative surveyor had dubbed the Giant’s Elbow. More Patriots once carved a base there. Hayden pitched his tent, ate some rations that tasted like cardboard, and drank some of the best water in the universe. 
 
    The Supremacy had collapsed the base’s main entrance, but the side entrances remained. Hayden drove inside and dropped off the Supremacy’s satellites. They couldn’t see him through kilometers of solid rock. 
 
    He cruised through Patriot tunnels at a darter lizard’s pace, the way ahead lit only by his hoverbike’s single headlight. Speed wouldn’t help him if he wrapped it around a rock, and besides, he still had a map. He emerged into bright daylight three meals, two naps, and twenty hours later. 
 
    Hayden glanced up at the glistening brown sphere of Ceto, much smaller here than Phorcys was there. School had taught him the two planets formed when an asteroid hit Phorcys and knocked Ceto right off it. The very fact that he’d remember that meant he had the memory suppressant handled. 
 
    The Supremacy simply didn’t have enough satellites to watch the entire Washington mountain range, and Hayden was confident he’d evaded their surveillance. Even so, he’d wait for night before making his move. He pitched his tent, bedded down, and slept. 
 
    He woke at dusk, took two more balancers, and cruised off, balanced as a combat drone. Today he put an end to the questions and the worries. Today, he learned why Dani deceived him. 
 
    He zipped across a mix of scrublands and swamp and finally dismounted by a shallow river. He stalked through high grass on foot, avoiding stinging red plants with names he couldn’t remember, and followed the river to a shallow cave. Flowers choked the entrance, pink and purple and yellow, and luminescent moss flourished in the shallow water. 
 
    Hayden’s throat clamped up as he remembered. Dani had rushed forward when they discovered this cave. She’d turned on him, with that infectious grin on her face, and she’d been radiant, wonderful, perfect. 
 
    Hayden stripped off his weapons, boots, and shirt, and unfolded a thermal wetsuit from his hoverbike’s storage locker. He got it on with little trouble. Cave water was cold. 
 
    He trudged to the end of the cavern, waist deep, then submerged and swam. Frigid water chilled his face, but his wetsuit kept his body warm. He pressed his arms against his body and propelled himself with his legs. 
 
    The underwater tunnel was longer than he remembered, or perhaps he was just older now. Either way, his lungs burned when he broke the surface. A waterfall pounded him with the force of a thousand stomping feet. 
 
    He paddled sideways, shaking his head and gasping. He opened his eyes to find the massive cave filled with the sound of thundering water. Bright blue lichen spidered across the ceiling, casting just enough light to see. 
 
    Hayden emerged from the water and warmed himself with a heat flare — another annoying favor from Lerisa — and swept his penlight around the chamber. Faint rainbows followed the narrow beam. 
 
    Far above Hayden’s head, a powerful Phorcys stream flowed over this natural temple. It cascaded into the chamber and split around a perfectly placed spire of rock. It crashed down in all directions, dozens of waterfalls thundering in sync. In the daylight, those falls made rainbows everywhere. 
 
    Hayden stepped through the nearest waterfall. He stepped into a pocket of air formed by water raining down on all sides. He felt Dani standing beside him, as she had so many years ago, inside their Rainbow Chapel. Their room with no walls. 
 
    Danielle Hayes, will you marry me? 
 
    Hayden knelt. He savored the feeling of rock grinding into his knee, the feeling he remembered from that perfect day. 
 
    Yes. 
 
    Bittersweet memories of his wife and their life together pounded him harder than the falls. How many times had Dani lied to him before they married? How many times after? Hayden stood, breathed, and shouted. 
 
    “I’m here for Danielle Cross!” His shout was barely audible over the falls. “Who’s here for me?” 
 
    He waited, but not long. Something nudged his back. Hayden spun to find a tracker drone the size of a dinner plate wobbling drunkenly, rusty and wet from the falls. A rotor whirred inside its hollow round frame. 
 
    Someone was listening! The drone sputtered, and Hayden caught it before it could land. It was lighter than he expected. 
 
    This drone had been here for years, even decades. It should not be here now. Its batteries should have given out. 
 
    “S-s-s-state name.” The drone’s rotor whirred once. 
 
    Hayden focused on its tiny speaker. “Hayden Cross.” 
 
    A needle popped from the drone’s core, just a bit rusted. Hayden eyed it like he would eye the barrel of a gun. 
 
    “Sub-sub-submit DNA.” 
 
    Hayden would cut his own arm off if that’s what it took to find his wife. He pricked his flesh with the rusted needle, then snapped away his stinging thumb. He’d need a tetanus shot when he got back to Ceto. 
 
    “D-D-DNA confirmed. Relaying m-m-message.” 
 
    A screen no bigger than Hayden’s palm flipped open on the drone’s top, showing a test pattern of white, gray, and black. Hayden’s heart hammered. What was coming? 
 
    A tiny copy of Dani’s face appeared inside that pop-up screen. “Hello, Hayden.” Her voice hit him as hard as it had in Star’s Landing. So far as he could tell from this tiny screen, she hadn’t aged a day. 
 
    “You found me. I knew you would.” His wife had not looked at him like this since the morning before their dome exploded. It hurt his heart. 
 
    “First thing’s first,” Dani said. “As you’ve probably guessed from this recording, I’m alive. I’d have contacted you sooner, but there simply wasn’t time.” 
 
    Hayden traced the lines of her beautiful face. Thirteen years, and you couldn’t find the time? 
 
    “First, you need to know that while Ralyn Paran did blow up our dome,” Dani said, “he did not do so to murder you.” 
 
    Hayden blinked and processed, questioning his mind. The connections the Supremacy provided between Paran and the bomb had been ironclad. Paran had planted that bomb to kill Hayden, and killed his wife instead. 
 
    “Paran owed me a favor,” Dani continued. “I needed to vanish, to make absolutely sure the Supremacy never looked for me. It was a risk to trust Paran, but I asked him to forward my message after I was safe.” 
 
    Hayden felt sick inside, like he would vomit. Like he would collapse. He saw Paran’s head exploding as a smart bullet entered the man’s temple, saw vengeance, final and deserved. 
 
    “Obviously,” and here, Dani’s face fell, “Paran never got the chance to send that message.” 
 
    The regret in Dani’s voice just about ended him. Thirteen years ago, Hayden had done something she would never endorse, killing a man in cold blood from the roof of a hotel. The truth hit him like those heavy falls. 
 
    Every one of their thirteen years apart was his own damn fault. 
 
    “I wanted to bring you with me.” Dani’s mouth twisted in frustration. “It killed me to leave you behind, but you told me about the Supremacy’s attempts to recruit you. I knew they were watching everything you did. I couldn’t risk them learning I was alive, not with our son’s life at stake.” 
 
    Their boy became real for Hayden in that moment. He and Dani had a son together, a legacy. One he’d abandoned. 
 
    “I know Paran wasn’t a good man, and despite what happened, I know you are. I want you to be here for our son, and that’s why I risked this message. I want you here with us.” 
 
    Hayden wanted to tell her how much he loved her. He wanted to scream questions at her. Yet he could do nothing, not to this — not to a recording from a rusted metal drone. 
 
    “I promise, I’ll explain everything when you arrive.” Dani looked down and then up again, as if checking something. “I’ve encoded coordinates in the memory module of this drone. If you follow them, you won’t find me.” She stared at him through the recording. “But I’ll find you.” 
 
    Dani had given him coordinates. He could work with coordinates. He already had a shuttle and an AI to fly it. 
 
    “There’s something else you have to accept,” Dani said, “something important. If you come for me, you’ll have to leave Ceto Security Division behind. I understand if you’re not ready, but I promise, I’ll wait for you as long as I can.” She blinked her glistening eyes. “I love you, Hayden Cr—.” 
 
    The recording froze, and Hayden wanted to shake the drone and scream at it. Dani wasn’t making any sense. He had left CSD thirteen years ago, when he joined the Supremacy. Why would Dani ignore that? Why, unless—  
 
    “Drone.” His own voice trembled. “When was this message recorded?” 
 
    It rattled off a date more than twelve years gone. 
 
    Hayden dropped to his knees and cradled the drone. Dani had not abandoned him. He had one brief moment to savor that, to live in a new, pleasant world where Dani’s betrayal never happened. Then he imagined what the woman he loved must think of him twelve years later. 
 
    But I promise, I’ll wait for you as long as I can. 
 
    Hayden had never gotten her message, but Dani couldn’t know that. All she knew is that he’d killed the man who saved her. All she knew is that he’d never come for her or her son, that he’d served the Supremacy for twelve years instead of serving her. He had abandoned them, his wife and his son and their life together, and his clenched fingers clawed wet rock. 
 
    He could still go to those coordinates, explain where he had been all these years, apologize for disappointing her so horribly. If Dani was still there, of course. If she hadn’t died in the twelve years since she recorded this message, and someone else sent it to torment him. To draw him out. 
 
    “Drone.” Hayden focused on investigating rather than beating himself up. “When were you last serviced?” 
 
    The drone rattled off a date less than two weeks old. 
 
    “Who serviced you?” 
 
    “R-R-Relic.” 
 
    It was obviously a codename, and a culprit. Relic must have intercepted Dani’s message twelve years ago, keeping it secret until releasing it to Morna for some reason. So why release it now? What did Relic want with him? 
 
    Some overly elaborate trap made no sense. It wasn’t like Hayden was hard to find. Relic had no need to go to this level of complexity to take him down, which meant he (or she) had sent this message for another reason. All he could do now was speculate. All he could do is follow this message to wherever it led, which was precisely what Relic wanted. 
 
    His new enemy was obviously a powerful player, with contacts on Ceto and Phorcys. Relic being Advanced made the most sense — the natural-born could not move openly on Phorcys — and only an Advanced would be powerful enough to convince a man like Ralyn Paran to fake Dani’s death. 
 
    Relic was well-connected, certainly. Dangerous, without a doubt. And dead, if Hayden found him. Straight up fucking dead. 
 
    “Drone,” Hayden said. “Where is Danielle Cross?” 
 
    The drone’s speaker buzzed once and cut out. 
 
    Hayden shook it. “Where is Danielle Cross?” 
 
    Its rotors stopped and a panel slid open. A tiny cylinder remained tucked inside, shiny and new where the drone was old and busted. A datastick with Dani’s coordinates ... or Relic’s. 
 
    Hayden took the stick and stood. He’d return to his shuttle. He’d enter the coordinates. It was all doable. It could all happen today. 
 
    A male curse echoed through the cave, audible even beyond the falls. It steadied Hayden’s muscles and flipped him into action mode. He popped the stick into his waterproof pocket and focused on the first step back to Dani. 
 
    Getting back to his shuttle without getting shot by someone. 
 
    He didn’t bother questioning his horrific luck, or how someone had found him all the way out here. None of that mattered at the moment. He slipped into the frigid water of the Siphon Caverns without a sound, propelling himself with careful feet. He could not locate whoever’s shout had warned him of company, but the cave’s size would hinder his hunters as well. Time to put his terrain knowledge to use. 
 
    He paddled to the cavern’s edge and climbed out onto slippery rock, working his way around by lichenlight. He walked barefoot until he heard boots stomping toward him like a drunkard. He pressed into a depression between two rocks and waited. A white man of average size stalked past him, eyes locked on the wet ground and his own boots. He was soaking wet. 
 
    Hayden slid out of the rocks behind the man, crept up behind him on bare feet, and locked his forearm around the man’s thick neck. His victim gasped as Hayden drove his other hand into the man’s spine, applying pressure. They struggled until the man shuddered and collapsed. Hayden eased him down on rock, still breathing. 
 
    He saw no reason to kill this man, not until he knew who he was. The man wore a damp hunting vest, a sodden white shirt, and thick camouflage pants. He was also natural-born. 
 
    Hayden frisked the man and retrieved a pistol, also waterproof. Natural-born were not allowed on Phorcys, not without dozens of special documents and clearance from SpaceGov. That made this man a Patriot of Ceto, and a terrorist. They worked in cells, and there would be more of them. 
 
    Hayden dragged the Patriot into the shadow of a big rock. Boots splashed into water to his left, and he dived behind that same rock. A penlight beam flashed over his head, making its user a perfect target. 
 
    Hayden traced the light to its owner, a Chinese woman in a black wetsuit. She had a comically large rifle strapped across her back, big enough to be a sniper’s weapon. She obviously had no idea Hayden was crouched meters away from her, which was almost sad. Perhaps the Supremacy’s constant arrests had thinned the Patriots to raw recruits. 
 
    Another figure splashed into the pool from above, another perfect target, but Hayden didn’t shoot him. He wasn’t sure he could take them both down before they fired back, and he couldn’t die yet. He needed to find Dani first. 
 
    “Where’s Flint?” the newcomer asked. He was a big dark-skinned man with dyed blond braids and an equally blond beard, still wet. He wore leather hunting armor and thick waterproof pants. 
 
    The Chinese woman shrugged. “Maybe sleeping, maybe dead. Shout louder next time. I don’t think Cross heard you.” 
 
    “I fell,” the blond man said, but his shoulders hunched. He glanced up the short cliff, to somewhere Hayden couldn’t see, and raised his voice. “Hey, Spider! Can you see Flint from up there?” 
 
    Another man dropped into the pool, a man who was not, shockingly, a spider. He was simply a brown-skinned soldier with tattoos under his eyes and a Myker Special Edition clutched in his hands: a coil gun that could put an accelerated slug through a solid biocrete wall. He wore real body armor, and the way the others looked at him made him the alpha dog. 
 
    “No,” Spider said. “Stop shouting.” 
 
    “I wasn’t shouting,” the blond man said, as his shoulders hunched again. 
 
    “Ying, take point.” Spider was speaking to the Chinese woman. “Lion, follow. Both of you sweep everything with your lights.” 
 
    Hayden almost chuckled as he matched code tags to faces. Lion matched the blond man’s stupidly overdone braids, and “Flint” must be the tag of the man he had just choked out. Patriots always used tags when they spoke in the field, because Supremacy drones could pick up audio from a surprising distance. The fact that Spider wasn’t waiting for anyone else strongly suggested he and these other two were the only other Patriots in the cave, which wasn’t so bad. Hayden could easily evade three idiots. 
 
    “We’ll never find Cross in a cave this big,” Ying said, splashing forward and sweeping her penlight left. “We should bug out to the entrance.” 
 
     “We will not ‘bug out’,” Spider said, as he followed her, “until we have Hayden Cross in custody. Those are our orders, and we will follow our orders because we are professionals. You are professional, are you not?” 
 
    Nope, Hayden thought, but he crouched in the shadow between the two rocks instead of shooting them in their backs as they left. He thumped an unconscious Flint on the shoulder, crept away on bare feet, and slipped into the water. He paddled away and considered options. 
 
    Had they found his gear? They certainly had. Had they taken it with them? Probably not. The obvious ineptitude of Spider’s chatty crew suggested they’d been too stupid to leave a fifth Patriot at the entrance to the cave, but he couldn’t assume that. He’d just have to be ready for a fight and hope they wanted to take him alive. 
 
    Hayden circled back to the same pool from which he had emerged. No fifth Patriot was waiting. He slipped quietly into the water and swam for his life. Even if they had heard him, somehow, they could not double back fast enough to cut him off. He’d reach the exit long before they did. 
 
    His lungs burned when he broke the water inside the outer cavern. He splashed and struggled through waist deep water, imagining desperate Patriots swimming after him. His gear remained at the cavern exit, and he grabbed both boots and pack and left the rest. Fuck yes! 
 
    Hayden sprinted for the darkened tree line, putting space between himself and his pursuers. With only Ceto’s faint glow to guide him, Phorcys had turned a dull gray. Even so, he felt as alive as he’d felt in years. 
 
    He had a weapon, food, clothing, and a head start in wilderness he knew well. He would lose these amateurs in time for a quiet woodland dinner and then double back to his hidden hoverbike. He would fly to the coordinates on his recovered datastick, find his wife, and finally apologize for— 
 
    Something slammed into his forehead, an arm that popped out from behind a thick tree. It knocked Hayden heels over head and smashed him to the hard ground. When he fumbled for his stolen pistol, he found it missing. 
 
    The tip of a rifle brushed his nose, a blurry stick stretching to a shadow above him. So the Patriots had left someone at the cave mouth, after all. 
 
    “You’ll want to stay down,” a smooth, male voice drawled. 
 
    Hayden raised his hands. His newest captor was an older black man with a craggy face and gray eyes. Gray streaked his hair, and he wore a dark riding suit and muddy boots. He would fit right into the Phorcys wilds, were he Advanced — which he was not. 
 
    A white box clipped to the man’s collar flashed with green light, and a wire trailed from that box into the man’s head and, likely, his PBA. He also carried a smart rifle that almost certainly fired smart bullets, like the one Hayden used to kill Martin Zane. Technology that effective was almost unheard of among the Patriots, but a few elite soldiers still used it. 
 
    “You’re a bounty hunter,” Hayden said. 
 
    “I’m Kaliden Toth.” The bounty hunter inclined his head. “You haven’t heard that name before, but don’t you worry your head about that. You’re going to see Tyler Ryke now, and that’s that.” 
 
    Someone shouted from the Siphon Caverns. Three big Patriots slogged out of the cavern, led by a very mad and very wet Lion. Lion shouted and aimed his rifle from too far away. 
 
    Toth dropped to one knee and fired off a smart bullet with a report that echoed across the woods. Hayden craned his neck. Even at more than two hundred meters, Toth’s self-guiding shot took Lion in the shoulder. He howled and fell. The other two Patriots dropped into what miniscule cover was available, and Hayden immediately tagged them as Spider and Flint. 
 
    Toth crab-walked out of Hayden’s reach and took cover behind a low stump. Facing a smart rifle with a dumb one was suicide for just about anyone, especially at two hundred meters. Toth’s PBA certainly had all the Patriots tracked already, which meant his rifle did too. 
 
    “Hold your fire!” Spider shouted. “We just want to talk!” 
 
    “I’ve got nothing to say to the Patriots of Ceto!” Toth shouted back, and Hayden agreed with him. “Next one goes between your eyes, Spider!” 
 
    Toth knew the names of these idiots as well, but given how chatty they’d been in that cave, that wasn’t surprising. The Patriots of Ceto may have been hunting Hayden, but Kaliden Toth had been hunting them all, and unlike the others, he was a fucking professional. Now he had the Patriots pinned in a wet cavern with a smart rifle, which made it a bad day to be a terrorist. 
 
    “Who the hell are you?” Spider shouted. 
 
    “Independent contractor,” Toth shouted, “and this man’s my bounty! You want him, you can buy him from Tyler Ryke!” 
 
    Hayden took a breath. “Ryke’s dead.” 
 
    Toth kept his eyes on the Patriots. “Keep it down, son. I’m negotiating.” 
 
    “Ryke’s dead!” Spider shouted. 
 
    “Told you,” Hayden said. 
 
    “How much was Ryke paying you?” another man shouted. Hayden didn’t recognize his voice, which probably made him Flint. “We’ll match it!” 
 
    Toth rolled his eyes. “Why do they always ask that?” 
 
    Hayden shrugged and worked on getting his breath back. Spider was stalling, obviously, but had Toth figured that out? Ying hadn’t exited the cave with the others, and while there was only one easy way into that cave, there were several ways out. All opened onto the cliffs above, with clear sightlines, and Ying could be watching from the high ground right now through her comically oversized rifle. That left Hayden conflicted. 
 
    He didn’t want to go with Kaliden Toth, but he didn’t want a ride from the Patriots, either. If he didn’t warn Toth about the possible sniper, Toth might get shot, but what if Ying had orders to shoot him so he didn’t fall into Toth’s hands? Then he’d get shot, and that’d really suck. 
 
    “I know what you’re thinking,” Toth said. 
 
    Hayden snorted. “You really don’t.” 
 
    “You’re thinking the longer this goes on, the better your chances. Maybe we’ll all shoot each other, and you can slip away.” Toth’s gaze visibly rose to the cliffs beyond the cave. “That’s not going to work.” 
 
    Toth fired, and another self-guided killer bullet echoed across the gray night sky. A female cry sounded, distant and sudden, as Toth lowered his smoking rifle. He glanced at Hayden and shrugged. 
 
    “Ying!” Spider howled. “You son of a bitch!” 
 
    Hayden winced at the very real agony in Spider’s cry. So Ying had been watching them from somewhere up on the cliffs, and Toth, naturally, had been watching her. Hayden’s escape window was closing fast. 
 
    “How many more are you willing to lose, Spider?” Toth shouted. “Smart bullets don’t miss, in case you’ve forgotten!” 
 
    “We’re gonna’ kill you!” Lion shouted. 
 
    Hayden scrambled up and lunged. Toth spun a kick into Hayden’s midsection and dropped behind the stump in one smooth motion. Hayden dropped as well, coughing up his lungs. 
 
    “You killed one of mine!” Spider shouted. “You don’t walk away from that!” 
 
    “Actually, we do.” Toth crab-walked backward and motioned to Hayden. “C’mon, son. We’re leaving.” 
 
    Hayden caught enough breath to rasp, “Not with you.” 
 
    “With them, then?” Toth’s rifle swung to cover Hayden. “The bounty’s only a quarter-mil if you’re dead, but I’ll take it over getting shot by Patriots. All I need is your eyes.” 
 
    Hayden sucked in breath and blinked against pain. His ribs were still mending from Ryke. That kick had fucking hurt. 
 
    “Eyes it is,” Toth said. 
 
    Hayden scrambled toward the forest. He knew how black market terminals worked, and Toth was right about his eyes. 
 
    “Grab your pack and boots, too,” Toth said, when it was clear Hayden was listening. “I can’t spare any.” He swung his rifle to cover the Patriots cowering in the water. “Go on now. I’ve got us covered.” 
 
    Hayden snatched up his gear and stayed low. They hurried into the woods together, Hayden ahead and Toth covering their retreat. Shouts followed, but no one returned fire. Knowing your enemy could fire bullets that would track you around corners was a real bravery killer. 
 
    Hayden pondered making a break for it, but Toth would drop him before he made six steps. He’d bide his time and wait for an opening. Soon, they were deep in the woods with the Patriots far behind. Mourning their dead. 
 
    “Sorry about the mess back there,” Toth said. “I’m usually cleaner than that.” 
 
    Hayden eyed their surroundings for any sudden drop offs, anything to put cover between him and that rifle. “Where are we headed?” It would be easy to stumble in this near dark. 
 
    “My shuttle, but stop here. Get your clothes on. We’re safe.” 
 
    Safe. Hayden grunted and sat, stripping off his wetsuit. Right. He pulled his extra set of clothing from his pack and dressed in a thick shirt, a warm jacket, and insulated boots. He made a show of folding the wetsuit inside his pack, using the cover it offered to move the datastick into his jacket. 
 
    “Good man,” Toth said. “On your feet.” 
 
    Hayden clutched his midsection and forced several coughs. “Need to rest.” His ribs still hurt. 
 
    “Now you’re plotting.” Toth really liked the sound of his own voice. “Delay me, and maybe those Patriots will catch up.” 
 
    “I just need a second.” Take two steps closer, you wrinkled old prick. 
 
    “They’ll start shooting, and you can run off. Better yet, let’s say some wild animal charges us from the woods. I take my eyes off you for just a moment, and then you knock me out.” 
 
    “You’re a paranoid old man.” 
 
    “Am I? Let’s find out. I’ll give you one free swing.” 
 
    Hayden snorted. “Cocky piece of shit, aren’t you?” 
 
    “You look like the type who believes his eyes, not his ears.” Toth set down his smart rifle. “Come at me.” 
 
    Hayden could not believe his luck. 
 
    “I won’t shoot you.” Toth spread his hands and stepped over his very expensive, very accessible rifle. “Hit me, son.” 
 
    Hayden leapt up and lashed out. Blinding pain flashed down his arm as Toth caught his hand, twisted it behind Hayden’s back, and snapped on a pair of plastic cuffs. Another kick to Hayden’s sore knees dropped him like a sack of rocks. 
 
    “Satisfied?” Toth locked both Hayden’s arms with one hand, pulled him up, and used pressure to compel obedience. “Or do you want to try again?” Toth slung his rifle across his back and pushed. 
 
    Hayden marched and ground his teeth. “Enjoying this?” 
 
    “I didn’t do that because I enjoy hurting you. I did it to show you I’m better than you. Once you understand that, this gets easier for both of us.” 
 
    Hayden glared at the spindly trees, the tiny purple shrubs, the sprouts of red growth. “I’m going to kill you, old man.” 
 
    Toth chuckled. “You can try again later.” 
 
    As Hayden walked, any deviations from the path were met with immediate corrections. He was aching, yes, but he doubted he’d have beaten Toth even in top form. Getting away would be a chore. 
 
    They found Toth’s shuttle shortly after that. It was a Trion Systems asteroid hauler, a shoe-shaped block of hull with the barest of amenities. It had a reinforced dome cockpit on top, and six stabilizing rockets bulging from its slanted sides like half-melted pipes. It was not a pretty spacecraft. 
 
    Toth lowered the landing ramp to reveal a large bay designed for hauling asteroids home. Inside were five sealed metal crates and a gray four-wheel ATV, giant leather tires half as big as Hayden. Someone had just waxed it. 
 
    The dome of the ATV slid open, revealing a quartet of comfortable leather seats, real leather, not the faux kind you found most places. Livestock were not cheap, and most of those that had come off the first homeships had died in the first five years. The survivors remained in shielded environments, separated from local microbes. 
 
    “Get in the ATV,” Toth said. 
 
    He can’t be serious. “Really?” 
 
    “Take either back seat. Your choice. They’re plush.” 
 
    Hayden didn’t see how an argument would help anything. He got into the ATV’s back seat and set his cuffed hands in his lap. 
 
    “ATV, seal and lock,” Toth said. 
 
    A hard metal H brace dropped over Hayden’s chest, locking him in quite tightly. It was even somewhat comfortable. It was a really nice ATV. 
 
    Toth strolled into the shuttle. “Should be a short flight to Star’s Landing. I give it a day.” The landing door sealed and the engines spun up. 
 
    “Why am I in an ATV?” Hayden asked. 
 
    “No reason to move you again after we land.” Toth’s shuttle lifted off. “Trust me, son. I’m good at this.” 
 
    Hayden pulled at his cuffs. “You’re a heartless fuck.” 
 
    “This is just business, so don’t let your ego get all bent out of shape. I’ve gotten the drop on far worse than you.” 
 
    “If you’re such a badass, how come I’ve never heard of you?” 
 
    “Give it some thought.” The engines were burning hard, yet the shuttle remained stable. “You don’t think Ryke is going to send Freyja after every small-time bounty that crosses his path?” Toth stowed his incredibly expensive gear like a man who’d done it hundreds of times before. 
 
    “Freyja, huh?” She was one of the most infamous bounty hunters on Ceto, running in customized red powered armor that put most Vindicators to shame. Freyja could fight better than most martial artists and saw holes in walls with her armor’s Gatling gun. Those were the rumors, anyway. 
 
    Hayden tried again. “So you’re what ... third string?” Could he bait this man into releasing him? “You take out Freyja’s trash?” 
 
    Toth chuckled. “People send Freyja when they want everyone to know who dropped a bounty on them. That woman is famous, flashy, and very good, but subtlety is not her strong point.” 
 
    That sounded like Freyja. Hayden had dealt with her several times as a Special Investigator, after she killed someone or someone tried to kill her. Toth had her pegged. You didn’t brush elbows with someone like Freyja if you weren’t top-tier, and Toth’s expensive gear proved he was just that. 
 
    Toth closed his locker and wiped his hands with a clean rag. The roar of the engines marked their entry to the upper atmosphere. Toth’s shuttle was just too damn fast. 
 
    “When Ryke and my other employers don’t want their names all over a bounty,” Toth said, “they send me. I’m the quiet one.” 
 
    Hayden snorted. “For such a quiet guy, you sure like talking about yourself.” 
 
    Toth just shrugged, and that answered the question Hayden had really asked. Toth knew Ryke’s people were going to murder him. He knew Hayden wouldn’t tell anyone about him, because Hayden was a dead man. 
 
    The rumbling ceased. Toth pushed off the floor and drifted to the wall, easing himself along the bar with walking hands. They were already in space, already in zero-g. Too fast. 
 
    Toth stopped at the door and turned. “Aren’t you going to ask me how much I’m getting paid?” A trace of a smile crossed his face. 
 
    Hayden didn’t take the bait. “I have a wife, you know. Someone has her, and he’s a very bad man.” 
 
    Toth’s smile faded. “I’m actually sorry to hear that.” 
 
    “Sorry enough to let me go?” 
 
    “I honor my contracts, son, but you knew that already. You understand.” 
 
    Hayden did, unfortunately. “Do you have any family?” 
 
    Toth glanced at the open, empty doorway. “I had a daughter.” 
 
    “What would you do to get back to her?” 
 
    “Nothing I can do.” Toth handed his floating body through the door. “I shot her in the heart.” 
 
    The door hissed shut. Toth’s estimate of a day to Ceto seemed more than reasonable, and that made sweat roll down Hayden’s sides. Someone in Ryke’s organization wanted him alive, and they likely believed Hayden was behind Ryke’s arrest. They wanted answers. The only question was if they would kill him outright, or torture him some more first. 
 
    Hayden trembled, fighting back barely suppressed memories of chains and fists. There was a way out of this. There was always a way out of this. He just had to keep his eyes open, keep his brain working, and find it. 
 
    Toth couldn’t watch him all the time. Somewhere along the way, at some point, he would slip up. Hayden had to believe that, because believing anything else would drive him mad. At some point, after he’d exhausted himself with struggling, he actually fell asleep.
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    13: Inspection 
 
    STRAPPED INTO THE SEAT of a banking Supremacy helo, Special Investigator Lerisa Wake stared out the window at the target of today’s surprise inspection: the flourishing farming town of Cliffside. Rows of gray rectangles stood in neat lines on rolling hills, connected by rudimentary gravel streets. There was little rain this far from Ceto’s equator, and roads that would wash away on Phorcys could last a long time here, in the dry. 
 
    Each box was a HUe: natural-born slang for the cheap, mass-produced habitation units. While the Advanced lived in sprawling mansions on the wet cliffs of Phorcys, the people who grew their food, manufactured their homes, and refined their minerals lived entire lives in spaces no bigger than a transport shuttle. The payments Cliffside received for its crops was abysmal, but the Supremacy set the prices, and they set them absurdly low. 
 
    That would not end until the Supremacy’s occupation of Ceto was ended. Lerisa would help end that occupation some day, but not today. 
 
    Today, she was going to uncover the location of Shadow Complex. 
 
    “Cliffside is quite impressive.” Captain Varik sat in the pilot’s seat beside her, flying the helo. He wore the same uniform she did, but in black: cargo pants, a camouflage jacket with multiple pockets, and dark, fingerless gloves. 
 
    “How so?” Lerisa didn’t actually care. 
 
    “Efficient sanitation, well-ordered habitation, and wide, safe streets. One could almost imagine this as a Supremacy operation.” 
 
    Varik could not know he was looking at the largest funding operation for the Patriots of Ceto. Cliffside’s farmers owned this town, led by Morna Solace, their self-appointed mayor. Their natural-born loyalties made Cliffside the largest source of “clean” money for the Patriots. 
 
    Lerisa had no idea what Varik had tortured out of Tyler Ryke, or how much Ryke himself even knew. She just knew Ryke had spilled everything, and it hadn’t been enough. If Varik knew how dangerous Cliffside was, he would have called for an orbital strike, not a surprise inspection. 
 
    If Tyler Ryke was still alive, he probably wished he was dead. 
 
    Varik banked their helo toward the large administration building on the hill above the city. It was built from red brick and gray biocrete, with glass windows that sparkled in the sun. It had a large center building as big as twelve HUes stacked in rows of four, two additional outbuildings of equal size, and two glassed in walkways leading to a pair of towers. Each tower had a weathered metal hammer atop it, one facing the other. 
 
    Governor Stoke, the man who previously ruled Cliffside for almost eight years, had been a Supremacy lapdog. Now Stoke’s former mansion served as Cliffside’s town hall and the home of its legendary mayor, Morna Solace: the woman whose daughter waited in a dark cell beneath Shadow Complex. 
 
    They landed on the gravel staging ground in front of the largest building, flanked by glassed-in walkways and both towers. The dust they and three other Supremacy helos kicked up stormed across the open pad. Lerisa watched hastily assembled civil servants shield their eyes. 
 
    Varik turned down the rotors and glanced at her. “After you, Special Investigator.” Their orders had made Captain Varik her escort today, and whatever else you could say about Varik, he followed orders. 
 
    Lerisa had a vision of Ryke punching Hayden, cutting him, burning him, and all that traced back to the man in the seat beside her. The man smiling at her with stretched out, corpse-like lips. Her most bitter enemy. 
 
    “Thank you, Captain.” Lerisa slid out of her seat, ducked into the narrow hallway, and strolled down the extended landing tongue. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw dozens of shiny black Vindicators marching down the tongues of the other helos. 
 
    Lerisa blocked out all thoughts of sympathy, compassion, and respect. She pictured the worst of the Patriots she had hunted, men like Tyler Ryke, and made those Patriots into everyone on this landing pad. This ritual was part of her routine, her acting, the mask she wore to fool the world, because if the world knew who she really was, she could never stop the Supremacy. 
 
    Lerisa stalked across the dusty landing pad, grateful she kept her hair so short. Short hair didn’t get in her eyes when there were helo rotors about. Varik walked at her side like a shadow, a constant reminder that she was being watched, evaluated, and tested for loyalty. 
 
    It had been difficult to warn Xealot about the raid without tipping off the Supremacy. Lerisa had managed to write a warning on their shared beach and send off encrypted messages to every last one of their dead drops. Now she had to find a way to get Morna alone and explain her plan. 
 
    Morna herself stood tall before the mayor’s mansion, eyes calm. She wore thick black boots and green robes that fell to her ankles. Her brown hair, free from gray, was tied behind her head in a tight bun. 
 
    If Varik and his Vindicators knew what Lerisa knew about Morna, they would take her into custody and do to her what they had done to Ryke. That was why they couldn’t know. Lerisa would protect her. 
 
    Beside Morna, her constables, men with simple bolt-action rifles slung across their shoulders, eyed the Vindicators. Their worn gray body armor would not stop Supremacy smart bullets, and it was questionable if their ancient rifles could put more than a dent in Vindicator armor. Lerisa saw how those constables looked at her, saw their pressed lips and narrowed eyes. 
 
    To everyone in this city save Morna, Lerisa was the hated enemy, a Supremacy lapdog as responsible for their circumstances as Governor Stoke: the man who stole their salaries and bankrupted their town. That was her life, surrounded by enemies and despised by friends. 
 
    “Welcome to Cliffside!” Morna’s strong voice filled the landing pad, even over the sound of helo rotors spinning down. “I’m afraid we didn’t get your message about this visit.” She gestured to her constables and the few wide-eyed clerks clustered around her. “I apologize for the meager turnout.” 
 
    “There was no message,” Lerisa said, eyes narrow, “and I require your cooperation, not comfort. I have questions.” Time for her first hint she needed Morna’s help. “Where may we speak privately?” 
 
    Morna frowned as if this was very serious. “Will my office do?” 
 
    That office was almost certainly bugged by the Supremacy, but what mayor’s office wasn’t these days? “It will. You will order all your constables to stand down as my Vindicators search Cliffside for terrorists. Any resistance will be met with deadly force.” No point in being subtle about it. 
 
    “Terrorists?” Morna raised a hand to her lips, eyes going believably wide. “Do you really believe there are Patriots hiding in my town, Miss...?” 
 
    “You will address her,” Varik jumped in, “as Special Investigator Wake.” His voice held quiet menace. “If there are Patriots in your city,” and with this, Varik pointed over the sprawl below, “we will find them.” He all but leered at Morna. “Pray we do not link them to you.” 
 
    Lerisa resisted the urge to slap the sneer off Varik’s face. He was doing exactly what he thought she wanted, helping her intimidate Morna, and it would be out-of-character to stop him. Morna merely smiled. 
 
    “I know Senator Wake well,” Morna said, “and he has always been fair to us. The fact that he would send his daughter to help with this delicate matter is a gesture of trust and support I will not forget.” 
 
    So Morna was ready to work with her. Good. Lerisa offered Morna the subtlest of nods, praying Varik wouldn’t notice. 
 
    “If there are Patriots in my town, Special Investigators,” Morna said, “I will do all I can to root them out. My resources are yours.” She turned to one of the clerks. “Robby, inform our security that they are to cooperate with all instructions from these Vindicators. Understood?” 
 
    Robby — little more than a boy, really, with a shock of brown hair, freckles, and a button nose — nodded vigorously as he backed away. “Of course, ma’am.” He whisked a tablet from his coat and tapped. 
 
    Morna unclasped her arms from behind her back. “I run a clean town here, a loyal town, and we all know how much we owe the Supremacy.” She stepped back and turned on her bodyguards with a subtle swish of robes. “Fallon, Stirk, wait here, please. I’ll speak with our guests alone.” 
 
    As they followed Morna toward the mayor’s mansion, Lerisa managed one last subtle inspection of their gathered forces. Eden was not with Varik, and she was never not with Varik. Was she still hiding in a helo? 
 
    Lerisa had no illusions that Varik would leave Eden behind. What if she had come into town ahead of Lerisa’s warnings and started digging into things? That thought worried Lerisa more than any Vindicator. 
 
    She had to pray the four hours it had taken to travel to Cliffside had been enough time for Morna and her allies to clean up the worst of the incriminating evidence. If Eden had already found something to use against them, she would be out of options. Was keeping her cover worth letting the Supremacy glass a town from orbit? She faced questions like that every day. 
 
    Two more constables opened the wooden double doors to Stoke’s old mansion. Morna led them into the town hall, moving confidently across plush rugs Stoke had bought with the salaries of his farmers. Walls once hung with colorful artwork had been stripped to their faux wood paneling and replaced with the detritus of an organized farming operation: battered white boards marking shift times, attendance, and daily yields. There were bulletin boards with public events and barter ads, and even a number of colored fliers tagged with pro-Supremacy slogans. 
 
    Lerisa almost chuckled as Varik’s eyes fell on each of the fliers, propaganda so blatantly slanted toward the Supremacy that it would make an Advanced blush. Varik frowned as he evaluated each poster for some hidden slight, and Lerisa wondered if Morna’s staff had pasted those along the walls just to fuck with them. She hoped they had. It was a good joke. 
 
    They climbed a wide set of wooden stairs and found the closed security door leading to Morna’s personal office. Morna opened it, stepped inside, and ushered Lerisa and Varik into organized chaos. 
 
    The worn plastic desk in the center of the office had seen better days, covered with stacks of papers and reports. Old-fashioned filing cabinets lined the walls — the power grid in rugged cities like Cliffside was too unreliable to trust city records to electronic storage — and there was scarcely room for Morna to walk around in here, let alone conduct private interviews. Morna sat herself in her high-backed faux leather chair and motioned for Varik and Lerisa to take the two plastic chairs in front. 
 
    Lerisa chose to stand. Varik did too. Morna stacked her hands in her lap. 
 
    “I have no dealings with Patriots, but someone has convinced you I do.” Morna raised an eyebrow. “Is it possible your informant is, themselves, a Patriot?” 
 
    Got it in one. Morna was already poking holes in their reasons for being here. Varik straightened behind Lerisa, but said nothing. So far, he was following his orders, which meant letting her lead this interrogation. 
 
    “My informant,” Lerisa said, “had no reason to lie.” More evasion and no direct contradiction, which should assure Morna she was right about where this had come from. “Why would the Patriots implicate you?” 
 
    “Revenge? Misdirection?” Morna leaned forward. “I recently arrested six of my workers on suspicion of working with the insurgency. A week ago, I verified my suspicions beyond reasonable doubt. I had them executed.” 
 
    Lerisa hid any sign of consternation. She had heard nothing about executions, and even by Supremacy standards, that sort of thing generally warranted a memo. Was Morna really that cold? 
 
    Varik stepped forward, one eyebrow raised. “You executed Patriot sympathizers?” He always perked up when someone mentioned executions. 
 
    “For crimes against the Supremacy.” Morna tapped a stack of papers on her desk. “The bodies are still in the morgue, if you want to inspect them. And, of course, you can review the evidence of their crimes yourself.” 
 
    Lerisa could imagine Varik’s eyes taking in the clutter, the cabinets, and everything else. He would be salivating at the thought of rooting through these records for any sign of impropriety. If Morna was offering to let him do so, there was no better way to keep Varik busy, but did this mean Morna was like Xealot? Sacrificing a few bad apples to save the good ones? 
 
    Lerisa knew it didn’t matter now. “You have proof these people were sympathizers? How do you know they were the only ones?” 
 
    “A few confessed, and the evidence against the rest is well documented.” Morna looked so satisfied with herself it made Lerisa’s stomach turn. “If you know where to find any more of them, I’ll help however I can.” 
 
    Lerisa swallowed her distaste and turned to Varik. “Review Morna’s interrogation transcripts.” She turned back to Morna. “You will, of course, allow us full access.” Nothing in her office would implicate Morna herself. 
 
    “Absolutely.” Morna stood and stepped around her desk. “I have the transcripts right here, captain. I was going through them when you arrived.” She smiled warmly. “Please use my office as long as you like, and review or scan whatever documents you think are pertinent.” 
 
    Varik glanced at Lerisa for confirmation, but she could see he was already hooked. He had an eager tilt to his lips. Intentionally or not, Morna had provided the perfect distraction to get Varik off her back. 
 
    “Archive everything,” Lerisa instructed. 
 
    “I’ll see to it, sir.” Varik smiled in a way that seemed entirely unnatural. 
 
    “While you do that,” Lerisa said, to Morna, “I want to see these bodies.” There was no good reason to bug a morgue. “You will take me to them now.” 
 
    “Of course, Special Investigator,” Morna said. “Please follow me. 
 
    It was only when the door to Morna’s office was shut behind them, with Varik caged within, that Lerisa was alone with Morna at last. “Well?” 
 
    “This way.” Morna led her along more plush carpets to a paneled wall. She depressed a panel in the wall no one would ever find. The wall slid open without sound, revealing a sleek metal elevator, and Lerisa frowned at it. 
 
    “The morgue is underground,” Morna said, which might or might not be true. “It used to be a safe house for Governor Stoke.” A trace of a smile crossed her face. “Now, of course, it is very safe.” 
 
    Lerisa stepped inside and Morna joined her. The elevator descended in awkward silence, and Lerisa found herself wondering, again, just how many people Morna Solace had killed. She had willingly married Tyler Ryke, after all, and Ryke had been one twisted son of a bitch. 
 
    Finally, the elevator opened to a biocrete bunker that felt deep underground, cool and musty-smelling. There were no bodies inside. 
 
    “We won’t be monitored down here.” Morna strode into the buried room. “I sweep this room for bugs daily, and even the best Supremacy drones can’t decipher conversations beneath this much rock.” If she was confident enough to say that aloud, she was probably right. 
 
    Lerisa followed her out, keenly aware of her part in letting Cassie Ryke get captured by the Supremacy. Would Morna forgive her? “Mayor Solace—” 
 
    “Call me Morna.” Morna turned on her, suddenly wide eyes betraying her seeming calm. “Is Cassie still alive?” 
 
    Lerisa felt guilt roiling in her gut. “They have no reason to kill her when she could be leverage against you. They have every reason to keep her alive. There’s a good chance.” 
 
    “Thank you.” Morna breathed out, composing herself, and in a moment, all weakness vanished. “Now then. Why are you here, Lerisa?” 
 
    Killer or not, Morna was the only ally she had, and Lerisa had worked with people who had done far worse to take the Supremacy down. She had executed people to maintain her cover, too. Who was she to judge? 
 
    “I might know a way to help you rescue your daughter,” Lerisa said, “and to rescue everyone else they’re holding at Shadow Complex.” If this vault was bugged, Lerisa was well and truly fucked now. 
 
    “How much do they know about my operation?” 
 
    “Not enough, or you’d be heading to Trifold City with a bag on your head. All they know is what Ryke knew.” Lerisa glanced around the room and found only dusty cabinets and chairs. “Xealot told you everything?” 
 
    “He told me enough.” Morna stepped close and gripped Lerisa’s shoulders, a gesture that made her stiffen. “Your warning came just in time for us to cover our tracks. You saved my town. Thank you.” 
 
    Lerisa felt a flush coloring her cheeks. “Not everyone working for Varik has connections to a senator. I got lucky.” 
 
    “You got clever.” Morna squeezed Lerisa’s shoulders and stepped back. “Now, tell me more about this plan to uncover the location of Shadow Complex. You believe Captain Varik knows where it is?” 
 
    “He has to,” Lerisa said, as her mood darkened again. “He took Hayden there, when Hayden was with your daughter.” 
 
    “How is he?” Morna’s cheeks crinkled with worry. “Did my message help? Did he understand what it meant?” 
 
    Lerisa wished she knew. “We aren’t really talking.” 
 
    Morna’s brow furrowed. “Why not?” 
 
    “That doesn’t really matter right now, does it?” Lerisa didn’t want to talk about Hayden, but a possibility she had never really considered poked at her mind. “Does he—?” 
 
    “No.” Morna moved deeper in the room. “He’s a good man, but everything we did was about getting my husband. He still sees the Patriots as his enemy.” Morna didn’t look back. “They did blow up his wife.” 
 
    “Ralyn Paran did that, not Xealot.” Lerisa followed Morna through more dusty cabinets, probably the real files on Cliffside’s people. “Do you have any idea who sent Hayden the message you received?” 
 
    “No,” Morna said, and Lerisa realized she had no idea if Morna was lying. “Now tell me your plan for Shadow Complex. How I can help?” 
 
    Lerisa refocused. “We start by capturing Varik.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “With your Patriots.” Lerisa laid out her cunning plan. “They’ll ambush us while we search Cliffside, then capture us alive. You’ll hack Varik’s PBA and retrieve the coordinates of Shadow Complex. Once you’ve got those, I’ll rescue him and take him back to the Supremacy.” 
 
    “Even if I know someone who could hack a Supremacy PBA, what makes you think Varik won’t warn the Supremacy he’s been compromised?” 
 
    “Because he won’t remember it happened.” Lerisa reached into a pocket in her camouflage jacket and pulled out a small, gray cylinder. “Memory suppressant. Use it when you’re done.” 
 
    Morna raised an eyebrow as she accepted the narrow vial. “You’re willing to use that on him? Knowing what it might do?” 
 
    “You bet I am.” Varik had applied this same drug to Hayden, and in a far more liberal dose. All Varik had to forget was the last few hours. He had injected Hayden with enough to erase a week. “Now, where did you mean to send Varik with those interrogation transcripts?” 
 
    Morna led Lerisa deeper into the vault. “An abandoned mining complex, one we’ve filled with older weapons we no longer need. Most of them don’t even work, and the facility has been inoperable for years.” 
 
    That would make it easy for Morna to deny knowing about it. Now for the question Lerisa dreaded. “Who was it you executed last week?” 
 
    “No one,” Morna said. 
 
    Lerisa felt a wave of relief, followed by a spike of worry. “You lied to Varik?” That was a big risk, even for a woman as crafty as Morna Solace. 
 
    “We had a sinkhole open last week in the fields, and we lost six good farmhands in the fall. I hated implicating them, but I couldn’t miss a chance to reinforce my loyalty to the Supremacy. Only one was actually a Patriot.” 
 
    Morna reached a brown patio table with a steaming pot and two cups on plates, surrounded by four comfortable looking chairs. She had patio furniture down here. Lerisa breathed out and took a seat, relieved to know Morna wasn’t as cold as her words had implied. She was smart, not ruthless. 
 
    Morna poured tea. Hayden had always said this woman loved her tea. Lerisa sipped cautiously, savoring the warm sweetness on her lips. It was actually really good tea. Just like that, her mission seemed less urgent. 
 
    “Where’d you get the money to run your campaign for mayor here?” Lerisa had always been curious, and the opportunity to open up to someone as herself was intoxicating. She rarely spoke to anyone outside her Supremacy shell, and Morna was a fascinating woman. 
 
    “I saved it.” Morna sat across from her and took an ornate cup in both hands. “All Tyler’s generous gifts.” 
 
    Lerisa blew gently over her teacup. “Gifts?” 
 
    “Every time he sent me on a shopping trip, I bought enough cheap lingerie to look like I was splurging, then put the rest in a private account, with interest. By the time he kicked me to the curb, I had saved enough to buy a place of my own and start my campaign.” 
 
    Lerisa actually smiled. “One day, you’ll have to explain to me why you married that asshole.” 
 
    “I don’t, but I might anyway.” Morna set down her tea. “Now, about your plan to get yourself captured.” 
 
    “What about it?” 
 
    “It’s dangerous. Not all of those I support hold you in high regard. Even my explicit orders might not guarantee your safety.” 
 
    Lerisa frowned as the tea’s warmth faded. “I can protect myself. I’m also Senator Wake’s daughter.” 
 
    “That might not be enough.” 
 
    “Then remind your people that if anything happens to me, the wrath of the Supremacy will fall on this place like their goddamn golden hammers. They have to understand I’m more valuable alive. Executing the daughter of strongest ally in the senate would kill your support with the Wardens.” 
 
    “Fallon might hate you enough to ignore that,” Morna said softly, and Lerisa remembered her bodyguard. “So might someone else.” 
 
    “I agree it’s a risk, but I don’t trust your people with my cover. It’s come at too great a cost. Just make sure they know capturing me alive is the only way they won’t garrisoned for the next twenty years.” 
 
    “Fallon lost two brothers and his wife to Supremacy investigations,” Morna said quietly. “Many like him aren’t rational.” 
 
     “Which is why we have to take down the Supremacy before they murder anyone else.” Lerisa stared over her cup at Morna. “This is the best plan I’ve got, but I can’t pull it off without your help. Are you with me?” 
 
    Morna sipped her tea, then smiled. “There was never any doubt.” 
 
    Lerisa snorted and rolled her eyes. “You know, you could have mentioned that earlier.” That was something Hayden would say, and Lerisa kind of missed him in that moment. “So, you’ll set up your little ambush at your abandoned mining complex?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “I’ll convince Varik to go in light, personal bodyguards at most. Do you have any weapons that can crack Vindicator armor?” 
 
    “We have a small supply of rocket launchers. After we capture Varik, how much time can you give us to hack his PBA?” 
 
    “I can buy you four hours.” Lerisa could easily wait that long to escape, or even longer if the Supremacy had trouble tracking them down. She would make sure they had trouble. 
 
    “We’ll make that enough.” Morna set down her cup. “I hadn’t expected this today, but you’re everything I expected, Lerisa. You’re just as he said you were. I can see why he loves you.” 
 
    Lerisa felt her eyes go wide, and then cursed herself for being so obvious. Some spy she was. If Hayden had told Morna he loved her, he had probably been drunk on tea. 
 
    “I’d better get going,” Lerisa said, standing and carefully sitting down her half-empty cup. “Show me out?” She wanted to sit down here and sip tea with this woman for just a bit longer, but others didn’t have that luxury. 
 
    Morna pressed a hand into Lerisa’s back and ushered her back toward the elevator. “You know how desperate I am now. I want my daughter back, but you can’t get caught. We need you.” 
 
    “I won’t get caught.” That was what she kept telling herself, anyway. 
 
    “We need you.” Morna stepped in front of Lerisa, took her hands, and stared into her eyes. “I’m going to do all I can to keep my people off your back, but if you’re forced to defend yourself, do so.” 
 
    Lerisa knew what she was saying. She also didn’t like it. 
 
    “If it’s them or you,” Morna said, “do what you have to. If any of my people knew all you’d done for us, they’d take a bullet for you. They’d die for you, Lerisa. They just don’t know it yet.” 
 
    “I won’t get caught,” Lerisa said, grimacing at the thought of putting down another loyal ally, “and it won’t come to that. I won’t let it come to that.” Though it had sometimes before. 
 
    The sad truth was, if the only way to keep her cover and protect the Patriots was to murder some wide-eyed kid fighting for his freedom ... Lerisa couldn’t hesitate. She’d hate herself for doing it, and scream at herself for doing it, but she couldn’t hesitate. She’d murder one to save thousands. 
 
    At least, that’s what she told herself when she couldn’t sleep.
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    14: Oracle 
 
    TWO HOURS LATER, a bump in the gravel road slammed the metal seat against Lerisa’s already sore rear. The oily interior of the surveyor rig was filled with smells she knew: dried oil, Ceto’s red dirt, and refining chemicals. Surveyor rigs were solar-powered trucks, a treaded cab hauling a large trailer, that could haul huge amounts of cargo long distances. 
 
    “Special Investigator,” Varik said, “I would once again suggest that we call in a helo escort. If the Patriots anticipate our presence—” 
 
    “They would spot helos a klick away,” Lerisa said, pushing back at her impatience. They had reached the turnoff for Morna’s abandoned mining complex ten minutes ago, and impending combat always made her antsy. 
 
    “They could attack before we are ready to repel them.” 
 
    “The Patriots are watching for helos and Vindicators, not rigs. If we went in loud, they’d just destroy the evidence.” 
 
    “How do you know they haven’t already?” 
 
    “Patriots won’t destroy guns until there’s no other way.” That was true, actually, but the best lies were always somewhat true. “This rig will get us to the warehouse undetected, and then we’ll seize their guns and people. We’ll have all the evidence we need to do anything we want.” 
 
    “This is your show,” Varik agreed. “I’m only here to observe. I’ve always wanted to see how you work in the field.” 
 
    Lerisa looked away. You’ll see that, at least. She hoped the Patriots punched him in the face a few times. 
 
    It was a short, bumpy drive to the abandoned mining complex. Varik had concealed his two best Vindicators in the rig’s closed trailer, ready to go. Their armor was too bulky for the cab.  
 
    Nothing moved out by the abandoned mining facility, a big brown rectangle with dirty windows and peeling paint. Lerisa turned the rig away from the building and pulled behind a large hill. She halted the rig. “This is where we get out.” 
 
    “We’ll approach on foot?” 
 
    “Subtlety, captain.” She opened the driver’s door. “Stay close.” 
 
    Lerisa hopped out and looked around. No movement, but Morna’s Patriots would be fools to reveal themselves until they had sighted their quarry. Varik hopped out, right on her heels. 
 
    As Lerisa turned to hit the button that would open the bay and release the Vindicators, a rocket soared from a nearby cliff and slammed into the rig. The explosion picked Lerisa up and tossed her like a twig. She landed hard, still conscious, but that just made the landing hurt worse. 
 
    Lerisa coughed and groaned, the breath knocked right out of her. Morna’s Patriots had blown up the rig with the Vindicators still inside. That was what the Patriots took as “capture, not kill.” 
 
    Even as her dusty world spun, she detected the distinctive sound of Patriot rifles, single reports followed by a click-click-slam. She rose on an elbow and then fell, arm screaming with pain. Broken? No, she could still move it, but it hurt like hell. Fractured. 
 
    Someone fell on her from behind, a white cloth wrap obscuring all but his eyes. He choked her hard. Lerisa might be stronger, but he had leverage, rage, and two working arms. His eyes twitched like a man out of his mind. 
 
    This man wasn’t trying to choke her out. He was trying to murder her, Morna’s orders be damned. Lerisa debated only a moment before pulling her knife from its ankle sheath and jamming it into the man’s forearm. 
 
    He howled, but he didn’t release her. He hated her that much. He choked her hard enough to make her gag, and spots started dancing before her eyes. 
 
    He was too angry, too strong. Lerisa stabbed him in the shoulder. She stabbed him in the chest. Finally, gasping, she stabbed him in the neck. 
 
    Fresh blood spurted everywhere, on her, on him, and on the sand. His whole body shook as his grip went limp, as Lerisa wriggled free and rolled away, coughing. His twitching eyes met hers before he slipped away. 
 
    The smell of smoke and leaking crawler fuel filled the air. One more good man, one more victim of the Supremacy, had just died at her hands. The way this ambush was going, he might not be the last. 
 
    More pops sounded as gunfire slammed the surveyor rig. What was left of the trailer exploded, but from the inside. A single Vindicator rocketed out on repulsor jets, charred but whole. One of them had survived! 
 
    Captain Varik cowered behind a large chunk of cab. The Vindicator landed in front of him, shielding Varik with his thick armor. As the soldier fired repeatedly at the cliffs, Lerisa heard anguished cries. Even alone, the Supremacy soldier’s armor would stop all rifle fire from the Patriots. 
 
    Lerisa rolled onto her side and slid forward, balanced on her shoulder and pushing with her legs. She wrenched her knife from the dead Patriot and shoved it back into its ankle sheath. She stood, wobbling. 
 
    She suspected the Patriots on the cliffs above had more rockets, but they could not fire without blowing up Captain Varik. Though he didn’t know it, the single surviving Vindicator was using Varik as a human shield. She had to hope the Patriots were jamming all transmissions to Cliffside. 
 
    Lerisa drew her pistol and stupidly charged the hill, firing high on purpose. No one fired back, and she crested the hill to find two men firing at the Vindicator with bolt-action rifles. A third rushed her. 
 
    He was an older man, but the wrap around his head hid anything else. Lerisa’s reflex was to drop into a crouch and take out his ankles. She punched with her damaged arm instead, a motion any novice could counter. 
 
    The Patriot caught her and threw her down, and she let that happen. She had just rolled onto her back when he snatched her pistol away and pressed it to her head. The way he stared at her, shocked by his own competence, implied he wasn’t sure how he’d taken her down. 
 
    “Supremacy!” her new captor shouted down the cliff. “I’ve got your officer! Stop firing, now, or she’s dead!” 
 
    The firing ceased. The Vindicator’s orders were to keep her and Varik alive, and Vindicators followed orders. Lerisa had done something stupid, and now Varik and his Vindicator would pay the price. 
 
    “How do we know you haven’t killed her?” Varik shouted. 
 
    Her captor ground the pistol into her forehead. “Talk.” 
 
    Lerisa just glared at him, so he flipped the gun and pistol-whipped her hard across the jaw. The impact rattled her skull, and she tasted blood in her mouth. He raised the pistol again. 
 
    Lerisa knew that blow would look convincing on the satellites, and she needed her teeth. “Varik!” 
 
    There was a pause. “Special Investigator?” 
 
    The man was entirely too formal under fire. “They’ve got me! Stand down!” If she could just convince him to surrender, she could still salvage—  
 
    “That’s unfortunate!” Varik yelled back. “Good luck!” 
 
    The Vindicator rocketed into view on repulsor jets. A bullet from his rifle struck her captor, punched through his head like it was jelly. The Patriots shouted as blood and shredded bone painted the sand. One, a muscular man in a worn jumpsuit and white head wrap, shouldered his rocket launcher.  
 
    Lerisa pushed up on one arm. “No!” 
 
    He fired the rocket as the Vindicator dropped. His rocket honed in on the heat from the Vindicator’s repulsor jets, as the man must have known it might. He had jumped anyway, risking his life to save hers. The rocket blew him and his armor apart. 
 
    “Get that fucker!” the man in the white wrap yelled. Others rushed down the mountainside. 
 
    “That fucker” meant Varik was still alive. Lerisa knew then the Vindicator had given his life not just to save her, but to cover Varik’s retreat. He had been a soldier doing his job, not a monster, and she’d murdered him. 
 
    Another Patriot had her sighted before she could do more than rise, pointing an old rifle at her skull. Her wrap hid her features, but the way her dusty jacket and mud-splattered pants hung on her frame revealed her as a woman. All Lerisa could see was her eyes, brown and glistening. 
 
    “The man you just shot was my husband,” the woman all but whispered. 
 
    Lerisa went very still. 
 
    “So if you move,” the woman continued, “you’ll see him before I do.” 
 
    Lerisa heard a distant shout. “Got him!” 
 
    The Patriots of Ceto had Varik. His Vindicators were both dead, brave as they had been, and Lerisa knew Patriots were dead as well, probably more than the man whose bits of brain were now tangled in her hair. 
 
    The man who had fired the launcher was back, and his eyes twitched like those of the man she had killed. He trembled with grief or rage or both. He must have known the man who took her down, then died for it. 
 
    Lerisa had scarcely raised her hand before the other man leapt on her, throttled her. Lerisa batted at him with both arms despite how much they hurt, choking and failing. More dots danced before her eyes as Lerisa struggled to swallow, to breathe. Those dots consumed everything. 
 
    Well, at least Morna would know the location of Shadow Complex. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    THE NEXT TIME Lerisa squinted, she felt a screaming headache and a throbbing arm. Ceto’s sun beat down on her. Sweat and dried blood covered her aching body, but she was alive. She had never been so glad to be alive. 
 
    Phorcys glistened in the green sky above them, a giant ball of glimmering cloud. What little wind blew was warm and unsatisfying. It got hot in the desert, hence the sweat. 
 
    The Patriots had tied her to a thin metal post. Lerisa looked up and recognized it: one of the four posts on a dig-rig shelter. The machine itself was long rusted, but prospectors once used it to drill for minerals. 
 
    A Patriot walked toward her, the same woman who had held the rifle on her. She still wore her white wrap, but her brown eyes were dry now. She squatted feet away and spoke. 
 
    “Why?” the woman asked. 
 
    Swallowing anything felt like a knife was jammed in Lerisa’s throat, but it was only bruised. She was lucky to be alive. “Why what?” 
 
    “Why do you treat us like animals?” The woman’s narrowed eyes poked at Lerisa’s guilt. “We’re just like you. Human. Or are you Advanced even human anymore?” 
 
    Lerisa doubted many Advanced were, but she couldn’t say that here. Any attempt to convince this woman of her true loyalties would betray everyone who’d died for her. Better to endure the hate. 
 
    “I’m just doing my job,” Lerisa said instead. 
 
    “Your job killed my husband. Your job is the reason my brother vanished. Who speaks for him?” 
 
    I do, Lerisa wanted to say. Instead she said, “I don’t know anything about that.” 
 
    The woman stood and looked out over the yellow desert. “My son wanted to choke you to death. I pulled him off you, but he’s not over losing his father. He’d be hurting you, now, if I wasn’t here.” 
 
    Lerisa felt cold inside. Morna’s orders said to keep her alive, but did not specify much beyond that. They had given her nothing for her fractured arm, and the pain remained excruciating. Was that justice? 
 
    “I didn’t kill your husband,” Lerisa said. 
 
    “Of course you did.” The woman shook her cloth wrapped head. “And I want you to know something, something you can take back to your precious Supremacy.” 
 
    Lerisa pulled at her bindings despite the agony that caused. She couldn’t get loose, but that was fine. The more time she bought the Patriots to carve their way into Varik’s PBA, the higher their chances of retrieving the location of Shadow Complex. She just had to hope Morna got her released. 
 
    “Every time you kill one of us,” the woman said, “we grow stronger. Every time you abduct one of us, we recruit five more.” 
 
    Even after losing her husband, her brother, and who knew who else, this woman remained a fighter. She would fight no matter what the Supremacy took from her, and that made Lerisa’s eyes itch. She wanted to hug the old woman, to apologize for taking her husband away. 
 
    “You’ll never break our spirit,” the woman said. “We’ll fight you to the last man, woman, and child.” 
 
    And if our president has his way, Lerisa thought, you’ll do just that. She changed the subject. “Where’s Varik?” 
 
    “The captain?” The woman smiled without looking at Lerisa. “He didn’t seem to care for you.” 
 
    “He doesn’t care much for anyone.” 
 
    The woman chuckled, but it sounded forced. “I won’t let my son hurt you, even though you deserve ten times worse. We simply want freedom. Give us that, and we’ll—” 
 
    Something metal whistled from the darkness. It took off the woman’s head. The wrapped, round flesh tumbled and rolled almost a meter before her body collapsed, her neck rhythmically spurting blood. Her eyes blinked before they stopped. 
 
    Lerisa stared at the woman’s disembodied head. What? The pain had her hallucinating. What just happened? 
 
    A soft voice drifted from the air. “Lerisa?” 
 
    Lerisa swallowed. “Eden?” Either they had hit her harder than she remembered, or Eden was actually invisible. 
 
    The other woman stepped from thin air. Eden’s light brown face was crossed by lines of brown, and she wore a mimetic camouflage suit that mimicked the terrain around her. A stealth suit, like Xealot’s. Lerisa did not know where Xealot had found his unique powered armor. No one did. 
 
    “How are you?” Eden smiled with bright white teeth. “Are there more Patriots to kill?” 
 
    How long had Eden been out there, listening? Lerisa had no idea, but she was really worried now. The Patriots could deal with a Vindicator or two, but Eden? Eden would kill them all, and only if they were lucky. 
 
    Lerisa pulled at her post. “Untie me.” 
 
    “Where is Captain Varik?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Untie me.” 
 
    “You led this mission. You led Varik.” Eden eyed her with a disturbing amount of interest. “Did you plan this ambush?” 
 
    Of course not! Lerisa almost shouted. Instead, she scowled and glared. She dared Eden to repeat that accusation. 
 
    “Forgive me,” Eden said. “It’s been a vexing day.” 
 
    “Really? Mine’s been great.” 
 
    “No one has been willing to tell me anything, no matter how nicely I asked.” Eden drew a stiletto. “Hold still.” She slashed at Lerisa. 
 
    Lerisa winced, expecting blood, but the ropes fell off. Eden’s blade hadn’t even cut her uniform. Crazy as she was, Varik’s pet was talented. 
 
    Eden easily helped her up. “How many attacked you?” 
 
    “At least ten. I killed one, and they lost a few more.” Supremacy satellite records would confirm that. 
 
    “And Captain Varik?” 
 
    “Captured.” Lerisa pointed the direction the now murdered woman had been looking. “Perhaps out that way?” 
 
    “I think not,” Eden said. “Those men are already dead.” 
 
    Lerisa felt goosebumps as she thought of the brave woman who had lost her husband, and then her head. Eden had chosen to decapitate her instead of capturing her, and in a way, that was kinder. Nothing was worse than a Supremacy stress cell. 
 
    “Let’s get moving.” Lerisa trudged off. “We have to rescue Varik.” She ignored her throbbing arm, her pounding head, and the headless body she was leaving behind. She wished she’d at least asked the woman’s name. Then she’d know who to mourn, later, when she was alone with her grief. 
 
    Morna’s Patriots had taken Varik to an abandoned refinery, a different complex from the one where Lerisa had taken him to be ambushed. They would leave soon, Lerisa would bust in, and she would rescue Varik while he was still reeling from the memory suppressant. Eden’s arrival didn’t change that, and actually reinforced her cover story. 
 
    Lerisa took her bearings by evaluating Phorcys in the sky, following the dark line of Poseidon’s Trench. The refinery was west of here, so Lerisa would head southwest. She could explain that slight mistake by citing head trauma. She had to keep Eden busy as long as possible. 
 
    “Where are we going?” Eden asked. 
 
    “I’ve studied their maps.” Lerisa tongued an incisor loosened by the pistol whip. “The complex we came from must have been a trap, but there’s another.” 
 
    “Ah.” Eden sounded pleased. “You think they took Varik there, do you? Are they torturing him?” 
 
    Eden did not sound worried or angry at all. She was just curious, like a small child asking what happened when you squashed a bug. What was wrong with this woman? 
 
    “The sooner we get him out of there,” Lerisa said, “the sooner we can answer that.” She stopped and took another look at Phorcys, double-checking her direction. “Where’s your backup?” 
 
    “I am your backup.” Eden laughed. “Do you think this is the only raid on Ceto? We only have so many resources.” 
 
    That was comforting, if it was the truth. Lerisa saw no reason it should not be. Eden trusted her, as did Varik. They had no reason to lie. 
 
    Lerisa turned her wrist up and glanced at her imbedded chronometer. 0834. The rig had been hit somewhere around 0600. She had been out more than two hours, but even stretching their walk to the refinery, she would buy Morna’s Patriots three hours. 
 
    They needed four. She spotted a cluster of loose scree and purposely took a bad step. Her ankle screamed with pain, and she screamed with it. Her pulsing leg felt like she had split it open. 
 
    Eden dashed to her side and hauled her up. “What happened?” 
 
    Lerisa felt like tiny scissors were cutting their way up through her bones, dozens all working in a line. “Ankle.” She didn’t have to fake that. 
 
    Eden frowned. “You are very clumsy.” Her eyes glittered, and for a moment, Lerisa was afraid she had gone too far. Then Eden cackled. “Too many blows to the head!” 
 
    For once, Lerisa was actually grateful for Eden’s special brand of insanity. “Dammit, help me walk.” She offered an arm. “We’re not far. I know where we’re going.” 
 
    Eden threw Lerisa’s arm over her shoulder. “I would be faster without you.” They walked together. “Yet I would miss your company. You are a friend, clumsy but loyal. I like friends.” 
 
    Lerisa just looked ahead and breathed. Loyal, am I? Good. 
 
    Even Lerisa’s weight barely slowed Eden down, and Lerisa dared not slow her any more than that. This woman was even stronger than she was. She would simply have to hope Morna’s estimate had been conservative. 
 
    She glanced up at Phorcys again and considered the insanity of the situations in which she placed herself on a daily basis. Hayden was up there now, in her shuttle. Had he found out anything about his wife? 
 
    It was a strange time to think about Hayden Cross, but Lerisa was in a horrible situation, in horrible pain. And yes, she still had feelings for him. She could admit that to herself because it did not matter anymore. They would never be together, because Lerisa was spying for the people who had blown up his wife. 
 
    She was losing focus. Ceto’s heat was getting to her, and the pain in her head, and her arm, and her ankle. She’d lived through so many horrible situations and would probably live through this one, and if she didn’t ... wouldn’t that be okay? Hadn’t she done enough, given enough, hurt enough? 
 
    She pictured the faces of everyone she’d killed to maintain her cover. She asked them. Every one of them said no, so Lerisa kept walking, kept hurting. She had a job to do, for them, and she was damn well going to do it. 
 
    Almost an hour later, they reached the abandoned refinery. Eden set her down. “You will slow me.” She drew a single-shot pistol from her boot and handed it to Lerisa. “If you must shoot, shoot accurately.” 
 
    Eden dashed away on padded feet, vanishing as her suit’s mimetic camouflage mirrored everything around her in real-time. Lerisa knew why she and Xealot favored swords. Guns had moving parts, emissions and explosions, and all that messed with mimetic camouflage. 
 
    Lerisa limped toward the building, breathing through the pain. There were no shots as she approached the warehouse, no screams. She almost found hope before a door popped open and a lone young man ran out, face bloodied, clutching another pistol. 
 
    Lerisa raised her own pistol and caught him in the crosshairs. She did not know his face, but she knew his eyes. It was the same young man who had almost choked her to death, the same young man who had lost his father and now his mother. He had brown hair and a dimpled chin. 
 
    “Stop!” Lerisa shouted, even though she knew he wouldn’t. “Drop the gun!” 
 
    “You.” The young man trembled with what might be rage. “You killed them!” His arm came up, his pistol with it. 
 
    Lerisa shot him between the eyes. Something small broke inside her as she executed this brave young man, but she’d felt this horror before, many times. It was familiar, and that made it worse. If she hadn’t shot him, she’d be dead and he’d be captured. He didn’t deserve the weeks of torture that would precede his inevitable death. He deserved to be with his parents. 
 
    Eden emerged from the building, heatsword glowing and bloody. She glanced down at the man Lerisa had murdered and grinned. “Good shot!” 
 
    Lerisa resisted the urge to clobber Eden with the pistol and dropped it instead. She focused on her mission. “Where’s Varik?” 
 
    Captain Varik stumbled out of the building and fell against the doorframe. His face was bruised and cut, and his bleary eyes and flowing drool told her everything. She had bought the Patriots the time they needed. 
 
    “They were doing something to him,” Eden said, like she was proud of what she’d discovered. “Now they are all dead.” 
 
    Lerisa’s small brave hope died. How many had Eden killed? Even if Morna’s Patriots had managed to retrieve the location of Shadow Complex, had they gotten it to Morna? Or had they all been murdered before they could finish, cut apart by Eden’s heatsword? 
 
    Captain Varik walked drunkenly into the night. Lerisa limped forward and caught him as he slumped. It reminded her, disturbingly, of catching Hayden as he stumbled out of the shuttle. It made her cold. 
 
    Varik leaned against her with a huff. Lerisa wanted to drop him and grind her boot into his face, but she held him as she had held Hayden the night he had come back to her, drugged and tortured. It took all her discipline to live her lie. 
 
    “You okay?” Lerisa whispered. 
 
    He breathed evenly, staring straight ahead. “I am.” 
 
    Varik was recovering faster than she expected. How much of the memory suppressant had the Patriots used before Eden killed them? Lerisa stood him up away from her. Touching him made her skin crawl. 
 
    “What happened in there?” Lerisa asked. 
 
    “I’m not certain.” Varik slurred his words as he glanced at Eden, but his eyes remained focused. “Yet I do know this.” He brushed dirt off his black uniform and straightened. “Your poor decisions have cost us a great deal.” 
 
    Lerisa turned her gaze to the mud. This was what Varik would want from her right now, shame and resignation. What she wanted was to put a bullet between his eyes, but this had never been about what she wanted. 
 
    “I found a radio inside the building!” Eden said, more loudly than a normal person would. “Helos will reinforce us in five minutes. What shall we do with our clumsy Special Investigator?” 
 
    Lerisa dared not say anything to defend herself. What could she say, really? Even if she had been truly loyal, Supremacy officers had been demoted or imprisoned for less incompetence than she’d shown today. 
 
    Varik’s hand touched her shoulder, and Lerisa jumped. Her eyes darted up. Varik smiled his creepifying smile. 
 
    “Without you, Eden would not have found me so quickly.” Varik glanced at his pet assassin. “You have made mistakes, but no matter what else it contains, my report to the president will state that you assisted with my rescue.” He glanced at the dead man. “You also dealt with my attackers.” 
 
    Lerisa sagged her shoulders and made herself as small and submissive as possible. “Thank you, sir.” At least Varik seemed to believe she was genuinely incompetent. That was something. 
 
    “As for the Patriots, they wanted something.  A hostage?” Varik turned and glanced at the warehouse. “No, it was more. It must be more.” 
 
    Lerisa pushed the faces of the dead away. She would never forget the face of the young man she shot today, but not because his face was special or unique. She had long ago decided she would never forget any of the good people she killed. That was her burden. Her punishment. 
 
    When the first helo landed a medic was on board, an Advanced woman Lerisa had never met. She snapped one powered brace around Lerisa’s fractured arm, snapped another around her ankle, and injected a full syringe of blessed painkiller. Then the medic put Varik under, a necessary step in getting the memory suppressant out of his blood. One last bit of luck. 
 
    The helo sped back to Cliffside, but Varik was unconscious when they landed. Morna waited for them, standing in Cliffside’s central square with her chin up. She was surrounded by Vindicators with raised rifles. 
 
    Every other person in Cliffside had been rounded up or sealed in their homes. Morna faced Supremacy justice alone, and there would be justice today, by twisted standards. Advanced had died. Natural-born must pay. 
 
    Morna’s features remained calm, but it was obvious these Vindicators were waiting for the order to murder her in the street. Morna’s green robe rippled in the hot wind. Even surrounded by a dozen armed and armored men, she looked regal. 
 
    Lerisa walked out of the helo after it landed, vision swimming from the powerful drugs that kept her upright. Her powered brace allowed her to walk easily, without pain or risk of further damage. Why did these Vindicators have Morna surrounded? When Lerisa spotted the gun in Morna’s hand and the man kneeling at her feet, she understood. 
 
    Morna’s prisoner had a patch over one eye, and she recognized him from earlier, one of Morna’s two bodyguards from when they’d landed. The man glared at Lerisa with his remaining eye. 
 
    “Special Investigator?” Morna’s calm voice carried through the square. “Is this the man who led the ambush?” 
 
    The man between them just glared at her, denying nothing. Lerisa knew then he was willing to die for his cause, but only because he didn’t know the stakes. No one did until the lasers cut into them. 
 
    This brave man would die from tiny cuts, and searing lasers, and painful drugs, and he would not die until he had told the Supremacy everything. That would include Lerisa’s identity and Morna’s true role in the Patriots of Ceto. Lerisa limped over and took Morna’s gun. 
 
    “He is,” she lied, loud enough for the Vindicators to hear. She pointed the gun at the man’s head. “Where did you find him?” 
 
    They had not discussed anything about a scapegoat for the ambush. Something had changed for the worse, probably when Eden slaughtered everyone at that refinery. Lerisa had to play along. 
 
    “We captured him skulking back from the old refinery.” Morna stepped close. “His name is Earl Fallon. He was my most trusted aide.” 
 
    Lerisa’s stomach roiled. She remembered that name — Fallon — because Morna had mentioned it when they spoke in the morgue. Fallon had lost his brothers and wife to the Supremacy, which might explain why he was willing to lose his life. Living when everyone you loved was gone wasn’t living. 
 
    In her absence, the Supremacy had discovered something, some trace of a payment to the Patriots that Morna’s soldiers hadn’t hidden well enough. Fallon must have volunteered to take the fall to save everyone else, to ensure Cliffside survived to fight the Supremacy. 
 
    Eden hopped from the helo. Varik remained unconscious, leaving Lerisa in command, but Eden would tell him everything when he woke up. Lerisa moved to hide Fallon’s face from Eden. 
 
    “Who are you working for?” Lerisa asked, loud enough that Eden could hear. “Where’s the rest of your cell?” 
 
    Fallon whispered something, too quiet to hear, and Lerisa knelt close. “Answer me, traitor!” 
 
    “Hit me,” he mouthed. 
 
    Lerisa swung the butt of Morna’s pistol and knocked him on his ass. Morna said nothing, and neither did anyone else. This sort of thing happened all the time in Supremacy interrogations. 
 
    Lerisa dropped onto his prone form and pressed the pistol to his temple. “Where are the others? Who else is working with you?” What are you asking me to do? 
 
    “Wake!” Eden called. “We need him!” 
 
    “They’re all dead, you vat-grown bitch!” Fallon opened one hand, exposing a glint of metal in the middle of his palm. 
 
    It was his I/O port. He wanted to give her something. The data they’d retrieved from Varik? It was a terrible risk to transfer that with Eden almost on top of them, but this was what everyone had died for. This was her plan. 
 
    Lerisa touched her palm to his, moving her braced and fractured arm. It didn’t even hurt. Her head tingled as raw data rushed through, out of his PBA and into hers. That data had the location of Shadow Complex, longitude and latitude, and Lerisa saw its location in augmented reality as clearly as if she were staring at a map. That map had a whole lot of glowing pins. 
 
    With Shadow Complex’s location came deployment orders, and assault plans, and assassination targets. A list of which towns would be pacified first. President Peter Mullen had it all scheduled out, the final Supremacy crackdown on the natural-born resistance. The end of Ceto. 
 
    The Civilizers were finally executing their insane plan. Every last natural-born, Patriot or not, would be imprisoned in organized waves in the next few months. Work camps for everyone. 
 
    And that wasn’t even the worst of the data. President Mullen had a plan for Lerisa’s father and all the Wardens in the Phorcys senate. Exile. He already had a bill drawn up and Civilizer senators in his pocket. 
 
    They’d offer Thomas Wake and his Wardens a choice: lead a brave expedition to the outer planets to set up a new colony, or resign. Either way, they would no longer stand between Mullen, his Civilizers, and Ceto. 
 
    The Wardens could no longer protect the natural-born. The Patriots of Ceto couldn’t protect everyone either, not from a Supremacy assault this large, and even if some slipped away, hundreds would die in their place. The hacker who had uncovered this was the young man Lerisa shot in the face. 
 
    She could not allow the Supremacy to interrogate Fallon. This latest armageddon was too big, too dangerous, and too soon. Lerisa’s finger slid off the trigger guard and onto the trigger. Fallon didn’t try to stop her. 
 
    “His cell is all dead.” Lerisa glanced at Eden. “He tried to murder me, and he has nothing left to tell us.” She met Fallon’s gaze and found it calm. “He’s going to die for what he did to Varik.” 
 
    Fallon spit, one last show. Lerisa blanked her mind and pressed the trigger. A report echoed as gore spattered the pavement. 
 
    She stood and shot Fallon twice more, in the head, to be absolutely certain he wouldn’t suffer. After that, she pointed the still warm gun at Morna. She was surprised her arm didn’t shake. 
 
    She was lead investigator today — Senator Thomas Wake had seen to that — and she had the final call on who would be interrogated or executed. There would be an inquiry about Fallon’s death, and perhaps even a court martial if Varik pushed hard enough. The Supremacy did not execute prisoners who could be tortured for information. 
 
    None of her litany of mistakes would matter by the time it went through the military courts. By the time that happened, the natural-born would be in internment camps, and her family would be on a homeship heading for the edge of the solar system. That, or in prison. Or dead. 
 
    “This is not the end of my investigation,” Lerisa said, keeping her voice hard. Eden was still watching. 
 
    “I know,” Morna said. “And you will have my full cooperation, just as you do now.” She reached into her robes, slowly, and produced a datastick. 
 
    “What’s that?” Lerisa let Morna lead. 
 
    “I searched my archives. I found records of Fallon’s transactions, payments to several cells of Patriots.” 
 
    God, wasn’t this one sacrifice enough? “You’re certain he’s the only one involved?” 
 
    “I only wish I had caught his treachery sooner.” 
 
    Lerisa snatched the datastick. “You’d better hope you’re right. If you’re not, we’ll be back.” 
 
    She turned away before Morna could respond, just what Eden would expect her to do. She stalked back to the helo with her memory of Fallon’s eyes glaring at her back. She thought of warning Xealot so he could warn these cells, but then, as she considered the disc in her hand, she knew Xealot had probably chosen them. 
 
    Lerisa wondered if Fallon had any children. She wondered if those children would come after her one day, to kill her, to avenge their murdered father. She wondered if she would try and stop them. 
 
    Morna’s datastick should be enough to spare Cliffside. The men they had already killed were the scapegoats, and the cells Xealot had just betrayed would satisfy the Supremacy’s lust for blood and justice. 
 
    “We’re leaving?” Eden sounded disappointed. 
 
    “For now.” Lerisa glanced back at Morna, standing patiently by the corpse of a loyal friend. Her eyes remained dry, her expression serene. What did it take to be Mayor Morna Solace? 
 
    Lerisa handed the datastick to Eden. “Get this to Trifold City, and get it decrypted. We’ll move on these cells before they can slip away.” 
 
    “And you?” Eden asked. “You need that arm fixed.” Eden seemed genuinely concerned. She was also fucking crazy. 
 
    “Our priority,” Lerisa reminded Eden, “is decoding that data. Every Patriot we kill is one less threat to the Supremacy and its people.” 
 
    Eden saluted. Lerisa saluted back, numb and reflexive. Eden marched into the waiting helo. Lerisa dropped her aching arm and glanced back at Cliffside, and for a moment, she longed to be anyone but herself. To be one of these people with their simple lives, their simple work, and their honesty. 
 
    They would never accept her as one of their own, and why would they? Lerisa was a spy, a liar, and a murderer. Even if the Patriots defeated the Supremacy and took back Ceto, they would never forgive her for all she had done to them. That was fine. She would never forgive herself. 
 
    But she would still help them until they killed her.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    [image: ] 
 
    15: Vacuum 
 
    A TEETH-RATTLING RUMBLE shook Hayden awake. He slammed his head on the backrest. He had no idea how close they were to Ceto, but something had shaken Kaliden Toth’s shuttle bay. He was still stuck inside the ATV’s restraints. How long had he been out? 
 
    The rumble came again, joined by a brutal shake, and Hayden realized what was happening now. Someone was actually shooting at them. He imagined Toth, pissed off and panicking at the controls, and pushed at his restraints. That man’s confidence was incredibly irritating. 
 
    The ship rocked again before the deep thrum of the engines faded, but Hayden placed the weapons at last. He knew how these felt. Rumble bombs were concussive projectiles fielded by the Supremacy, used to disable or slow suspect vessels for boarding. What Hayden felt were not direct hits, but they were more than enough to stop this blocky shuttle. 
 
    Toth’s voice echoed through the bay. “Hello, Cross. I assume you’re awake, and you know what just happened. We’re about to be boarded by a detachment of Supremacy Vindicators.” 
 
    Bounty hunting was illegal on Phorcys without express permission from the Supremacy. Only Advanced bounty hunters were generally given jurisdiction for Phorcys retrievals, so Toth must have ignored those rules on his way to pick up Hayden. That was awesome. Toth was in trouble now! 
 
    “You can see how that inspection would be awkward,” Toth said. “I’d like you to slip out of that ATV and drift into my smuggling compartment. It’s soundproof and locks from the inside, so you can scream all you want.” 
 
    The H brace snapped up, freeing Hayden, and then the ATV’s dome rose as well. His hands remained cuffed behind his back and his muscles screamed with pain, but at least he could get around in zero-g. He certainly wasn’t going to walk out. 
 
    Hayden aimed himself at the ceiling and pushed out of the ATV with his legs. Even as he bumped into the ceiling, his hopes sank. All other cargo in the bay was vacuum-sealed in seamless metal containers. 
 
    There were no loose tools he could use as a club or lever. Toth kept his cargo bay as clean as could be expected on a shuttle of this size. Just one more annoying thing about this annoyingly competent man. 
 
    “You’ve now satisfied yourself there’s nothing in the bay that can help you?” Toth asked. “Good.” He must have a camera looking into the bay, watching Hayden. 
 
    A snap-hiss sounded from the port side of the bay. A hidden panel in the base of the port wall whirred upward, revealing a padded compartment big enough for several crates of drugs or a good number of rifles. It could also fit a man Hayden’s size. 
 
    “I know you don’t want to help me,” Toth said. “You think these Vindicators will save you. That’s your choice, and I’ll respect your decision either way.” 
 
    Hayden searched the bay. Where was that blasted camera? 
 
    “But know this. I have a concealed rail sling trained on the patrol shuttle floating between us and Ceto. It’s loaded with a depleted uranium slug. That’ll punch a nice big hole.” 
 
    Hayden felt a chill. “Even having that sling is a death sentence, Toth. There won’t be a trial.” 
 
    “Quite right. You can see why I might be twitchy.” 
 
    “They’d hunt you to the ends of the system for taking out a patrol craft.” 
 
    “Only if they lived. See, what will actually happen is my rail slug will knock a hole in their boat. Then I’ll space the rest out of the bay and wipe their dead ship’s archives with an EMP.” 
 
    Hayden wanted to argue with him, but experience told him Toth was right. The Vindicators wouldn’t expect a ship this small or old to be armed. It was exceptionally difficult to acquire weapons that worked in deep space, but Toth wasn’t any normal terrorist. He was worse. 
 
    “We’ll drift off and they’ll die here, floating for hours until their air runs out. Crying over families and pets.” 
 
    Hayden counted inside his head. The small craft that patrolled between Ceto and Phorcys were crewed by four to six people, plus the six person squad in the troop bay. Twelve lives would end if Toth fired his rail sling, and where would Hayden be then? 
 
    Still floating in this bay. Still Toth’s prisoner, and now with twelve murders added to his conscience. A thump echoed through the bay, a docking tube making contact. 
 
    “The lives of every spacer in this patrol are in your hands,” Toth said. “They’re counting on you.” 
 
    Hayden pushed off the ceiling with his feet, gliding toward the smuggling compartment. He bounced again when he reached it, sliding away and rolling. He wouldn’t murder twelve brave soldiers, even to save himself from torture, but that didn’t mean he was giving up. 
 
    “Cuffs, Toth! How can I maneuver with these damn cuffs?” 
 
    Hayden knew how to move in zero-g. He could probably get around without using his hands, but Toth might not know that. Everything Hayden had done up to this point was that of a man thoroughly out of his element. 
 
    “They’re pressurizing now,” Toth said. 
 
    “Then help me!” Hayden spun in front of the tiny compartment, floating away. The cuffs snapped open by remote, freeing his hands. He grabbed the cuffs before they could float away and pulled himself inside the compartment. The door descended. 
 
    Hayden jammed the metal cuffs between the door and the seal. The door caught, stuck open just a hair. When he did not hear the whine and thump of a rail sling, Hayden knew Toth hadn’t noticed. 
 
    Hayden waited in silence, crammed into the tiny smuggling compartment. Eventually, a door hissed open and metal boots clomped, audible in the bay outside the compartment. A bored Vindicator sergeant gave crisp orders as more boots clomped along with the first. 
 
    Hayden hoped the sergeant in command was smart enough to demand Toth lead them into the bay. Hayden also hoped he had a healthy reaction time. This actually wasn’t one of his better plans. 
 
    “Ain’t much back here,” Toth drawled. “My grandmother runs a tight ship.” So he was in the bay. Perfect. 
 
    “What are you hauling?” a bored Vindicator asked. 
 
    “That there is horse feed,” Toth said, “two tons of fresh hay for the stable down by Cliffside. That one’s ration packs. I’m not a rich man, but I do what I can for the Supremacy.” 
 
    “That’s fascinating,” the Vindicator sergeant’s modulated voice said, in a way that implied it most certainly was not. Then he whistled. “Where’d you get the ATV?” 
 
    “Picked it up for a steal.” Toth chuckled. “If you’re in the market for one yourself, I know someone who can—” 
 
    “Hostile weapon targeting your boat!” Hayden shouted. “Fire the EMP!” 
 
    The Vindicator sergeant grunted, followed by a curse and a clatter. He had probably just been sent flying through the room by Kaliden Toth. That did not stop him from relaying Hayden’s warning to his patrol craft. There was more scuffling as Hayden struggled with the compartment door. 
 
    Toth’s voice echoed through the bay. “You’re dead, Cross!” 
 
    Hayden grinned wide. Toth had finally lost his vexing composure. He heard a bay door slam and someone banging on it, probably a Vindicator. Machinery rumbled and air roared. Then something slammed into the shuttle and everything went dark. 
 
    EMP! Hayden wanted to cheer. 
 
    The patrol ship crew had been on their game, knocking out every electrical device on Toth’s ship with an alpha strike, including any weapons. Toth was dead in the water. Hayden heard air whistling through the tiny flap, and realized the EMP hadn’t come in time to stop the cargo bay from opening. His compartment vented onto open space. 
 
    Hayden strained against the cuffs beneath the door, gasping for breath. By the time he yanked them out and the compartment popped closed, he couldn’t hear anything but his own ragged breathing. He only then realized how screwed he really was. 
 
    He was now floating in a sealed compartment smaller than most respectable coffins. How much air did he have left? How long would it be before the Supremacy repressurized the bay? Had the sergeant even let his ship know Hayden was in here? 
 
    He had no fear for the Vindicators. Their armor had its own circulation system, and the spacers wore a bulkier version that could survive deep space for hours. Provided, of course, there was a ship ready to pick them up. 
 
    Hayden couldn’t let himself panic. Panicking would kill him faster than anything else. It sounded like each ragged breath was quieter than the last, but was his mind playing tricks? 
 
    His eyes felt heavy. Too much carbon dioxide. He died a little with each breath, but it didn’t bother him as much as he’d thought it would. Dani might be better off without him. His son might be better off. He wondered if he’d see them as he slipped away. 
 
    He didn’t. It was Lerisa who came to him in the dark, Lerisa who pulled him into her arms. Her mouth moved and tears slid down her cheeks. She was sorry for the chains, for Ryke, for failing him, but that torture wasn’t her fault. It was his. 
 
    Hayden had planned that operation at Prospector’s Point, put himself in harm’s way with no outs and no contingencies. Blaming Lerisa for his own screw up wasn’t remotely fair. He had no right to say the things he said to her after she checked him into Vindicator recovery, regenerated his teeth, got him this shuttle and risked her career. She was more than he deserved. 
 
    Hayden loved her. Lerisa had done everything she could to help him, and his response had been to push her away, again. The worst thing about dying here was that he’d never get the chance to tell her that. 
 
    A pop tore Lerisa from Hayden’s arms. Blood spewed from his nose, and it felt like someone was trying to suck his lungs out through his throat. He coughed and couldn’t stop coughing. 
 
    Armored hands pulled him out of the compartment, spinning him over and then around. Bile filled his throat, burning and choking as he struggled to breathe. The world was a blur of motion. 
 
    A hand grabbed his head and forced it down, and Hayden fought until a mask covered his face. It flipped to vacuum mode, sucking off the worst of the blood and phlegm, and then it spewed fresh, pure oxygen. 
 
    Hayden sucked that in. Every breath sent shards of glass through his lungs, but he lived. He lived. After many long, painful breaths, a human blur pulled off the oxygen mask. 
 
    He floated face up against the deck of Toth’s shuttle bay, with four Vindicators standing in a ring around him. Every last one of them had his rifle pointed at Hayden’s head. 
 
    There was someone else floating beside him, a short woman with red hair and mottled freckles. Natural-born. She had a button nose and kind blue eyes, and she wore a gray Supremacy uniform marked by a red cross inside a white square. 
 
    “Thanks,” Hayden managed. It came out like a cough. 
 
    The woman nodded, pushed off through the Vindicators, and moved out of the bay, probably to search the rest of the ship. 
 
    She was replaced by the Vindicator sergeant Toth had blown into space. His armor looked none the worse for wear from his short trip through the stars. The shoulder of his armor sported a bright golden pauldron. 
 
    Hayden knew this must be the same man he had warned in the bay. After unscrupulous smuggler groups dumped a few Vindicator patrols into space, the Supremacy had dramatically improved their powered armor. Some of the newer suits even had tiny nozzles soldiers could use to direct themselves home. 
 
    “Name and rank,” the sergeant demanded. 
 
    “Hayden Cross.” He could barely speak, but one hand found a tenuous grip on a crevice between two floor tiles. “Special Investigator.” 
 
    The reflective plate on the front of the sergeant’s helmet lowered. “You’re a long way from Star’s Landing, Cross.” 
 
    “Trifold City.” Hayden coughed. “We’re based out of Trifold City, sub-basement four.” 
 
    “Captain Lawson commanding?” 
 
    “Lawson’s over at counter-intelligence. I take my orders directly from Captain Karus Varik.” Hayden coughed again and wiped at his drool-covered lips. “He’s kind of an asshole.” 
 
    The sergeant chuckled and made a small motion. His Vindicators lowered their rifles and stepped off Hayden, giving him room. The sergeant offered a hand. 
 
    Hayden took it. The man floated him up and braced him with his other arm, allowing Hayden to use him as a grapple point to stand up. Two more Vindicators moved in from either side and gripped his shoulders, holding his feet against the floor. 
 
    “Thanks for the assist.” Hayden looked around. “Sorry if I bled on you.” 
 
    “You mentioned a weapon targeting my ship?” the sergeant asked. 
 
    “Yeah, a rail sling. Toth had it loaded and pointed at you, just in case I made any noise, or you didn’t buy his bullshit.” 
 
    The sergeant went silent for a moment. “You said his name was Toth?” 
 
    “Yup.” 
 
    “This shuttle is registered to a Betty Morgan in New Haven. According to our records, she’s ninety-two years old.” 
 
    Hayden should have known nailing Toth would not be as easy as scanning his shuttle registration. “Where is Toth?” 
 
    “We can’t find him.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “He’s not on the ship.” 
 
    “This is a damn small ship, sergeant.” 
 
    The sergeant said nothing, and Hayden wondered if he had just pissed the man off. Toth was trickier than he expected. A cloaked escape pod? 
 
    If he had fired that pod during the chaos of the spaced Vindicators, the patrol ship had probably been too busy retrieving them to monitor their sensors. Space was pretty big. Toth could be anywhere by now. 
 
    “Fucker must have planned to run the whole time.” Hayden thumped the sergeant on his golden pauldron. “Forget it. We’ve got the shuttle and no one dead. You did your job.” 
 
    The sergeant grunted. “We always do, sir.” He cleared his throat. “How’d you end up netted by a bounty hunter?” 
 
    Hayden sniffled. His many changes in orientation had caused blood to pool in his nose. Now it kept dribbling out, little clumps of bobbing red. “That’s one hell of an interesting story.” 
 
    “Sergeant Wake?” The medic returned, holding the top of a sealed crate. “If he’s one of ours, we should put him in a pod until we get back to Trifold City. He sucked a good bit of vacuum in that compartment.” 
 
    “Wake?” Hayden stared at the sergeant’s opaque helmet. “Holy shit. You’re Lerisa’s brother?” 
 
    Sergeant Wake’s plate centered on him. “You know Lerisa?” 
 
    “We worked together.” Hayden did not know how Sergeant Wake felt about the men his sister dated. “You know. On raids and stuff.” 
 
    “That must have been interesting.” Wake motioned to his troopers. “Get him comfortable. We’ve flying him home.” 
 
    “Wait a minute.” Hayden coughed a few times before he stopped. “I’ve got my own shuttle on Phorcys. I’ve got a pod there, too. No need to occupy one of yours.” 
 
    “What are you doing with a shuttle, sir?” Wake asked. “Your records say you’re retired.” 
 
    Hayden watched him. “My records do say that, yes.” 
 
    He had run many operations alongside Vindicators in his time with CSD, and many more with the Supremacy. The Supremacy trained Vindicators to follow those above them, not question their orders. Hayden just had to make Wake fill in the blanks. 
 
    “You got a tracker on that shuttle?” Wake asked, finally. 
 
    “I’ll give you the code.” Hayden rattled off the numbers. 
 
    Once he was done, Wake tossed him a salute, which Hayden quickly returned. Wake led his men out of the bay, magnetic boots clomping each time they gained a new lock. That code was all the confirmation Wake needed that Hayden was on some sort of secret mission for the Supremacy. 
 
    That, of course, would be flatly denied when Sergeant Wake made his report, and with Lerisa’s name on the shuttle’s tracking code, she would have a bit of explaining to do in Trifold City. Hayden would apologize for putting her through that when he apologized for everything else. 
 
    He pulled himself to a crate and braced himself on it, letting the rest of his aching body float however it damn well wanted. He drifted off until the shuttle bay rumbled. Wake’s medic injected him with something, a stimulant that kept him alert and unnauseated through the descent. 
 
    Finally, the Supremacy patrol craft was back on the ground on Phorcys. Its pilot made a respectable landing beside Hayden’s Spaceslug, and returning to gravity after zero-g always made him feel kilos heavier. A hatch opened. Sergeant Wake helped him up and walked him out. 
 
    “Thanks,” Hayden said. 
 
    “About Lerisa,” Wake said. “When was the last time you spoke to her?” 
 
    Hayden did the math. If Lerisa had told her brother about their last conversation, the bad one, he wouldn’t ask that. She hadn’t told him. She should have told him. Was she even talking to her family now? 
 
    It wasn’t his business. He’d caused her enough trouble. He considered what would work best, nodded, and said, “She’s fine. She’s doing just fine.” 
 
    Wake watched him for another moment. “Glad to hear it.” 
 
    “Safe journey, sergeant.” 
 
    Wake turned back to his ship. “Safe journey, sir.” 
 
    The hatch closed, and Hayden got well clear of the engines. Once he did, the bullet-shaped patrol craft burned hard to the upper atmosphere. Hayden watched it until it was out of sight. Then he opened his own shuttle’s bay. 
 
    The medical pod hummed quietly, but Hayden could not slide into it, no matter how exhausted he might feel. He had a wife to find, and dammit, he’d run into enough distractions. He popped the datastick into the shuttle. 
 
    Results appeared at once, coordinates, like Dani had said. They highlighted a tiny dot six days from Phorcys, deep in a thick asteroid belt called the Titus Rings. At least there were no more goddamn hoops. 
 
    Hayden had barely saved the coordinates before his shuttle downloaded recent traffic and found a message waiting. Hayden poked the OPEN button. Zack appeared inside a floating panel. 
 
    “Hey, man.” Zack’s message was dated a day ago. “Still haven’t heard from you, so I borrowed this address from root access. I’m back on Phorcys, in Trifold City, but you’re not. You still alive? I can’t get anything out of Varik’s office.” 
 
    Hayden felt a surge of guilt and affection. Zack was a far better friend than he deserved, and he could scarcely remember a time when they had not been together. Zack was really the only family Hayden had left. 
 
    “Anyway,” Zack said, “let me know what’s up. They monitor all this stuff, but it’s not like we’re breaking the law.” He grinned. “You’re not breaking the law, right? Drop me a line if you’re not dead.” 
 
    Hayden activated his own recorder. It would find Zack through the information embedded in his message to Hayden, wherever that was. SpaceGov handled most interplanetary messages. 
 
    “Hey, Zack.” Hayden rubbed his hands through his sweaty blond hair. “I’m not dead. Feeling pretty good, actually, considering all the shit that happened this past week.” 
 
    He went through it all in his head. Finding the drone. Dani’s message. The revelation that Paran had not killed her, that she might still be alive somewhere off in the void, and that she now thought he had abandoned her, after everything. He also had a son. A living, breathing son. 
 
    None of that was going over a transmission through the Supremacy. He needed Zack. He had only made it through the past week with a stupid amount of luck, and there was no reason to take any more risks without his partner to back him up. 
 
    “I’ve learned some stuff,” Hayden said. “It’s better discussed in person. You know how to find me. See you soon.” 
 
    Hayden fired off the recording. The Supremacy would review it and dissect every word, but he doubted they would stop it from getting to Zack. If they wanted to find him, tracking Zack would be the best way to do that. 
 
    Now to the other matter. His betrayal. He pondered, staring at nothing, and then decided that anything he sent to Lerisa would just make things worse. He could die when he went to these coordinates. Even if he didn’t, he might never come back — not if Dani was actually out there, with his son — and how would that make Lerisa feel, even if she did forgive him? Not good. 
 
    He wouldn’t make her life more difficult. He’d taken more than enough from her already. She’d be fine if she never saw him again. 
 
    He also wasn’t going anywhere until he got some rest. Three days of hard riding, followed by a swim through freezing water, followed by sucking vacuum, was not something you did to a body recovering from Tyler Ryke. Lerisa was right. It was time to get back in the goddamn pod. 
 
    He barely had the strength to punch in a regenerative cycle before exhaustion claimed him. When he closed his eyes it felt very, very good. He slept, and there were no dreams. 
 
    Two days passed in the pod. Hayden exhausted its resources, leaving only to eat, clear his bowels, and take his balancers. By the time the pod was depleted, he could walk without feeling like he was going to break. He felt almost as good as he had before Ryke had beaten him to a pulp. Soon after, soft beeps filled the bay. They warned of an approaching shuttle. 
 
    Hayden opened his Slug’s landing ramp and walked down, hoping for the best and expecting the worst. A Supremacy whirly — no, it was a helo, dammit — landed beside his shuttle, just like the one that had brought him back to Star’s landing from ... wherever he had been. 
 
    The helo’s long tongue rolled out, but the rotors didn’t spin down. It wasn’t staying long. Hayden wondered if Captain Varik would step out of the helo, or a dozen of Ryke’s goons and a crazed surgeon with a chainsaw. Or maybe Kaliden Toth. 
 
    It was just Zack. He jogged over. Hayden beckoned him into the Spaceslug as the helo took off. “Told you I’d call!” 
 
     “Told you I’d come!” Zack shouted back. They hugged, and Zack thumped him on the back as the helo rotors faded. “Now tell me why I flew all the way out here. I had to pay my own way, and that sucks.” 
 
    Hayden shut the ramp, led Zack to the cockpit, and sat him down in the only seat. He showed Zack the coordinates. 
 
    “It’s a rock,” Zack said. 
 
    “It’s a lead. Dani left it for me, in a message that proved she survived that dome explosion. Ralyn Paran actually helped her escape. We’re going out there to meet her, and then we’ll find out why she had to run.” 
 
    “Wait,” Zack said. “How did Paran help her escape?” 
 
    “He blew up our dome and faked her death. They planned it together.” 
 
    Zack blinked. “Well, shit, I guess they did a really good job. And you shot him before he could tell you what happened?” 
 
    “Sucks, doesn’t it?” 
 
    Zack shrugged. “Hindsight’s a bitch, man.” 
 
    “Think you can kill the tracker on this shuttle?” 
 
    Zack smiled. 
 
    Twenty minutes later, they were back in space again. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    DESPITE THEIR MUTUAL EFFORTS to the contrary, both Hayden and Zack were about ready to take each other’s heads off when the shuttle’s proximity alert finally dinged six days into their journey. They had reached the asteroid field at Dani’s coordinates. They stared together at a field full of floating rocks that stretched off into space as far as they could see. 
 
    The Titus Rings were a series of asteroid rings clustered around a dead planet known only as Gemini Four. Some of these rocks were big enough to hide a whole city, if cities could exist out here in space. The first settlers had not bothered naming any planets save Phorcys and Ceto, the only two planets in the Goldilocks zone, and no one had really bothered since. 
 
    Zack piloted the shuttle as they approached the coordinates. Hayden floated against a bulkhead, white-knuckled and useless, as Zack maneuvered them through the worst of the clutter to a huge brown asteroid. It was over twenty kilometers in diameter, big enough to have its own weak gravity. 
 
    Zack swiped through a few panels. “Heavy core, primarily tungsten and rhenium. Not a bad claim if you’re prospecting.” 
 
    “It’s too far out to be worth the fuel to get here.” Hayden stared at the rocky island floating outside, impressed despite himself. “Where did you learn to fly like that? That was impressive.” 
 
    “Simulator.” 
 
    Hayden’s gaze snapped to Zack. “You’ve never piloted a ship through an asteroid belt before?” 
 
    Zack locked both hands behind his head and leaned back in the chair, which was a stupid thing to do when you were flying a tiny balloon through a whole bunch of giant rocks. “I’ve got over fifty hours of sim time.” 
 
    Hayden shuddered. “I hate you.” 
 
    “You’re welcome.” 
 
    “Can you put us down on that rock without smashing us?” 
 
    “If you’re nice to me.” 
 
    When they landed, the smallest bit of microgravity returned to the shuttle, a welcome relief after six days in zero-g. They had one suit of sealed Vindicator armor, and it held just over four hours of air. Hayden would go out first. It wasn’t really a discussion. 
 
    Someone must be here, somewhere, and the trouble would be finding them. This rock was easily as big as Star’s Landing, and might be honeycombed with tunnels. Still, Dani was expecting them. 
 
    Searching this asteroid proved slow going. The asteroid’s microgravity was enough to keep Hayden walking, but he had to move very carefully to avoid bouncing too high. He made barely three kilometers before his air gauge forced him to turn back. Had two hours already passed? 
 
    He had no way to actually see the asteroid — Vindicator helmets were sealed entirely in armor, because a viewport was a weak point — so all he had to go on were his sensors and the 360 view projected on a 180 degree screen inside his helmet. He fought frustration. What was he missing? What was the next hoop he had to jump through to find his wife? 
 
    He radioed the shuttle when he arrived, but Zack didn’t respond. He was probably meditating or something. Hayden opened the airlock by remote, and air hissed at it repressurized. 
 
    Hayden needed help to get this Vindicator suit off, but Zack was nowhere to be seen. He eyed his bright red air gauge and then stomped to the sealed door leading to the small mess and bunks. He opened it. The room was empty. No Zack. 
 
    “Zack?” Hayden spoke through the suit’s modulated speaker. “Fuck hide and seek.” Was he sleeping in the cockpit? 
 
    Hayden hurried through the mess hall, knocking over stools. He was terrified he would find Zack’s cold, dead body in the pilot’s chair. What he found was an empty seat. 
 
    There was nowhere else Zack could be, and no way he could have left the shuttle. Hayden clomped back into the cargo bay. The bay remained empty. 
 
    His suit beeped, reminding him he had almost no air. Hayden huffed and keyed in the emergency release, triple-confirming. His helmet screens flickered, the helmet popped off, and he sucked in the shuttle’s stale air. 
 
    There was no blood in the bay, no signs of a struggle, and nothing out of place. Zack was gone, but how? Who could have disabled a martial artist as talented as Zack? How could they have even entered the shuttle? 
 
    The room spun as the shuttle did, or was it spinning? Something was spinning. Had the ship lost its grip on the asteroid? Then Hayden took another breath, and another. Shit. The air was poison! 
 
    He stumbled toward the nearest crate and fell in his Vindicator armor, bouncing against the metal. He lifted off again and settled, gasping, on the floor. The world faded. He’d come all this way just to die like an idiot. 
 
    Dani’s ghost knelt over him as spots danced before his eyes. She looked almost solid. Hayden reached for her face as it floated away, fingers brushing phantom skin. 
 
    Just sleep, his wife urged him. Her voice echoed in his head like it had in a thousand dreams. We’re taking you home. 
 
    He really wanted to believe her.
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    16: Relic 
 
    HAYDEN SNAPPED AWAKE on a hard plastic table in a very dark room. There was no pain, he could breathe easily, and the air smelled like engine grease and rock. He had perhaps two breaths before whoever had captured him noticed he was awake. 
 
    He pushed and rolled, then tumbled off the table and hit stone hard enough to make him grunt. There was gravity here! Lights flickered to life on the ceiling above him, buzzing as they ignited. 
 
    Hayden coughed and rolled onto his side. He spotted a slim form standing by the room’s single door, an archway yawning open to darkness. At least he wasn’t sealed in here. So where was here, exactly? 
 
    This gravity was far stronger than the micro-gravity offered by the asteroid, so was he on a ship big enough to have a spinning section? What kind of ship was built out of rock? He examined the man by the door and found him to be a boy, really, probably not even old enough to drink. 
 
     “Be calm. You are safe.” The boy spoke with an Advanced accent, which tracked. Hayden stood and tested his body for aches. He found none. If it came to a fight, he hoped he could take a kid shorter than he was. 
 
    “I am not here to fight you,” the boy said, as if reading his thoughts. “I am here to take you to Relic. Do we go now, or do you need to sleep?” 
 
    Finally! “So, you took Zack, did you? You drugged the air in our shuttle?” Better than poison, he supposed. 
 
    The boy stepped closer, close enough that the lights above made his face clearly visible. “I do not know anything about that. I am simply here to guide you.” The boy had short blond hair slicked back over his head, and a square chin with a divot. Like Hayden’s chin. 
 
    Hayden’s heart pounded as he estimated age. Twelve. Thirteen. A thirteen-year-old boy with blond hair, blue eyes, and a strong Russian chin. 
 
    “Who are you?” Hayden whispered. 
 
    “Jason,” the boy said. “You will stay with me until we greet Relic. If you worry for your friend, do not. He is well. He has been touring the ship while we waited for you to wake.” 
 
    Who taught him to talk like that? “Did you say ‘ship’?” 
 
    “Is that not the right word?” The boy hunched his shoulders. “I am now learning English. We do not use it much here. Touring the vessel? Touring the boat?” 
 
    “You had it right the first time.” If they were on a ship, it must be massive to have this much gravity. “I didn’t expect a secret organization to offer tours of their lair of doom.” 
 
    “Lair ... of doom?” The boy’s lip quirked. “You are not doomed. You are safe.” 
 
    So he’s a bit literal, okay. Hayden stepped closer and watched Jason set his feet and relax his arms. Zack did the same when he was cornered. 
 
    “Where did you grow up?” Hayden asked. 
 
    “Here.” 
 
    “Your whole life, on this ship?” 
 
    “I need nowhere else.” 
 
    A thousand questions wanted to tumble out of Hayden’s mouth, but he went with the simplest first. “Who’s Relic?” 
 
    “A great man.” Jason smiled. “You can trust him. We all trust him.” 
 
    This was sounding more and more like a cult, and a cult was the last thing Hayden wanted to deal with on his way to his lost family. “Why did Relic bring me here?” 
 
    Jason glanced at the darkened archway, then at Hayden, one eyebrow raised. “Did you not receive Mother’s message?” 
 
    Hayden gasped and sat, suddenly and without shame. Christ. Jason had known Hayden was his father the whole time, and he hadn’t said one word about it. Who did that? Who wouldn’t care? 
 
     “Mother invited you here so you could take me back to Ceto.” Jason Cross watched him with narrow, judging eyes. “Do you now refuse?” 
 
    Hayden, I’m alive and I need you. 
 
    He focused on the wording of her message. It all made sense. Dani had called him to take them both back to Ceto. Short of her walking in here and shooting him in the neck, not much could have surprised him more. 
 
    “Father?” Jason asked. “Are you going to pass out again?” 
 
    “Maybe.” Hayden had never thought he would hear anyone call him that, call him “Father.” It made him ache. “Call me Dad.” 
 
    “That’s not the right word. You are Father, she is Mother, and I expected you to be more composed than this. Have you taken sick?” 
 
    My boy was raised by robots. Hayden wiped at his now wet eyes. “Where’s your mother, Jason?” Please say “not dead.” 
 
    Jason’s shoulders hunched like a man who was protecting someone. “I am not to take you to see her. You will see Relic.” 
 
    She’s alive. She must be. “Where is she?” 
 
    “Busy,” Jason said. Which also meant alive. 
 
    “I have to see your mother,” Hayden said, and he pushed him up. “I love her so much. I have to let her know I didn’t abandon her twelve years ago, and I didn’t abandon you, either. I never got her message.” 
 
    Jason shrugged. “You are to see Relic. No one else.” 
 
    “That doesn’t work for me.” 
 
    “If you try to leave this room without me, I will stop you.” 
 
    A chill gripped Hayden at those words. There was no telling what Jason had learned on this rock, what whoever had raised him had drilled into his brain. Had Dani been a part of that? 
 
    “Just listen to me.” Hayden stepped forward. “I have to see Dani. If you take me to her, she can explain—” 
 
    “Your wife is lost to you.” A gravelly voice rose from the darkness beyond the room’s archway. “Let her remain so.” 
 
    Hayden squinted into the darkness beyond the room as a man in a white terrycloth bathrobe strode inside. His slender frame, height, and light-brown skin assured Hayden he was Advanced, and he looked like he had wandered out of a retirement home or something. His hair was gray, short, and wispy, and age spotted his scalp. 
 
    Hayden had never seen any Advanced this old. He’d just assumed they aged really well, like Zack’s mother. He’d never discussed it with Lerisa, but had they stayed together, she would have outlived him easily. 
 
    The man in the robe inclined his head. “You are Hayden Cross.” 
 
    Hayden didn’t nod back. “And you’re the asshole who finally sent Morna that message from my wife.” 
 
    “One of my surrogates was responsible. I do not travel to Ceto.” The man straightened his robe. “I trust you were not followed?” 
 
    “I’m not that stupid.” 
 
    “The Supremacy would kill thousands to find this ship.” 
 
    “Then it’s a good thing you’ve been moving since you picked me up. You never stay too long in any given place, do you?” 
 
    The old man smiled. “Any who followed you could follow us.” 
 
    So they were on a ship, in space. All Hayden had to do was find Dani, get her to convince Jason to leave their cult, and hijack another ship. He’d figure out the rest once they were all in space together. He doubted Relic would shoot them down, not with Dani on board. 
 
    “Nobody followed us.” Hayden pondered charging the old man, but one look at Jason convinced him to hold his ground. He didn’t know how well his son could fight, but even if he could somehow take Jason down, he wasn’t going to get in a fistfight with his own son. 
 
     “Please.” Hayden made himself look as desperate and pathetic as possible. “Just let me talk to Dani. I have to let her know that I—” 
 
    Relic’s palm snapped up. “Enough.” He hid his palm back inside his robe. “Walk with me, Hayden Cross. Your questions will be answered, though perhaps not in the way you wish.” He strode for the tunnel exit. 
 
    Hayden glanced at Jason. His son stepped aside, giving him permission to depart. Hayden saw no sign of affection in Jason’s eyes, no recognition of any kind. He was a stranger to his own son. 
 
    That realization left him hollowed out inside, but now was not the time to tackle yet another failure. Dani had the answers he needed about these past thirteen years. His memory of her blurry face in the shuttle was fresh, and he knew now she had not been a ghost. 
 
    That had been Dani — the real Dani — and he had scarcely touched her before he passed out. Missing her made his legs shake and his palms sweat. He missed her so much. 
 
    “Return to your studies, Jason,” Relic called as they left. 
 
    Hayden expected Jason to argue. Instead, his son bowed, straightened, and strode past Relic into the tunnel. He walked right and vanished, leaving Hayden staring at empty dark.  
 
    “Walk with me,” Relic said again. 
 
    Hayden followed the old man even though Relic took him left down the tunnel, not right. He did, however, note that decision. If Jason had gone right, that might be where Dani was. 
 
    A short walk through the narrow tunnel brought them to more light and a projected blue sky. Beneath it, among light clumps of forest and grassy fields, someone had raised dozens of domed houses. Hayden stared at the people milling among the domes, tried to count them, and lost count. They were like early Ceto settlers, in the first days after the homeships arrived. 
 
    The outcrop on which he and Relic stood was a high overlook that ran around the perimeter of an open space large enough to contain Star’s Landing. On the horizon, barely visible, Hayden saw the glistening metal edge of the skydome. He was inside a homeship. This thousand-year-old behemoth still ran! 
 
    “This ship,” Relic said, “is the USS Degrasse Tyson. She’s a grand old lady, isn’t she?” 
 
    “I think spacers have a habit of fetishizing their own ships.” Hayden searched the crowd of tiny faces for Dani. “Also, you abducted my wife and didn’t tell me for thirteen years, so fuck you.” 
 
    “I apologize for the way that matter was handled.” Relic really wasn’t apologizing. “But so long as we’re being blunt, I should tell you I did not approve of your arrival.” 
 
    “No, really?” 
 
    “I approved delivery of Lily’s message after careful consideration. She believes you are the best choice to care for her son.” Relic looked over the gathered people. “I cannot deny her anything, not after all she’s done for us.” 
 
    “Who’s Lily?” 
 
    “Your wife.” 
 
    “Danielle,” Hayden said, glaring at the old man. “Her name is Danielle Cross, though she usually goes by Dani. What’s this Lily crap?” 
 
    “Her true name.” 
 
    “And what’s Lily doing here?” 
 
    “Saving us.” Relic smiled in a way that made him look half mad. “She will make our people healthy again.” 
 
    Was this old man off his rocker? Either way, Relic had his own functioning homeship filled with healthy, loyal cultists. Hayden was not going to piss him off, at least not until he rescued his family. “How’s she going to save you, old man?” 
 
    “All Advanced have been sick since we arrived. Auto-immune deficiency.” Relic turned his impassive gaze on Hayden. “That means we are susceptible to disease.” 
 
    That revelation surprised him, but he wasn’t going to admit it. “I know what it means.” He was not a moron. 
 
    “For over five decades we have made due with temporary measures. Drug cocktails. Injections. Now those drugs and injections are running low.” 
 
    Hayden almost believed him. He remembered the drug regimen Lerisa had taken once a week, when they were together. She had told him it was for a rare auto-immune disease that ran in her family, and he had believed her then, but now? How many other Advanced were on that regimen? 
 
    “If that’s true,” Hayden asked, “why keep it a secret?” 
 
    “Shame. Paranoia. Fear of what the natural-born would do if they knew. Not all Advanced are as logical or enlightened as we claim. Silence on this topic is Mullen’s official policy, despite the fact that reserving medicine is one of the reasons your Patriots rally and shout.” 
 
    If Relic wasn’t full of it, his entire race having auto-immune deficiency actually sounded pretty rough. “There’s not enough medicine to share?” 
 
    “Correct. We have enough for this generation of Advanced, but not enough for our offspring, and we cannot fabricate more in time to save them. Our children are fated to die unless we find a way to fix this.” 
 
    Hayden could empathize with that. “How the hell did that happen?” 
 
    “Hubris.” Relic sighed. “We altered ourselves many times on the journey from old Earth, foolish men playing God.” 
 
    “You made yourselves better, you mean.” 
 
    “We increased our lifespan, our intelligence, our physical and mental prowess. Each generation lived longer, fought harder, and thought better, but we all followed the most promising identical practices. We lost our genetic diversity.” 
 
     “So that’s how you screwed yourselves.” Hayden could scarcely believe the mighty Advanced had been so stupid. “When you finally left your sterile little ships for Ceto’s cornucopia of crazy alien viruses, you were fucked, because one little bug could literally wipe out every one of you.” 
 
    “Eloquently put.” Relic took off along the overlook, and Hayden followed him. “Lily and I will change that, diversify us, and in doing so, we will save our people and yours. Advanced and natural-born.” 
 
    Hayden checked his footing and let Relic talk. There was not any sort of guard rail between him and what was easily a thirty meter drop. He’d listen to Relic’s ranting until he saw the opening he needed to go after Dani. 
 
    Relic led him to a round metal tunnel in the rock of the skydome, a corridor leading deeper in the homeship. “Lily has changed quite a bit since she first came here, with Jason in her womb.” 
 
    From the histories Hayden had studied in his school days, he knew homeship domes could be bigger than whole cities. The homeship itself was five domes spun off a rotating ship core, anchored by nanostructures. The core set the course and managed thrust. These ships had supported thirty generations of colonists on their multi-century journey across the stars. 
 
    “Lily has evolved,” Relic said, as he led Hayden into the metal tunnel. “I am not sure you would recognize her.” 
 
    “I’d recognize her anywhere, old man.” 
 
    “Perhaps.” Relic stopped at a closed metal hatch in the tunnel wall. “What you must ask yourself, now, is if she would recognize you.” 
 
    Hayden felt a moment of blind panic. What would Dani think of him if she knew the specifics of his life? What did she think of the man who had murdered Ralyn Paran from a hotel eight blocks away? 
 
    “Sometimes,” Relic said, “we must reach the end of a journey before we realize it was not ours to make.” 
 
    Hayden narrowed his eyes. “I hate fortune cookies, and I love my wife.” No matter what he’d done, Dani had to know that. 
 
    “Lily does not need love. She needs space, and time. She is here to ensure the next generation of Advanced never need the medicine we do.” 
 
    “Why did the Supremacy come after her thirteen years ago?” 
 
    “She became pregnant.” 
 
    “And that’s important because...?” 
 
    “Her child is the first Advanced in fifty years to have a healthy immune system. You were a part of that. 
 
    So Dani was Advanced, but not visibly. Holy shit. “Jason doesn’t have your issues? He’s got a great immune system?” 
 
    “He needs no medicine.” 
 
    Anger eclipsed a quick burst of pride. “And what gave you the right to hide my wife away and raise my son on a homeship?” 
 
    “Your employment by Peter Mullen’s Supremacy, and your brutal assassination of Ralyn Paran. He was my contact on Ceto.” 
 
    Hayden wanted to slug the old man. Yet despite his age, Relic carried himself with confidence not unlike Jason or Zack. The last thing Hayden’s ego needed was getting its ass handed to it by an old man in a bathrobe. 
 
    “If it makes you feel any better,” Relic said, “Lily was adamant about contacting you for years. I intercepted her messages.” 
 
    “So you just make decisions for her?” 
 
    “I saved her from herself and let you lead your life.” 
 
    “You’re the one who killed us.” Hayden’s hands curled into fists. “You’re the one who destroyed our family.” 
 
    “Do not forget you became an active Supremacy agent. I took a grave risk by delivering—” 
 
    Hayden slammed Relic against the door. “You cost us thirteen years!” 
 
    Relic smiled, shifted, and then Hayden stumbled into the wall holding an empty robe. He pushed off and spun to find Relic standing behind him, not a hair out of place. Relic wore a skintight jumpsuit under his robe, and he didn’t look soft. 
 
    Relic raised one hand as Hayden advanced. Hayden stopped. He was as surprised by that as anyone. 
 
    “Two roads stretch ahead of you,” Relic said. “You may take your son back to Ceto and raise him as your own. Or you may die here, once more betray your wife, and leave your son an orphan.” 
 
    If Hayden could overpower Relic, he could knock him out and take him somewhere quiet. He could rough the old man up and even break some things until Relic told him where Dani was. He could do a lot of things, but what would Jason think about him then? 
 
    “Do you wish your life ended?” Relic asked. “Would that be easier for you?” He no longer looked like a harmless old man. 
 
    Hayden dropped Relic’s bathrobe and stepped back. He would get his family out of here, alive, but not by beating the shit out of a senior citizen. He was better than that. 
 
    “I’ll stay here until Dani finishes her work.” He made himself look tired. “I’ll do anything you want. Just let me take her home.” 
 
    Hayden’s heart thumped in his ears as he waited for Relic’s response. Leaving this homeship with Dani and Jason would be fitting revenge. Let Relic spend his next thirteen years searching for Dani. 
 
    “She cannot leave with you,” Relic said. “She does not want to leave with you.” 
 
    “I don’t trust a word out of your mouth, old man, so if you want me gone, I need to hear this from her.” This was the only way he could get in a room with Dani. “You took her from me. You took my son. I won’t leave this ship until I know you haven’t brainwashed them. 
 
    Relic sighed. “Is there no other way you can find closure?” 
 
    “Is there no other way you can stop being a dick?” 
 
    Relic snapped his fingers. The door opened behind him and Hayden turned as two large men stepped out. Their faces were almost identical, like brothers, or twins. 
 
    “These men will escort you to your room,” Relic said. “Lily is completing a task for me. When she is done, I will allow you to visit, briefly, tomorrow.” 
 
    Hayden eyed the big men and their weak points. “I want to talk to my wife alone. I don’t want your goons gawking at us.” 
 
    “As you wish.” 
 
    Too easy, but Hayden wouldn’t push his luck. He’d let Relic think he was satisfied and keep the man’s guard down. 
 
    “You have my word,” Relic said. 
 
    “Well that’s great.” This old man’s lies no longer mattered. Hayden already had a way better plan. 
 
    Now he just had to get Zack to come along.
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    17: Reunion 
 
    “DUDE,” Zack said, “stop pacing.” 
 
    Hayden didn’t. This ancient soldier’s barracks had a good long open floor inside it, and he was making the best of it. Their makeshift prison held eight unused beds and a toilet. Hayden had no plans to sleep tonight. 
 
    “You’re going to burn a hole in the goddamn floor,” Zack said, “and I’m trying to get some rest.” 
 
    Zack reclined on one of the many narrow beds, hands tucked behind his head. No one watched them, and neither of them had been able to turn up any listening devices, but that was little comfort. They were still locked inside a rectangular metal room. 
 
    “She’s out there, Zack.” Hayden pointed at the sealed door. “She’s waiting for me to find her.” 
 
    “Maybe Relic’s lying to you.” 
 
    “He believed every word.” 
 
    “Maybe Dani left a long time ago, or maybe she really is dead. Maybe that’s why he won’t let you see her.” 
 
    “She’s here, and she’s alive.” 
 
    “And you know this because...?” 
 
    “I saw it in Jason’s eyes. When I asked about Dani, he was protecting her as much as he was protecting Relic.” He pushed two palms against a cold wall. “God, I hate that guy.” 
 
    “What are you going to do when you find her?” 
 
    “I’m going to break her out of here.” Hayden turned on Zack. “You’re in, right? All in, like we agreed?” 
 
    “Look, man.” Zack sat up and unlaced his hands. “If you had a real plan, I’d be right there with you.” He frowned. “Just let it simmer a bit. If your wife really is on this ship, we’ll find out the truth tomorrow.” He shook his head. “It’ll be weird meeting your son.” 
 
    “I know, right?” Hayden stared at the door. “I have a boy. A thirteen-year-old boy. It doesn’t seem real.” 
 
    “None of this does.” 
 
    “And I still can’t believe all the Advanced are sick.” 
 
    Zack snorted. “Relic has no reason to tell you the truth.” 
 
    “Why would he lie about that?” 
 
    “Because he’s a crazy person?” 
 
    “When Lerisa and I were together, she took injections every week. I think it was for her compromised immune system. It all tracks.” 
 
    “How does any of this track?” 
 
    “This explains why all the Supremacy’s wonder drugs are so expensive, why they hoard them for themselves. They need those drugs to stay alive. If anything, it makes their dickishness look better.” 
 
    “It’s too neat for me,” Zack said. “Too easy. If Relic does have a cure, maybe he stole it from President Mullen.” 
 
    Hayden almost laughed. “Seriously?” 
 
    “Maybe Relic’s holding the cure for ransom, and that’s why they’re after him. To get it back.” 
 
     “Mullen’s the biggest asshole of them all. That man stepped on a whole lot of people to get where he is, and some of those people never got up.” 
 
    Zack wrinkled his nose. “You think Relic is a better choice?” 
 
    “I think he’s too damn confident to lie about this. It explains why he’s circling the belts in exile, on this ship. It explains why the Supremacy wanted my son and by extension, my wife. It explains everything.” 
 
    Zack sighed and sat back. “You only have Relic’s word on that.” 
 
    “No, I have Dani’s too. She sent that message. She left because the Supremacy came after our son, and that’s the reason I lost my family for thirteen years.” 
 
    Zack just stared at the ceiling. 
 
    “I’m done thinking about this,” Hayden said. “Every minute I spend in here is another minute Relic could toss Dani in a shuttle and send her somewhere else. I won’t let that happen.” 
 
    “Hayden—” 
 
    He strode to the closed door. “I’m finding my wife.” 
 
    Zack rolled off his bed and stood. “How, man? They locked us in!” 
 
    Hayden pushed up beside the door. “They do have to feed us.” He checked his wrist chronometer. “Dinner’s coming soon.” 
 
    Zack eyed the door. “That’s a terrible idea.” 
 
    “C’mon.” Hayden motioned Zack over. “It’ll be fun.” 
 
    Dinner came an hour later. It was carried by a single man who looked very similar to the two who had escorted him to the room. Hayden slipped behind the man and wrapped an arm around his neck. 
 
    Before he could struggle, Zack ran over and jump kicked the breath out of him. The man flailed before going limp in Hayden’s arms. 
 
    Hayden set their victim down — still breathing — and glanced at the open door. “Jailbreak time.” 
 
    “What if there’s more out there?” Zack asked. 
 
    “Then you can kick them in the gut too.” Hayden pushed past Zack and heard Zack follow him. They hurried down a long, curved hall carved from solid rock. Ancient dome lights lit the way. 
 
    “He might have cameras,” Zack whispered. 
 
    “Haven’t seen any.” 
 
    “We escaped too easily.” 
 
    “Maybe Relic doesn’t have anywhere to keep prisoners. Maybe he’s just doing the best he can on an old ship five times too big for him, filled with more tunnels and rooms than he can count. Maybe he’s senile.” 
 
    “You willing to bet our freedom on that?” 
 
    Hayden glanced up at a passing dome light. “I just did.” 
 
    They found the end of the tunnel and a hole leading out. It led out onto the same raised platform Hayden remembered walking with Relic, as they looked over the settlement, but the skydome was much darker now. The overhead projection had dimmed to simulate night. 
 
    It was a strange night, darker than any night on Ceto, and filled with more stars than he had ever imagined. The constellations he knew were missing, and Hayden wondered then if this was what the skies looked like over old Earth. Just the thought of that was daunting. 
 
    Hayden put all that from his mind and focused. He wasn’t here for a history lesson. He was here to rescue his wife and son. 
 
    The two of them crept onto the darkened cliff. They navigated the cliff in silence under the strange, too black sky filled with too many stars. There was another entrance on the far side. 
 
    It was empty, and another metal tunnel snaked off into the darkness, leading to some other part of the ship. This tunnel must lead back to the room where he opened his eyes and met his son. A good place to start. 
 
    Hayden gestured for Zack to watch his back and crept into the tunnel. Then he heard big boots ahead, trying to move quietly and failing. He backed up as silently as he could and pressed against the doorframe. 
 
    Zack set himself on the door’s other side. A man the size of a small ATV strode from the tunnel, towering above Hayden by a good half-meter. He wore battered yellow body armor and carried a rifle the size of Hayden’s leg. 
 
    This man was not one of Relic’s guards. Relic’s guards did not carry guns that large, and they sure as hell didn’t wear aftermarket body armor. Hayden lunged at the man from behind and tried to snake an arm around his neck. He couldn’t reach it. 
 
    The man turned, grunted, and swatted Hayden with a hammy fist. Hayden stumbled away. The man grinned as he sighted his massive rifle. 
 
    Zack kicked the rifle so hard it flew from the man’s hands. Then Zack tossed two quick punches into the tiny spaces between the man’s armor and armpits, causing him to howl in pain. As Hayden regained his balance, the big man lunged at Zack, but Zack just slipped under his clumsy grab and darted away. Then Zack spun and launched a flying kick into his chest. 
 
    That kick dented the man’s armor, and the force sent him stumbling back. Zack landed and charged in a rapid, controlled flurry of open-palmed blows. The man took the hits and swung at air as Zack ducked or sidestepped each punch, but this idiot had armor everywhere. Zack was really just pissing him off. 
 
    Hayden cast about for anything to turn the tide against this giant. He found a rusting irrigation pipe in the corner, heavy when he lifted it. He dashed at the big man’s back and swung the weapon around. “Hey!” 
 
    The big man turned in time to take the end of a metal pipe to his wide, squat nose. He fell as bone cracked and blood spurted, but he still breathed when he landed, unconscious, on the dark cliff. One big happy accident. 
 
    Zack jumped on the man’s body and took his head in a firm grip. He grimaced, braced, and snapped. The man’s head lolled. 
 
    “Jesus!” Hayden huffed over and dropped his pipe. 
 
    “Not my name,” Zack reminded him. 
 
    “I was going to interrogate him!” 
 
    Zack stepped off the body. “He was massive. We couldn’t risk him getting up or shouting.” 
 
     “He’s not Relic’s.” Hayden kept his frustration to a low whisper as pieces fell into place, as he realized what must be happening now. “Shit.” 
 
    Zack’s eyes darted past Hayden to the tunnel. “Hayden—” 
 
    “The Supremacy is here. They tracked us!” 
 
    “We can’t assume—” 
 
    A cacophony of angry shouts sounded from the hall by their room. Boots sounded as six of Relic’s guards stumbled out onto the cliff. They spotted Zack and Hayden, then charged in a mob of grunting arms and legs. 
 
    “Hold them off!” Hayden ran for the other tunnel. “Please!” 
 
    Zack was still cursing in Chinese when Hayden dashed up the metal tunnel that had spit out the very big, and now very dead, mercenary. It forked neatly, with rock to the left and metal and plastic to the right. Hayden chose right, chose metal and plastic, because that implied human construction and that implied a lab. It implied Dani. 
 
    He found another fork ahead. A darkened path led forward and a well-lit one led right. When he rounded the corner, a chunk of wall exploded. 
 
    Hayden backpedaled as the gunshot echoed through the hall. He had a glimpse of a shadow standing far down the right hallway. Hayden’s blind charge had caught the shooter with his rifle down, but the man had almost hit him anyway. Probably another bounty hunter. 
 
    Hayden heard the distinctive metal clicks of a bolt being lifted, pulled, and locked. The shooter carried a bolt-action rifle, Patriot style, which was odd, because the Supremacy should have smart rifles aplenty. A low murmur from down the hall assured him the shooter was on comms, but a rifle that old wouldn’t be networked or fire smart bullets. 
 
    Hayden waited for anything — the sound of footsteps, another shot, a taunt or a curse — but there was nothing. He imagined the man kneeling and staring through his sights. That was what Hayden would do, tasked with overwatch on a single approach. 
 
    He placed his fingertips on the floor and crouched like a sprinter. There was another hallway, the dark one, and it was straight ahead. He launched himself across the junction. 
 
    A rifle shot grazed his shoulder blade, but it wasn’t enough to take him off his feet. He cleared the shooting range and grinned to himself as his back stung. He would not have missed. 
 
    He sprinted down the darkened hallway. His only play was to find an alternate hallway, another way around, so he could bypass the shooter and find Dani. He passed a door on the left, locked tight, and found another at the end, locked too. Boots echoed as the man hurried closer. 
 
    Hayden knew then he had run down a dead end. The other man had to know that, otherwise, he would not have abandoned his position. The hallway terminated in a flat wall with a single metal door. Hayden pounded its ancient door pad until it whooshed open, then darted inside. 
 
    Inside was a small, square room with no interior lights, so he left the door open and looked for anything that could help. This appeared to be a janitor’s closet. Tiered plastic shelves sat on each side of the door, cluttered with bottles and rags. 
 
    Hayden grabbed the bottles and scanned labels until he recognized one, then another. He grabbed a pair of work goggles, strapped them on, and wrapped his mouth and nose with a rag. He tied it tight behind his head, took one deep, smelly breath, and popped the caps off both bottles. 
 
    Even through the musty rag, that filled the room with a miasma of soapy stench. Without the goggles, his eyes would sting, and he hadn’t even mixed the chemicals yet. This was not going to be fun, but neither was a bullet. 
 
    Cautious footsteps sounded from the hall beyond one remaining corner. There were no shouted taunts, no threats or boasts, just quiet, patient death. This man, whoever he was, had killed before. 
 
    Hayden shook both bottles, emptying competing gouts of thick fluid across the floor. They hissed, mixing in a toxic cloud of billowing fumes that rushed into the hall. Engine degreaser and contaminant remover did not play well together, as he'd learned when a couple of intrepid Patriots used this same trick inside a Supremacy garrison. Twenty-two people died. 
 
    Coughing and cursing rose from around the corner as the toxic mist rushed out and away, thick and sticky and impossible to see through. Hayden hugged the wall and crept forward. One shot echoed through the hallway, but nothing hit him. He found his hunter blind and gasping. 
 
    Hayden punched the man so hard he damn near broke his fist. His hunter went down, and Hayden only then noticed he was slim with brown hair, young enough to be a Vindicator draftee. The man was only a few years older than Jason. 
 
    He jammed a knee into the man’s neck and pushed, ending his suffering with a quiet crunch. He grabbed the dead man’s rifle and rushed from the mist, blinking behind his goggles as he forced himself not to think about that young man’s parents, or siblings, or pets. 
 
    He hadn’t quite cleared the mist when his burning lungs forced him to breathe. Even through the rag, one breath left him coughing and retching, but he kept running. His lungs shriveled. 
 
    Once clear of the mist, Hayden ripped off the rag and goggles and dashed down the hall the man had guarded. It was dark and narrow, and a running target at its end would be smaller than a battery. Perhaps he would have missed, after all. 
 
    Doors flew by on each side, but the dust beneath their frames looked undisturbed. He hit another junction. To the right was Kaliden Toth, a thick Indian woman with a riot shield, and his wife. 
 
    Danielle Cross. 
 
    Dani wore only a thick blue robe, and when their eyes met, hers widened a good bit. Toth yanked a pistol from his holster. Hayden ducked behind the wall just in time to avoid a round between the eyes. 
 
    “Kill him, please,” Toth said. He sounded more annoyed than worried. He must be talking to the big Indian woman. 
 
    Hayden risked another peek around the corner to find Toth’s mercenary companion walking toward him with her riot shield raised and her rifle tip pushed past it. A barrage of tiny missiles pelted the corner as he jerked back. Those flechettes were as good as smart bullets, and if she got a target lock on him, he’d have a dozen of those flechettes in his ribs before he could scream. 
 
    Hayden’s back ached where he’d been grazed by the young man’s bullet. The adrenaline that filled him as he sprinted his way here was fading, dissolving into exhaustion, and his stolen rifle felt heavy. He couldn’t get off a shot without getting riddled with homing flechettes, and even if he did take the shot, there was always the chance he could hit Dani. 
 
    Yet Kaliden Toth was taking her away from him. He couldn’t let that happen, so he would charge into gunfire and die saving his wife. He would kill that woman, and he would kill Toth, and he would kill everyone who threatened Dani so she and his son could live. 
 
    Shouts and a scuffle echoed down the hallway. A body thudded and a weapon clattered to the floor. Kaliden Toth said a very bad word. 
 
    Hayden rolled around the corner and charged. The Indian woman was down, a throwing knife buried in the back of her head. Dani was gone as well, and Toth faced a hallway perpendicular to this one, aiming down it at someone. Dani? He fired twice. 
 
    Hayden dropped to one knee and drew a bead on Toth, but the Indian woman grabbed his leg and pulled him off balance. Hayden shot her in the face. He worked the bolt, ejected the spent cartridge, and brought it up. 
 
    Toth was already gone. Down the same hall? Hayden slung the rifle over his shoulder and grabbed the dead woman’s riot shield. 
 
    His wounded shoulder screamed with the weight, but now that Dani was apparently free, Hayden was no longer okay with getting shot. He needed Dani to explain a few things first. As he lumbered down the hallway, the capacity for reason returned to his adrenaline-addled brain. 
 
    Dani had somehow broken away from Toth and nailed Toth’s bodyguard with a goddamn throwing knife, but then she had fled. Why not finish off Toth and come for Hayden? Why run? 
 
    Hayden gasped and jogged on. Dani hadn’t run to him because he didn’t need saving. Jason needed saving. 
 
    Toth’s bounty hunters had their son. 
 
    He rounded the corner, shield in hand. Toth emptied six shots into it, but while the impact knocked Hayden back on his heels, nothing went through. Hayden pushed his rifle past the shield as Toth dashed away. 
 
    There was a wide door at the end of the hall, leading into fake night beneath they skydome. Hayden fired from the hip as Toth reached it, and blood blossomed from the back of Toth’s thigh. Toth dived out of sight. 
 
    Hayden rushed after him. Out there, under the skydome, their son was being abducted. He dashed out and spun the direction Toth had dived. 
 
    Another round slammed into Hayden’s riot shield at an odd angle, knocking it out of his hands. That didn’t stop him from sweeping his rifle around and shooting Toth’s body center mass. The bullet impacted with a dull clang — of course Toth would be wearing flexsteel — and Toth fell back into thick bushes, in thick forest, vanishing from sight. 
 
    Hayden worked the bolt of his rifle to load a new round, but even as he did that, he heard the snap of a pistol magazine going into a pistol. Toth was in the bushes, where Hayden couldn’t see him. Toth was reloading. 
 
    Hayden dived behind a nearby hillock just before a round blasted dirt across his head. The riot shield was still there, on the other side of the hillock, where he couldn’t reach it without Toth shooting him in the face. 
 
    “Give it up, son!” Toth shouted. “She’s already dead!” 
 
    Hayden wriggled forward and flipped onto his back. “Not if I kill you!” 
 
    “You don’t seem to understand! Your wife was quick, I’ll give her that, but I tagged her twice! She’s bleeding out!” 
 
    Toth was baiting him, trying to get him to pop his head up. Hayden wriggled forward on his side, staying behind the small hillock.  
 
    He had Toth wounded, slowed to a crawl, but how could he finish this quickly? He couldn’t find Toth in the dark, in those bushes. The border of the fake sky dome was to his right, the shallow hillock to his left. 
 
    Even without smart bullets, Hayden had no doubt Toth would shoot him dead the moment he broke cover. Where were Relic’s guards? Why hadn’t anyone responded to all this shooting? 
 
    “It won’t take her long to die!” Toth shouted. “She’s probably passed out by now, and I do hope she goes peacefully!” 
 
    Hayden clutched his still warm rifle. Dani could be dying out in the dark even now, before he had the chance to hold her again. He had to stop this. 
 
    “Hayden Cross.” Relic’s voice echoed through the massive chamber. “Take the shot.” The sky beside him burst into blinding light. 
 
    Hayden sat up and sighted, an all too impossible glare glowing at his back. A single spotlight revealed Toth, squinting uselessly at things he couldn't see. Hayden took the shot. 
 
    Blood blossomed and Toth dropped. Hayden was over the hillock and at Toth’s side before he knew it, grabbing the man and shaking him. There was blood everywhere, but he needed answers. 
 
    “Where’d Dani go?” he shouted. “Where’s my wife?” 
 
    Toth smiled up at him, blood pumping from the round hole in his neck. He coughed something that might have been a compliment. His eyes rolled back in his head, and then he stopped breathing. 
 
    Hayden dropped the body and shielded his eyes as he looked for any shadow, any clue. “Relic!” He knew the man was watching, or listening, or something. “Where’s Dani?” 
 
    The dome returned to starry night. Another beam of light dropped from above, landing somewhere in the woods. Hayden ran for the light. 
 
    He found Dani in a pile of leaves. Blood was on the leaves, in the dirt, on her hands and on the robe. There shouldn’t be this much blood on her. Hayden pulled her into his arms. 
 
    Dani tensed up before her pale blue eyes blinked and focused. She stared at him as if seeing him for the first time. The way she smiled was beautiful ... until she started coughing blood. 
 
    “Stay with me, honey.” Hayden remembered his triage courses. The wound through her thigh had probably hit her aorta, bumping blood across the ground, and it was spewing worse than her chest wound. That one might have collapsed her lung. 
 
    He had no quick gauze, no coagulants or painkillers, but he had his shirt. He ripped it into strips as Dani watched him, still smiling. How could she smile through all that blood? 
 
    He wrapped the first strip around her thigh, restricting the blood flow as best he could. The bullet to her chest had gone clean through, leaking from both ends, so he wrapped her torso with the rest of his shirt. 
 
    He had to move her. He had to save her. Hayden clutched her close and stood, trembling with her weight. He kept her legs higher than her chest. 
 
    “Hayden.” She coughed again. 
 
    “I’m here.” He glanced desperately around the woods. “I’ve got you.” 
 
    Relic’s booming voice dropped from the sky. “She’s dying, Hayden.” 
 
    “No shit!” Hayden shouted. “Help me save her!” 
 
    “Follow the light.” The beam slid over grass and rock. 
 
    Hayden stumbled after the beam of light, holding his dying, convulsing wife as steady as he could. His arms burned as his legs pumped. Dani was dying — there was no denying that now — and that meant his nightmares were finally coming true. 
 
    “Just keep breathing, honey.” Tears flew as Hayden stumbled with her. “Keep your eyes open.” 
 
    Their son dashed into view from the distant village, running at an absurdly fast pace. Jason was bleeding from his nose and had a nasty black eye, but he seemed otherwise fine. He shouted something in a language Hayden did not know. Chinese? 
 
    The light stopped between them. Jason froze as Hayden did. Their son stared with wide eyes, babbling in a language Hayden couldn’t understand. 
 
    “Speak English!” Hayden shouted. 
 
    Jason shook off his confusion. “There were hunters. I killed four.” His eyes stared at Dani. “Why is there blood?” 
 
    “Your mother’s been shot, and Relic thinks you might know a way to help her. Do you?” 
 
    “The sickness chamber!” Jason ran forward. “Give her to me!” 
 
    Hayden handed Dani over without thinking, and Jason took off as if she weighed nothing at all. Freaky Advanced super-strength. Hayden sprinted after him as best he could, but he couldn’t keep up. He tried anyway. 
 
    They passed four Advanced soldiers of varying ages and sizes, all clad in gray Supremacy body armor. One man’s head was backward. Two others had smoking holes in their chests. The last was bent over backward, snapped in half the wrong way. 
 
    Jason leapt over the bodies without glancing down, his mother steady in his slim arms. He had taken apart four trained soldiers on his own, Advanced soldiers who were older and bigger and better trained. Dani had taken down soldiers too, so had she trained him? 
 
    Hayden’s legs felt like jelly filled with spikes, but he stumbled on. He would die before he would stop running. He would die before Dani did. 
 
    At last they reached a small building just off the dome. It hissed open when they approached. Inside was a single Supremacy healing pod. Dani shook violently, coughing blood, as Jason carried her inside. 
 
    Hayden stumbled in just in time to find Jason settling Dani inside a padded healing pod. Its domed top hissed shut, sealing his wife inside as automated injections eased her pain and her trembling. The autodoc would make her comfortable. It would seal her away from him, in a place where he could never help her, or hold her, or tell her he loved her again. 
 
    Gears whirred and fluid pumped. Medications were being administered. Hayden fell to his knees and thumped his palms against the pod, staring at the bloody trails left by his fingers. Her blood, not his. 
 
     “Father,” Jason whispered. 
 
    Hayden put his back to the cold metal that separated him from his dying wife and trembled. He had led the Supremacy here, led them to Dani, just like the nightmares he took balancers to stop. Her brutal death was entirely his fault.  
 
    Jason knelt before him. His son wasn’t crying, and how wasn’t he crying? No ... Jason’s eyes were wet, but he still looked focused. He focused better than his old man. 
 
    Jason Cross had killed four well-trained Advanced commandos, remembered this medical pod, and carried Dani to it as Hayden struggled to keep up. He was a good kid. He was a fighter, like his mother. 
 
    “I loved her.” Hayden stared at the son he’d never known, a stranger he loved more than his own life. “Why couldn’t any of you see that?” 
 
    Jason placed a hand on his shoulder. “We may not have seen it.” His son squeezed. “But I think Mother did.”
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    18: Heaven 
 
    A SHORT TIME AFTER his wife died alone in a cold metal pod, two of Relic’s guards marched Hayden into another tunnel leading out of the skydome. Dani’s blood still covered his hands, his face, his chest. He felt it. 
 
    His search was ended, his hunters dead, and nothing he tried had been good enough. Death had come for his wife as it always did, and Hayden had been unable to stop it. He had failed himself, his wife, and his son. He wanted to die, really, but then Jason would be down both parents. 
 
    They reached a sealed metal door. It hissed open and looked quite empty. It seemed only cult members lived out in the dome. 
 
    A guard nudged him forward with the butt of an ancient rifle. Hayden walked through the door, and then it hissed shut behind him. He was alone. He would always be alone. 
 
    “Hello, Hayden.” Relic’s calm voice filled the metal tunnel. “You saved me a great deal of grief by stopping that assault. Thank you.” 
 
    Hayden waited for Relic to tell him when he could take a shuttle out of this hell. Even with Dani gone, he still had a reason to live. His son. When had that happened? When had everything changed? 
 
    Dani had asked him to protect and raise their son, and he would do that no matter how much he hurt. Jason needed a father, and Hayden would be that father. Even if he sucked at it. 
 
    Hayden looked up at the speaker. “So what happens now? I take Jason and go?” He remembered his wife convulsing in his arms, smiling before she died. “That’s what Dani asked you, isn’t it?” 
 
    “It is, and I will honor Lily’s last request. But before you leave, I need you to understand why I have done what I have done. Come.” 
 
    A red line appeared in the center of the floor. After a moment, Hayden followed the line because it seemed the only way to get back to his son. It would lead him through these tunnels, and possibly to Relic. 
 
    “Don’t you have security on this ship?” Hayden asked. “What the fuck were your guards doing?” 
 
    “Dying,” Relic said, “after an unexpected program bypassed my internal security. It was quite complex. By the time I noticed it, you and Toth were already shooting. My clones are no match for Supremacy commandos.” 
 
    Hayden remembered how alike all Relic’s guards looked. “Cloning’s illegal.” 
 
    “Many necessary things are. I needed a work force to complete my task here, and clones are efficient and dependable.” 
 
    “So who’d you clone? More people you abducted and inducted? People like my wife?” The red line led him right at a fork. 
 
    “My staffers, mostly. Volunteers who joined me when I entered exile fifty years ago. Unfortunately, imprints degrade with time and successive generations. Cloning is not a long-term solution to save the Advanced.” 
 
    Hayden now walked a hallway that extended forever. The lack of turns and the fact that he couldn’t see the end suggested this hall ran along the spine of the homeship. This thousand-year-old vessel was in great shape. 
 
    “So Mullen exiled you from the Supremacy?” Hayden asked. “Why? You fuck his wife?” 
 
    “We disagreed on our plans to deal with the natural-born populating Ceto and Phorcys. I wanted to partner with you and share resources. Mullen wanted to conquer and enslave you.” 
 
    It was the old Wardens versus Civilizers debate, all over again. Lerisa had told him all about those factions, as well as the fact that her father was on the Warden side. Hayden had met Senator Thomas Wake once, when he got tasked as the security liaison for a speech in Star’s Landing. Senator Wake seemed like a pretty nice guy. 
 
    “You convinced my son,” Hayden said. “You even convinced my wife, and she’s dead because she believed in you.” He glared up at the ceiling. “How many others have died because they bought into your bullshit?” 
 
    Relic didn’t respond. The bright red line led Hayden around three more turns at identical looking tri-forked hallways and stopped at a large gray door, one that looked older than the rest. Hayden could not imagine what it must have been like to live an entire life on a homeship. To be born here, raise your family here, and die under the fake blue of the skydomes. 
 
    How had those first generations of settlers coped? What kind of person started a journey to a new planet, knowing they would be lucky if their distant descendants reached it? Even worse, how had those descendants felt when they reached Ceto and Phorcys and found them habitable? 
 
    This homeship was all they knew. Even with a brand new habitable planet below, would they want to leave comfort, and safety, and the place where they’d spent their entire lives? That was a more philosophical question than he could deal with now. The steel door rumbled open. 
 
    Hayden ducked under the door and rose in a circular room made of curved metal panels. He recognized it. An old-fashioned server room. 
 
    Fans blew a constant stream of frigid air, circulating through clustered banks of boxy blinking server terminals. Those were stacked eight tall and eight deep, in three parallel racks that filled the room. A light ignited on the far side of the room, highlighting another, smaller door. 
 
    This was the nerve center of the dome. It was here that all of its internal functions were regulated: lights, life support, and engines. Someone who got in here could disable this entire portion of the ship. The homeship probably had several domes like this one, and multiple server rooms in case one failed, but destroying the servers in this room would still cripple the ship. 
 
    Hayden moved through the servers, careful not to trip over a cable and rip out someone’s life support, and reached the door. That, too, hissed open. Inside was a plain white room that reminded him of something he had seen not long ago. Something lost to memory suppressant. 
 
    He walked inside. The floors of the room were white plastic, lit from below, as were the walls and ceiling. He expected the wall at the end to slide down and reveal a window of reflective glass. Why would he think that? 
 
    A door opened in the seamless wall. Relic stepped out, alone. Before Hayden could walk over and punch him in the face, Relic vanished again. 
 
    In Relic’s place was a lush forest filled with thick wet trunks dripping with morning dew. The trees were all trees he did not recognize — nothing native to Phorcys or Ceto — and Hayden saw wide blue sky above. The room smelled strange. 
 
    “What is this?” Hayden asked. 
 
    Relic’s disembodied voice answered from the trees. “It is a projection chamber. Officers used them often in the first days of the expeditions, those that still remembered old Earth.” 
 
    Hayden stared at the trees around him, at the carpet of strange organic shapes on the dirt. Leaves? Yes, but they were tiny. This was old Earth and these were old Earth trees, an old Earth sky. This was the place his ancestors had lived and died over a thousand years ago. 
 
    He tried to brush the trunk of a large brown tree, expecting roughness, but his hand went right through it. There was no physicality here, just formations of controlled light. This wasn’t like a virtucation. 
 
    “How much do you know about the arrival of the Supremacy?” Relic asked. 
 
    “No one told me there would be a test.” Hayden set off through the trees to punch an old man in the face. 
 
    “Humor me,” Relic said. 
 
    “I know you had technology we didn’t have, and I know we let you take over our government without firing a shot.” 
 
    “Yet you volunteered to serve us after we took over. Why?” 
 
    “I signed up to keep good people safe and put bad people away.” Hayden fought a sense of awe at seeing old Earth and resisted the urge to walk through the trees. “You were the best way to do that, or I thought you were.” 
 
    “So you serve out of a sense of duty.” 
 
    “Why do you care?” 
 
    “I want to understand the man I’m taking into my confidence. I want to be able to trust you.” 
 
    “And I want my wife back. Guess we’re both screwed.” 
 
    “When do you believe we first arrived in this system, Hayden? The Advanced? Our homeships?” 
 
    “I really don’t care.” 
 
    “Do you still believe it was fifty years ago?” 
 
    Hayden gazed up the trunk of a large brown tree. “You lied about that too?” 
 
    “We arrived in this system long before you. We may have left five hundred years later, but the propulsion on our homeships was far superior to yours. We were here when you entered the system, and we shadowed you from then on.” 
 
    “Why wait for us?” 
 
    “We took our orders from old Earth. The first wave of settlers had first claim on the worlds. We could only stake our own claim after you were established.” 
 
    Hayden walked between a pair of trunks covered in some sort of strange brown vine. It wrapped around their trunks as if trying to choke them. Old Earth’s trees were far more impressive and colorful than those on Ceto, and even those on Phorcys. Or maybe it was just their alien charm. 
 
    “So you gave us first landing rights,” Hayden said. “Thanks for following your orders?”  
 
    “I need you to understand the schism you now confront,” Relic said. “Peter Mullen did not agree with those who urged us to wait. He protested strongly when we refused to settle, and he grew more frustrated each year we delayed. That is the origin of the Warden and Civilizer debate.” 
 
    That actually sounded believable. “How old was Mullen then? Ten?” 
 
    “Four hundred and counting.” 
 
    Hayden couldn’t help but whistle. “Don’t you ever get bored?” How old was Lerisa, really? 
 
    “Long life makes interplanetary travel possible,” Relic said. “As one of the most powerful men on our homeships, Mullen has unlimited access to anti-aging drugs and beautification. Even as one of our most prominent senators, I lacked the access given to him.” 
 
    “So how old are you?” 
 
    “Three hundred forty-six.” 
 
    Hayden believed him. Advanced medicine — Earth medicine, if he was being accurate, just hundreds of years later — was incredible. How many generations had lived in the Advanced homeships with that kind of technology? Eight? Five?” 
 
    “Why are you telling me all this?” Hayden asked. 
 
    “So you’ll believe the rest.” 
 
    “And what’s that?” 
 
    “I think you’d prefer to hear that from your wife.” 
 
    Hayden stopped walking. “Fuck you, old man.” 
 
    “She’s not dead. Lily’s ready to speak with you right now.” 
 
    “I saw how much blood she lost.” He dared not believe it because he couldn’t survive being disappointed again. “No one survives that.” 
 
    “Her organs have undergone catastrophic failure, true, but her brain lives still, and will for several more hours. I ordered the healing pod to place her in a medical coma. I promised you would have a chance to speak.” 
 
    Hayden thumped onto fake dirt. “Just tell me what you want from me.” Why did this man continue to torture him? 
 
    “I want to keep my word and let you speak to your wife. All I ask in exchange is that you consider helping me, after you talk to her.” 
 
    “I’m not one of your cloned cultists.” 
 
    “This ship is special. It has the most advanced internal simulations anywhere in the system. More advanced, even, than your own virtucations.” 
 
    Hayden stood. Trees melted before him, revealing a straight line of white plastic leading to a door. His legs walked him toward it. 
 
    “Your wife waits inside,” Relic said. “One caution. While the ship’s mental simulation systems are compatible with your primitive PBA, the fidelity of this simulation is beyond anything you have ever experienced.” 
 
    Once inside the small room, Hayden frowned at the empty and very white room. Its only feature was a chair. “Where’s the I/O jack?” 
 
    “There is no jack,” Relic said. “Your interface will be entirely wireless. This will feel absolutely real, and you must remind yourself it is not. You may visit, but you may never stay. Now sit down in that chair and relax.” 
 
    Hayden sat. He didn’t relax, because he couldn’t relax, but he stared at the white wall. There was no way he could see Dani again. 
 
    His whole world faded white. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    HAYDEN STOOD IN A FIELD of knee high grass. A blue sky yawned overhead, crossed by wispy clouds. Alien flowers rose from the grass, bobbing in a gentle breeze. He stood naked, and for some reason he didn’t mind. 
 
    This was incredible, a stable dream environment created inside his mind through his Personal Brain Assistant: the tiny computer inside his head. Hayden could smell grass on the air, dig his toes into cool earth, feel wind on his bare skin. This made the virtucations on Ceto feel like a bad movie. It was nice here. He did not want to leave. 
 
    “It’s beautiful.” Dani wrapped her arms around him from behind. “I made this for us.” 
 
    Hayden spun and grabbed her arms. Dani was here, with him, in paradise. She was naked as well, dark hair trailing in the gentle wind, but her nakedness seemed right in this place. This was their paradise. 
 
    Hayden’s heart hammered as he pulled her into his shaking arms. He wept as he remembered her dying against him, bleeding in that pod, splattered inside their dome. He hugged her, and she hugged him, and everything that was broken inside him melted away. He felt sane again. 
 
    “It’s really you, isn’t it?” Hayden whispered. “Please tell me it’s you.” 
 
    “It’s me.” Dani kissed his chest. “I love you. I’m sorry Relic wouldn’t let us see each other. I’m sorry because I asked him to say that.” 
 
    Hayden leg’s trembled as he realized how ashamed she must be of his actions. “Because of what I did to Paran?” 
 
    “Oh God, Hayden, no.” She hugged him tight. “I asked Relic to lie because I was afraid, if you asked me to leave with you ... I’d say yes.” 
 
    Hayden breathed in Dani’s smell, flowers and grass, and savored her warm body against his. He did that for a good long while. Finally, he pulled back enough to look at her face. “How are we here?” 
 
    “Our PBAs are connected through the ship’s internal world matrix. Physically, I’m in my pod and you’re in a chair, but mentally, we’re as close as we are now. Everything we do in here feels real.” 
 
    It certainly did. “You made all this?” 
 
    “I made this field, this sky. I hoped you’d like it.” She slid her hands up and down his back. She smiled the infectious smile that made his heart sing. 
 
    Hayden knew, now, that this was where they belonged. He had never believed in Heaven or Hell, in abstract concepts designed to keep people in line. Yet if there was a Heaven waiting for them, it was probably like this. 
 
    “I didn’t abandon you,” Hayden said. “I’d never do that. I never got your message. I just—” 
 
    “Relic blocked it,” Dani agreed. 
 
    “I’m sorry I killed Paran.” 
 
    “None of that matters. You came here when I needed you most. You came to find our son.” 
 
    He kissed her cheek, then her neck. She eased him down in the grass, and he rested his head on her thighs. She traced her fingers through his hair. 
 
    “Why didn’t you tell me the Supremacy was after you?” Hayden stared at the shifting grass. “I could have protected you.” 
 
    He was not angry about what Dani had kept from him, and he no longer felt betrayed. He simply wanted to know the things she had been unable to tell him before. He wanted to understand what his wife had endured. 
 
    “I thought Relic would tell you more about me.” Dani traced a finger around his ear, eliciting some very addictive tingles. “I guess, now, I get to tell you myself. It’s better this way.” 
 
    Hayden listened and breathed. 
 
    “I’m a clone,” Dani said. 
 
    He kissed her thigh. “So?” 
 
    “That’s it?” She pulled on his hair and he sat up, staring into her eyes. “It doesn’t make me any less real?” 
 
    “Nothing could do that. You’re my wife, and I love you.” 
 
    She leaned in and kissed him. Hayden kissed her back, savoring the softness of her lips and everything else. Finally, she put two fingers to his chin and eased them apart. “I’m still talking.” 
 
    “And what, you can’t do that with a tongue down your throat?” 
 
    She thumped his chest and laughed. “There were twenty of us.” She held him at arm’s length. “Relic made us, and not like those who serve him.” 
 
    “Twenty women like you?” Hayden had trouble imagining twenty copies of his wife. “All living on Ceto?” 
 
    “We were.” 
 
    “Weren’t you worried that the Supremacy would notice something was wrong?” 
 
    “We don’t all look alike, Hayden. We’re not copies. We’re more like sisters, variations on a dozen new theories that share similarities.” 
 
    “Okay.” This made as much sense as every other impossible thing. 
 
    “Relic made us in an attempt to fix the problem that has plagued the Advanced for over five hundred years, first occurring as we traveled through the stars. They can’t survive on Ceto or Phorcys without special medication.” 
 
    So Relic had been telling the truth. None of this was as hard for Hayden to believe as it would have been a day ago. Dani would not lie to him. 
 
    “Once they landed and started getting sick, they realized their mistake, but it was too late. All their children had the same health issues, and they lacked the genetic diversity necessary to survive on these planets. Imagine how desperate you’d be, knowing your children were doomed to die.” 
 
    Hayden could imagine, because he’d thought his own child was dead. “But why clone you? What was Relic trying to do?” 
 
    “He was trying to introduce genetic diversity back into the Advanced by making us biologically compatible with the richest source of diversity available. You. The natural-born.” 
 
    Hayden laughed. He couldn’t help laughing, because it was all just so ridiculous. “He made you to have a child with me?” 
 
    “With any natural-born, really.” Dani poked his chest. “You just happened to be the one I liked best.” 
 
    He knew Dani meant that. It was comforting. It was a strange revelation, but it didn’t change the way he felt about her. 
 
    “Relic gathered the DNA of many natural-born over the years,” Dani said, “then used it to alter my DNA and that of nineteen clones. It provided the widest selection of variations, the most chances for us to conceive a healthy Advanced. That was the most important part, you see.” 
 
    “What part?” 
 
    “Our babies had to be primarily Advanced, like them. All of the perks, none of the problems.” 
 
    “That sounds like something the Advanced would do.” Being half natural-born probably terrified them. “So why not just clone everyone? That would fix your health issues, wouldn’t it?” 
 
    “Because cloning doesn’t last.” Dani sighed. “Clones aren’t stable, especially after a few generations. Imprints degrade.” 
 
    “I don’t care how you were born. None of this matters now that we’re together.” He squeezed her arms. “Why leave?” 
 
    “You got me very pregnant.” She smirked. “Of the twenty sisters who traveled to Ceto, two died before they met anyone. The other seventeen met men and started lives, but none managed a pregnancy. We hoped for perhaps two to five valid lines. We got you and me.” 
 
    “Jesus.” Hayden buried his face in her hair and breathed in flowers. She didn’t smell like burnt flesh, like she had the past thirteen years, but that memory wouldn’t leave him. It couldn’t. His ardor cooled. 
 
    “I found your body.” How was that possible? “I pulled you out of our dome.” 
 
    “You pulled out Calla.” Dani rested a hand on his thigh, not teasing. Like she sensed his worry. 
 
    “Calla?” Hayden waited. 
 
    “My sister. Remember how I have nineteen of them?” 
 
    Hayden considered. “That’s why the DNA matched. A clone, even one with variation, could fool the sequencers, especially if they only got a partial read.”  
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “But ... the Supremacy can sequence just about anything. Didn’t they notice how different you and Calla were from other natural-born? Didn’t it raise red flags?” 
 
    “It did, but not from me. We don’t know who got tagged first, but it got Mullen’s dogs hunting. They captured a few of us before we realized what was going on, interrogated us, dissected us. They wanted to know how we were made. Aster escaped and got word out. We had to vanish or run.” 
 
    Hayden hugged Dani again. “I’m so sorry.” He wanted to find the doctors who had hurt Dani’s sisters and dissect them, too. 
 
    “I was going to tell you everything the day I had to flee, ask you to come with me, but they just closed in too fast.” 
 
    “I would have gone with you.” 
 
    “I know, but I couldn’t risk getting captured. I had Jason to think about, and I had to make absolutely sure everyone thought I was dead. Even you.” 
 
    Hayden imagined the same doctors who had dissected Dani’s sisters ripping Jason’s tiny body from her womb. It made him nauseous. “And Calla ... your sister ... she helped you escape?” 
 
    Dani sniffled. “She volunteered.” 
 
    Hayden knew now whose arm he’d tripped over when he rushed into their dome. Calla’s arm. Dani’s sister had given her life to save Dani’s, stood in their dome and waited to be blown up. 
 
    “I told Paran to contact you a few weeks after I was clear and safe,” Dani said. “I didn’t expect you to shoot him.” 
 
    Hayden was not proud of that. “I fell a long way after you died. I did a lot of things I’m not proud of.” 
 
    “I told you, I don’t blame you for any of that.” 
 
    “You should.” 
 
    “Well, I won’t. I made mistakes too. Once Relic and I were certain Jason was healthy, we knew we had succeeded. The tweaks he’d made to my genetic code were the template to the Advanced having healthy babies ... breeding with natural-born ... so I had to stay here, to keep us both safe.” 
 
    “From Mullen,” Hayden said. 
 
    “From Mullen,” Dani agreed. “He holds power because Relic is exiled and disgraced, mainly for advocating exactly what we’ve accomplished. Crossbreeding natural-born and Advanced. Fifty years ago, that idea repelled them, but they’ve tasted desperate. They’re ready for any cure.” 
 
    Hayden snorted. “How magnanimous of them.” 
 
    “If Relic returned with a way to allow the Advanced to bear healthy babies, and offered to exchange that cure for control of the Supremacy, the power brokers would crown him in a moment. Mullen would be deposed just like that. That’s why Mullen’s so desperate to destroy Relic.” 
 
    “Out with one asshole and in with another, I take it?” 
 
    Dani laughed again, something he had missed as much as he had missed her. “You always had such a keen grasp of politics, but no. Relic’s a Warden, like the others. With the Wardens in power, Ceto’s natural-born will be safe.” 
 
    “So they can use us as breeding stock.” 
 
    She poked his chest. “You didn’t seem to mind.” 
 
    This wasn’t a compromise he liked. “So Jason. He’s Advanced too?” 
 
    “Even better. Jason has Advanced DNA, as do I, but he has other alterations as well. Relic made them before he was born. He can hear things you or I cannot, smell things better than some animals.” 
 
    “Huh.” Hayden considered the four Supremacy soldiers Jason had singlehandedly dismantled. 
 
    “Jason’s faster than even an Advanced human. He’s also strong, even stronger than me. He heals faster than we do, without drugs, and puts down more meals than I can make.” 
 
    “Our son’s a goddamn superhero.” Hayden felt a rush of pride, but this still left one question. “Why would Relic let you leave him with me? Isn’t he worried some Civilizer will swoop in and abduct him?” 
 
    “Not any longer. Jason was the first success, but we’ve since altered the DNA of over thirty people, Warden couples loyal to Relic, using my template as a base. They’ve all had healthy babies just like Jason, just as healthy and strong. That’s what I’ve been doing here all these years.” 
 
    Hayden wrinkled his nose. This sounded suspiciously like one of Ceto’s illegal puppy mills, except with people. “You trust Relic?” 
 
    “Not entirely.” Dani sighed. “He does crave power, but he also truly believes in co-existence. I’ve had twelve years to make sure of that. He sees Advanced and natural-born as the same people at two different points on their evolutionary journey. He wants to unite us.” 
 
    “That sounds like a line from a missionary pamphlet.” 
 
    “Don’t think of it like that.” Dani narrowed her eyes. 
 
    “Sorry.” He squeezed her. “Was that disrespectful?” 
 
    “Very.” She rubbed up against him. “But you never could take anything seriously. That’s part of why I fell in love with you. That, and your perfect chin.” Dani stood, hair falling over her bare chest. “Get up.” 
 
    Hayden stared at her very nice breasts. “Why?” He stood. 
 
    “I want you. I’ve wanted you for thirteen years, you amazing man.” Dani’s soft hands slid down his sides, then lower. Her nakedness did not seem so pure anymore. 
 
    “Right here?” Hayden was having trouble standing up. 
 
    “Right now.” She kissed his chest, his neck, his ear. “The best part is, since this is just a simulation, we can fuck as many times as we want.” 
 
    Hayden grabbed his wife and pushed her down in the sun-cloaked fields, moving on top of her and into her with a loving lust he had almost forgotten. Dani gasped and laughed. Time went away. 
 
    They spent days in the fields, talking, laughing, and making love as often as the need took them. Simulations were wonderful like that. Hayden did not care about anyone but her. 
 
    After so many years of nightmares, anger, and grief, Hayden’s world made sense again. Days later, his wife rolled off him and shook with laughter. They stared at the clear blue sky, together. It was weird not to have Phorcys looking down upon them. It felt empty up there. 
 
    Hayden cradled Dani in the crook of his arm, her sweaty cheek resting on his chest. Her hair tickled. He did not ever want to move again. 
 
    “Get up,” Dani said. “We have to get dressed.” 
 
    Hayden didn’t see why that was necessary. “Why?” 
 
    “We’re having dinner soon. I don’t particularly care to traumatize our son.” 
 
    Hayden sat up and felt a blush on his cheeks. “Jason’s coming here?” A fresh lump rose in his throat. “Family dinner?” 
 
    Dani smiled that infectious smile. “Something like that.”
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    19: Contract 
 
    THEY FOUND CLOTHES in the field next to a lovely single-room cabin of wood and glass, with a real brick chimney and everything, like something out of an archive. Hayden found fresh meat in the freezer, and Dani took it out to grill as Jason arrived. He strode from the tall grass with stiff steps. 
 
    “Father.” Jason bowed, awkwardly. His son was in here with them. After thirteen years, they were a family again. 
 
    Hayden pulled Jason into a hug. “No bowing. Not to me.” He was actually holding his son in his arms. “We’re going to hug or shake hands.” 
 
    When he let Jason go, Jason just nodded. “As you say, Father.” His serious expression did not change. 
 
    Hayden held back a laugh because he didn’t want to make Jason any more uncomfortable. He knew Dani had done everything she could, but being raised with clones on a homeship wasn’t a normal childhood. He was going to make certain Jason’s life got better. 
 
    Dinner was more delicious than Hayden had imagined it could be, succulent meat on perfect bread with cold beer to wash it down. Hayden made sure his son joined him, of course. If Jason was old enough to kill four Supremacy soldiers to save his mother, he was old enough to have a beer with his old man. 
 
    After the dinner was over, Dani told Hayden she was going for a walk, with Jason, alone. That made sense. He settled on a grassy hill and stared at the stars, at the sky, at his life. It was perfect. 
 
    He sat and stared for some time. He could have stayed there forever. Eventually Dani returned and settled herself on the hill beside him. He pulled her close. He loved her. 
 
    “Thank you.” Hayden stroked Dani’s hair. 
 
    “For what?” 
 
    “This. Our lives. Everything.” 
 
    “This is ours, not yours or mine. You don’t have to thank me for anything. I wanted this too.” 
 
    He rested his chin on top of her head. “So, what’s tomorrow?” 
 
    “Mmm?” She barely moved. 
 
    “Tomorrow.” As much as Hayden wanted to stay here forever with Dani in his arms, he knew that wasn’t tenable. He would have to leave this simulation to eat and drink real food. 
 
    Also, he should probably make sure Zack was doing all right. He had forgotten all about Zack, even after he stayed behind to fight off all those clones. Hayden felt terrible about that. 
 
    “What do you mean?” Dani slipped away enough to look up. 
 
    “Do we leave here once at a time? Are we going to stay at this cabin, or build something else? What’s the plan?” 
 
    She stared at him. “This was the plan.” 
 
    “I get it. This place is amazing. But it’s just a simulation, isn’t it? What do we do once you get better? Are we going to live here on the ship?” 
 
    Dani’s eyes widened a good bit. “That’s not funny.” 
 
    “What’s not funny? I know you might not be able to leave here, but I don’t care. Anywhere you are is where I want to be.” 
 
    His wife wrapped her arms around her knees and looked to the darkened sky. “I never said we could stay here.” 
 
    Hayden blinked at her. “You did. You said—” 
 
    “I said I wanted you. I said I loved you, and I needed you to understand where I came from, who our son was, and why it is so important that you take care of him. I wanted us to be a family, even if it only lasted one night.” 
 
    Hayden felt the whole world pressing down on him again. “Who said anything about one night?” 
 
    Dani glanced his way. “You have to leave now.” 
 
    “No.” Hayden would never do that. 
 
    “Our son can’t grow up in a dream world.” 
 
    “This isn’t a dream!” Yet it was, wasn’t it? A simulation inside a homeship. They were together now, a family, just like he’d always wanted. 
 
    Dani pointed at the sky. “Do you really think Jason just went for a walk?” Her jaw tightened. “He’s gone back to the real world, and he needs you more than ever. You’re sitting in a chair in a plastic room, networked into a synthesized dream world, and I’m dying in a metal pod.” 
 
    Hayden reached for her, but she pulled away. She wasn’t supposed to pull away. They had earned this! 
 
    “I knew this was a bad idea.” Dani’s voice trembled as she stood and moved away from him. “I knew you wouldn’t be willing to leave.” 
 
    Hayden hopped up after her. “I came here to save you, and now you’re dying. Because of me!” 
 
    She spun and jammed a finger against his chest, hard enough to send him back a step. “Don’t you dare own that.” 
 
    “But I got you shot!” 
 
    “I got shot because I was careless, and I was dying long before Toth shot me. Remember what I told you about clones? How they degrade?” 
 
    Understanding hit him like a punch to the jaw. Relic had kept Dani hidden for over a decade. Why would he change his mind? Why, unless... 
 
    “You were already dying,” Hayden whispered. 
 
    “Yes.” Dani’s shoulders sagged, her finger falling away. 
 
    “How long did you have?” 
 
    “Six months. A year on the outside. I’ve already slowed down. I was dead whether that bounty hunter shot me or not, and that’s why Relic let me contact you. For Jason’s sake.” 
 
    This was impossible, unfair, and unacceptable. “There has to be some way to save you.” 
 
    “There is. You can protect our son. You can raise him and give him a real life, beyond this ship.” 
 
    “Not without you.” 
 
    “You weren’t a selfish man when we lived on Ceto. Don’t start now.” 
 
    “I can’t just leave you here to die!” 
 
    “Yes.” She placed her palm against his forehead. “You can.” 
 
    White flashed before his eyes. Hayden felt something moving inside his brain, fingers working inside his head. He could not explain it or quantify it. Was she doing something to his PBA? 
 
    Fortunately, it was not painful, and it did not take long to end. When it did, memories came flooding back.  Hayden remembered steel knuckles smashing him, terror and blinding pain. He remembered facing down a man in a black cloak in the middle of a simoon. He remembered flying by helo to a base in the desert: Shadow Complex. He remembered a white room, stone-faced soldiers, and Cassie Ryke, begging him to save her. 
 
    Dani sobbed when she pulled her palm away. She was trembling again, just like she had trembled as she choked on her own blood. Hayden dragged her into his arms and she was solid again, warm. She felt so real. 
 
    “I didn’t know,” Dani whispered. “The things they did to you down there. I’m so sorry. We detected the memory suppressant and knew we could fix it, but I never wanted—” 
 
    “It’s okay.” Hayden breathed. “I’m okay.” 
 
    He remembered everything now. Captain Varik had taken him to the most secret base in the Supremacy. He had abducted a girl whose only crime had been stopping her father from killing people. He had suppressed Hayden’s memories and sent him back to Star’s Landing, as bait. 
 
    Why did Xealot really want him? His line about being Paran’s son was bullshit — a man as secretive as Xealot would never reveal his own father to Tyler Ryke — so what other reason could he have? Why would Xealot lie to save Hayden’s life? 
 
    “I have to go back,” Hayden said. 
 
    Dani hugged him. “You mean that?” 
 
    “If Varik let me go, he’s been tracking everything I do. He probably sent Toth and his men to abduct Jason.” 
 
    “Yes.” Dani’s voice was muffled against his chest. 
 
    “Varik works for President Peter Mullen. Mullen won’t let Relic fix the Advanced until he can do it himself, and that means killing everyone else who knows about the cure.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “And it’s not just Jason who he’s after. It’s the others, isn’t it? The couples you saved. Their children.” 
 
    She shuddered. “He wants to study them, and he’ll do it in the worst way possible. He’ll dissect them, like he dissected Dahlia and Mara. He doesn’t care how much pain he causes or how many families he tears apart.” 
 
    “I won’t let that happen.” Hayden kissed her forehead. “How much longer do we have?” 
 
    Dani watched him though lidded eyes. “Not much. I’ve slowed time as much as I could, for us, but there are limits.” She took one shaky breath. “It’s not comfortable.” 
 
    He pulled her close, stroked her hair, and freed the tears gathered in his eyes. “Let go.” He couldn’t bear the thought of her suffering for him. “You’ve fought long enough.” 
 
    “But Mullen—” 
 
    “I’ll stop him. I’ll protect Jason and your people. I swear to you.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    “I wish I could stay.” 
 
    “God.” She pushed her head against his chest. “I wish you could stay, too. But I saw something in your memories, something you need to accept.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    She pushed him a bit away and looked up. “Lerisa.” 
 
    Hayden felt a hot blush. “I thought you were dead.” 
 
    “I will be, very soon.” 
 
    “So what? You’re telling me to move on?” 
 
    “That’s exactly what I’m telling you.” 
 
    He loved this woman so much. “What if I can’t?” 
 
    “You can, Hayden, because I need you to be happy. I can’t be at peace if you aren’t. Jason needs the man I married to protect him, the man I know will stop at nothing to stop Mullen and save our people.” 
 
    “I’m not as good as you think I am.” 
 
    “I know.” She sniffled and laughed. “But you love Lerisa, and you let me get in your way because you’re romantic. Please stop. Be with her.” 
 
    Hayden remembered what he’d said to Lerisa last time they spoke, how he'd betrayed a courageous woman who’d done nothing but help him. “She might not be on board with that.” 
 
    “Then find someone else. I love you, I really do, but you need to get over me.” 
 
    “Dani—”  
 
    “I’m leaving you. It’s happening right now.” Her body slipped from his like a summer breeze. “Live.” 
 
    Tears slid down his cheeks as Dani faded like morning mist in a warm sun. Only stalks and sky remained. His wife was dead now, really dead, and it didn’t hurt as much as he’d feared it would. 
 
    It didn’t hurt like it had for thirteen years. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    HAYDEN OPENED EYES he couldn’t remember closing. He sat now in a chair in a white plastic room. He felt rested and alert, more so than he could remember in quite some time. 
 
    His time with Dani had felt like days, but what had it been? Hours? Minutes? It didn’t matter. It felt like he’d been sleepwalking for years and just now opened his eyes. 
 
    His wife gave him a chance to say goodbye. 
 
    “Hayden?” Relic’s voice filled the room, coming from everywhere at once. “It’s time for us to talk.” 
 
    “Okay,” Hayden said. “Sure.” 
 
    The door opened to reveal Relic, in the flesh, and Hayden didn’t try to punch him in the face. Relic ushered him into a small room that looked to have been an officer’s mess at some time in the past. It held a total of sixteen comfortable stools, all padded, set around four large plastic tables. Each table had a holo-projector. 
 
    Relic sat at the closest table and motioned Hayden over. Hayden sat. The seat was more comfortable than a thousand-year-old stool had any right to be. It felt less real than Dani’s dream world. 
 
    “Did Lily tell you everything?” Relic’s looked less intimidating now. He seemed more fatherly, despite Hayden’s misgivings. 
 
    “She told me enough.” Hayden set both elbows on the table. “The Supremacy who attacked last night were after your couples? Their children?” 
 
    “I believe so.” Relic’s brow furrowed. “Further inspection has confirmed the virus that let them enter did not come from a remote source. It was uploaded here, inside the ship. It seems we have a spy on board.” 
 
    Hayden didn’t like the sound of that. Relic obviously had a number of people serving on this ship, Advanced and natural-born, and not everyone could be loyal clones. “Any idea who sold you out?” 
 
    “I can think of no one here who would want to harm Lily or Jason.” He paused. “But one did come with you.” 
 
    Hayden’s hands clenched on the table. “Don’t even think about it.” The last thing he needed was Relic scapegoating his friends. 
 
    “There is a chance—” 
 
    “Zack’s been with me the whole time,” Hayden said, making sure he put some steel in his voice. “You stuck us in a room together, and I was with Zack every moment until we busted out and the Supremacy was here. He had no chance to do or send anything, unless he did it while you were watching him. Were you?” 
 
    Relic sighed. “I accept your logic. But that only means I have a much bigger problem that I’d feared.” 
 
    Hayden remembered Dani, smiling, and decided he probably shouldn’t cuss out his father-in-law. “I hope you find your spy.” One other thing still bothered him. “By the way, about Dani. Why do you call her Lily?” 
 
    “I named them after flowers.” 
 
    “Flowers?” 
 
    “And the letters of the alphabet.” Relic counted on his fingers. “Aster, Bells, Calla, Dahlia, Eremurus.” He raised his other hand. “Freesia—” 
 
    “I get it.” Hayden waved him off, then did some counting himself. “Dani was number twelve?” 
 
    “My only true success.” 
 
    Maybe Relic was an asshole after all. “That’s a cold way to think about your children.” 
 
    “I suppose you’re right. I admit to being more of a scientist than a people person.” 
 
    Hayden could have said many choice things about that. Instead, because Dani had asked him to help Relic and save her people, he just frowned. First time for everything. 
 
    “Is there anything else you need to know before we continue?” Relic asked. “Is there anything Lily ... I apologize, Dani ... did not sufficiently explain?” 
 
    Something Hayden had been wondering bubbled up in his brain. “Where are your flowers now?” Dani had told him they all fled thirteen years ago, after the Supremacy started hunting, but had any other escaped? 
 
    “I believe some remained on Ceto after evading the local authorities, losing themselves in the population. Others are likely dead, captured or killed by the Supremacy.” 
 
    “Any others come back here?” 
 
    “It was not wise for the others to return. They might have led the Supremacy to Lily. We don’t keep in contact, you see. It’s safer.” 
 
    Safer for you, you mean, as the Supremacy hunts and dissects your children. Hayden wanted to punch the old man again, but to what end? If those other women were anything like Dani, they could protect themselves. 
 
    “Dani tells me you spent some time at Shadow Complex,” Relic said. 
 
    Hayden rapped his fingers on the table. “I got a tour. Afterward, Captain Varik injected me with memory suppressant. Somehow, Dani fixed it.” 
 
    “I authorized a chemical cleansing, at her request. The proper combination of agents and upgraded PBA algorithms can, in time, restore suppressed memories. It is not cheap.” 
 
    Hayden nodded. He hoped it wouldn’t have any lingering effects. 
 
    “What are your plans after you leave?” Relic asked. 
 
    Like it wasn’t obvious? “I’m going to keep Jason safe.” 
 
    “Yet you want more than that, don’t you? This young girl you rescued, Cassie Ryke. You want to save her, don’t you?” 
 
    Hayden leaned forward. “Can you help me with that?” 
 
    “That is precisely what I intend to do. One of my agents recently uncovered the location of Shadow Complex.” A holographic representation of the Perennial Desert appeared above the center of the table. “I’d like you to invade it for me.” 
 
    Relic had not touched a keyboard or the table itself. Perhaps he was controlling this table directly through his PBA, which was more than a bit creepy. Hayden stared at the map. 
 
    Star’s Landing was a large green dome at one end. Many kilometers away, in the middle of a stretch of desert as unremarkable as the rest, a small red square blinked. Relic tapped the projection. “Shadow Complex.” 
 
    He was serious. “How did you get this?” 
 
    “As I said, one of my agents acquired it.” 
 
    “Who?” Even as he asked it, Hayden knew it was a stupid question. He’d never reveal his own operatives this way. 
 
    “All you must understand is that I believe their data is accurate. This agent is among my best.” 
 
    They probably were, if they’d gotten a hold of Shadow Complex’s location. “I hope they got out alive.” 
 
    “There’s more. My agent also uncovered a plan by President Peter Mullen to deal with these rebellions by the natural-born. It is, to use your particular vernacular, a Civilizer’s wet dream.” 
 
    Hayden’s stomach did a little flip. “He’s coming for us?” 
 
    “In force. Mullen plans to round you up, Patriot or no, and resettle all who don’t violently resist in work camps. You will serve at the pleasure of the Civilizers until you attempt escape or grow too old to work.” 
 
    Hayden didn’t doubt what Relic claimed, as insane as it sounded. He had worked for the Supremacy for thirteen years, seen the good and the bad, and the bad was Mullen’s influence. The Supremacy’s current president was as close to a tyrant as you could get with a functioning senate. 
 
    “What’s important to us,” Relic said, “is that for the first time in many decades, we have the advantage. We know how to find Shadow Complex, and Mullen doesn’t know we have this information.” 
 
    “What’s so important about Shadow Complex?” This couldn’t be just about the prisoners. “What is it you need there?” 
 
    “The facility has an offline repository of records dealing with the first days of the Supremacy. There is material inside it that will compromise Mullen in the senate.” 
 
    Of course there was. “Politics again.” 
 
    “If you can retrieve that data and join it with the clout my cure for Advanced children will bring, I will have the leverage I need to force Mullen to step down. Not even his fellow Civilizers will support him then, and I will scuttle all his plans to subjugate the natural-born.” 
 
    This was too easy, too convenient. “Why would he keep information like that around?” 
 
    “He doesn’t. Do you think I’m the only one who opposes him? He has countless enemies in the senate. They were saving the information until they could use it.” Relic crossed his arms. “I can use it now.” 
 
    “So you want me to bust into Shadow Complex, steal this incriminating information on Mullen, and return it to you. In return, you take over the Supremacy, and you stop them from acting like giant flopping dicks.” 
 
    Relic smiled. “An apt summation of the stakes.” 
 
    “But the Supremacy will have all they need to save themselves if you do that. So why would they need us?” 
 
    Relic’s smile grew so wide Hayden worried his wrinkled face might split. “I engineered my cure to require one natural-born and one Advanced. That is the only way to birth a healthy Advanced child. No matter how resistant they might be, our peoples will be forced to put aside their differences. Simply put, we Advanced will need natural-born to breed.” 
 
    Hayden doubted anyone would be thrilled about that, on either side, and that exposed a whole other problem. “So the natural-born die out?” 
 
    “Not necessarily! There are far more of you than of us, and you breed in greater numbers. We will be lucky to achieve parity in ten generations.” 
 
    He’s serious. Wow. “You just love manipulating people, don’t you?” 
 
    “I manipulate to save us all. Mullen’s madness can only end in devastating war. I know your people. You will not go quietly, and the bombings and deaths we have thus far seen will magnify a hundred-fold. Thousands upon thousands will die.” 
 
    Relic wasn’t wrong, but he also wasn’t offering an ideal solution. “And you’re different?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “How?” Dani had told him, but he needed to hear it from Relic himself. He needed to convince himself Relic wasn’t lying. 
 
    “I will free you. The Supremacy will govern Phorcys, and you natural-born will govern Ceto. We will cease all involvement in your government and make you an independent planet, freed of all regulation and constraint.” 
 
     “All this out of the goodness of your heart?” 
 
    “All this, because you are entirely too much trouble.” Relic sighed. “The cost of our attempts to control Ceto and its natural-born remain exorbitant. A change is policy serves both our interests. I would much rather have your Patriots overcharging us for crops than blowing my people up.” 
 
    Hayden was going to Shadow Complex. Dani had spent the last twelve years of her life making Advanced who could have healthy children, and he wasn’t going to piss that all away. He also had people he cared about on Ceto: Lerisa, Zack, and many others. 
 
    He wouldn’t let Mullen hurt them. He wouldn’t let Mullen start an interplanetary war. He remembered Cassie dabbing salve on his many wounds. He imagined her crying herself to sleep in a windowless prison. 
 
    “I’ve got conditions,” Hayden said. 
 
    “Name them.” 
 
    “You release all prisoners into our custody. Their guilt is tried in our courts, by our people.” 
 
    “Part and parcel with restoring your sovereignty.” Relic waved the request away. “What else?” 
 
    Hayden felt entirely unprepared. He had Relic at the bargaining table. He could ask for anything he wanted in exchange for his assault on Shadow Complex, but what did he want? 
 
    He wanted Dani, but she was dead. He wanted Jason, but he already had him. He wanted a chance to save Cassie, and Relic was giving him that. So what was left? 
 
    “I want a favor,” Hayden said. “A blank chit.” 
 
    Relic smiled. “Now that’s interesting.” 
 
    “I want your word I can ask you for one thing at some point in the future, and you’ll grant it, no matter how troublesome or expensive. Since you’ll be running the Supremacy, that seems like a promise you can make. Will you?” 
 
    “Consider it done.” 
 
    “Then I’ll hit Shadow Complex for you. But I’ll need more than just me and Zack.” 
 
    “An army waits for you on Ceto.” Relic blinked at the table again, and a holo of a man in a black cloak came up. 
 
    Hayden stared at the projected image. “Xealot?” 
 
    “And the Patriots of Ceto.” 
 
    “You know I used to hunt them, right?” 
 
    “They want the Supremacy gone, and I have told them I can deliver the peace they crave. They have agreed to work with any agent I choose.” 
 
    “Supremacy satellite coverage will spot a Patriot army kilometers away. There’s no cover in the desert.” 
 
    “That’s why my other agents in the Supremacy have obtained the codes to take you off that surveillance. You will personally deliver those codes, thus ensuring you become integral to the Patriot assault. This way, they cannot refuse you the chance to collect my information.” 
 
    “Great,” Hayden said. “So I lead a bunch of terrorists and drug dealers to liberate the planet.” Zack would never let him live that down, and that stabbed Hayden with guilt again. “Where’s Zack, by the way?” 
 
    It had been a dick move to leave Zack fighting all Relic’s guards, alone. Hayden had been too busy with Dani, and Jason, and the upheaval of everything he had ever believed and known. He was a horrible friend. 
 
    “My men placed Mister Marano in holding. He has offered no resistance. Shall I send them to meet you at the shuttle?” 
 
    Hayden hid his relief. “Yeah, do that.” 
 
    “Then our business is concluded.” Relic stood and offered his hand. “I know you won’t disappoint me.” 
 
    Hayden shook Relic’s hand and followed the man from the room. He still could not believe how different his world felt. Dani was really dead — he knew that — but she had died with him, next to him, in the most beautiful place he had ever seen. 
 
    If she could live with that, so could he.
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    20: Traitors 
 
    TWO CLONES, big men with scowling faces, led Hayden to Relic’s personal weapons stash. He found three unopened crates of smart rifles, as well as cases of armor-piercing ammunition that would cut through even Vindicator armor. He also found a crate of grenades and figured, why the hell not. The Patriots of Ceto certainly enjoyed blowing things up. 
 
    Hayden suspected this was a private stash for one of the homeship officers, used to equip Vindicators if a rebellion ever broke out aboard ship. It said something for the temperament of the homeship colonists that these weapons had never been used.  
 
    He was just about to leave when he spotted a pair of mini-nuke launchers gathering dust in the corner, with targeting drones sitting atop them. He couldn’t believe his luck. These things didn’t exist anymore. 
 
    “Hey, clones?” 
 
    The men scowled at him, and the first spoke. “My name’s Robert.” 
 
    “And I’m Max,” the second said, with a growl. 
 
    Hayden knew he’d stepped in it. “Right, sorry. Robert and Max, see those large metal things, and the small black drones sitting on top of them? You mind loading those up for me, along with the other crates in this room?” 
 
    “Relic ordered us to serve you in this regard, so we will.” Robert glanced at Max. “Let’s get to work.” 
 
    Hayden headed for the shuttle bay. He knew the clones would need a few trips to get all these weapons into his Spaceslug’s hold. His body was aching again, which made him glad he hadn’t decided to carry anything. 
 
    When Hayden finally entered Relic’s shuttle bay, a cavernous metal space big enough to hold twenty shuttles the size of his own, Jason sat in front of the shuttle. Zack paced before him, and only Jason looked up. 
 
    “Father.” He stood. “Mother is at peace.” 
 
    Hayden took a moment. “She is, isn’t she?” She and Jason must have had a long talk when they went walking. Good. 
 
    “I am ready to go with you.” Jason stood aside to let the big clones take their first load into the shuttle. He headed up the ramp after them. That left Hayden alone with Zack. 
 
    Hayden winced at the bruises that covered Zack from head to toe. “How many did they drop on you?” 
 
    “Not enough.” Zack gave him an annoyed side-eye. “Where the hell have you been, man? What happened to you?” 
 
    “Kaliden Toth happened.” Hayden remembered his bullet piercing the man’s neck. “He shot Dani. She’s dead now, along with Toth and a mess of bounty hunters.” 
 
    Zack went pale. “He killed your wife?” 
 
    “The Supremacy tried to abduct Dani, and Jason, and everyone else here for study. So Mullen could dissect them.” 
 
    “Jesus, I didn’t know.” 
 
    “That’s not my name.” Hayden touched Zack’s shoulder. “It hurts, but we said our goodbyes. I’ll be okay this time.” 
 
    Zack got some of his color back, but he still winced. “If there’s anything you need, man, you’ve got it.” 
 
    Hayden stepped back. “I know. But right now, we need to get off this ship. We’re going home.” 
 
    Zack glanced up the shuttle ramp. “With Jason?” 
 
    Hayden clapped him on the back. “With my son.” 
 
    The two of them waited as the clones made several more trips, loading the shuttle with everything Hayden had asked for. Zack recognized every crate, and his jaw worked ominously. They sealed the ship, and then Zack flew them out of the bay on manual. 
 
    Gravity vanished the moment they were free, but Jason seemed unperturbed. He simply took hold of a bar on the wall and floated. Relic had trained him in zero-g and God knew what else. Hayden wished he knew more about his son. 
 
    Hayden pushed off, caught the rail, and pointed to the nearest closed window. Once they both reached it, Hayden hit the release to open the protective metal shutter. He showed Jason the stars, and his son stared at them with wide eyes. The skydome must have been all he knew. 
 
    Zack called from the cockpit. “We’ve been moving. We’re three days from Ceto, not six. Should be a short trip.” Silence from up front. “Are you going to tell me what’s going on now?” 
 
    “I will,” Hayden said, “but you’re not going to like it.” 
 
    Hayden could not stop staring at his son, at Dani’s legacy. He felt more sane than he had in years. Jason met his eyes and looked confused, an expression involving compressed lips and one raised eyebrow. His son had expressions. 
 
    “Father?” Jason asked. 
 
    “Call me Dad.” Hayden pulled his boy into a hug. No matter how awkward it might be in zero-g, it was just something he needed to do. Fortunately, Jason did not protest. 
 
    Hayden let him go and pushed off the rail, drifting into the center of the bay and hooking one of his feet through a raised bar on the floor. Zack pushed out of the cockpit to join them, then grabbed a bracing bar. 
 
    Hayden spun his body to face Zack. “To start, I’m going to explain what we’re doing for Relic, and why. We’re going to assault Shadow Complex, and the Patriots of Ceto are going to help us do it.” 
 
    Zack scowled. “Oh, so just a little treason?”  
 
    “We’re going to stop President Peter Mullen from throwing every natural-born on the planet into a work camp. His stupidity is going to set off a war no one will be able to stop.” 
 
    “You hear that from Relic?” 
 
    Hayden nodded. He wished he had something to convince Zack, some piece of evidence, but all he had were words. 
 
    Zack breathed out, relaxed his grip, and took a deep breath. “How do you know it’s not bullshit?” 
 
    “Because Dani backed it up.” 
 
    “All she knew is what he told her, Hayden. Relic is an exile, a criminal. We can’t take anything he says at face value.” 
 
    “You know what Mullen’s capable of.” 
 
    “I know a lie when I hear it, and I’m not betraying the Supremacy for some old man’s fairy tale. I’m not letting you do that, either.” 
 
    “Goddammit, Zack, I want you to save the Supremacy!” Hayden floated closer. “Look at what we already know. We have secret prisons and executions in the streets. Is that the government you want to serve?” 
 
    “We also have terrorists blowing up children.” 
 
    Hayden grimaced as he remembered Nissa’s smiling face. “I know losing your niece was brutal, but here’s the thing. It’s bad now, but if Mullen tries to enslave all natural-born, it’s going to get much worse.” 
 
    Zack crossed his arms. “If you really believe that, then let’s look into this. We’ll investigate it ourselves. If Mullen is planning what you say, we’ll keep him from getting away with it.” 
 
    “He already has, Zack.” 
 
    “I’m not working with a bunch of fucking terrorists!” 
 
    “This isn’t about the Patriots,” Hayden said, “and it isn’t about the Supremacy, either. It’s about people on both sides who are going to die by the thousands if we go to war. Relic can stop that, with our help.” 
 
    Zack pushed off the rail and floated toward the cockpit. “You’re confused. Everything that happened is missing with your head.” He glanced back. “If you won’t listen to me, listen to Lerisa. We’ll talk to her before we do anything that’ll get you executed.”  
 
    “If you want out,” Hayden said, “I understand.” 
 
    “You really don’t.” 
 
    “But we aren’t returning to Star’s Landing, and we aren’t contacting Lerisa. She’s being monitored. This job has to be you and me, and if it’s just me, I’ll accept that. But I need you to stay here, safe, until it’s over.” 
 
    Zack stopped by the ring into the cockpit. “So you’re doing what? Taking me prisoner?” 
 
    “I don’t want to.” 
 
    “The Patriots will murder me, Hayden.” 
 
    “I won’t let them hurt you. You have my word.” 
 
    “You won’t be able to stop them!” 
 
    “I’ll make certain they treat you well, if it comes to that.” Hayden stared at Zack. “Don’t make it come to that.” 
 
    Zack’s lips flattened into a hard line as drops of moisture floated off his eyes. He wasn’t going to back down. He wasn’t going to help, and Hayden hated the thought of tying up his best friend. He might need Jason’s help to pull it off, given Zack could kick his ass across this shuttle. 
 
    “Please,” Hayden said. “Let me prove to you I’m right.” 
 
    Zack stared at Hayden. Hayden stared at Zack. Zack was his brother. They were family. 
 
    “Asshole!” Zack broke their gaze and wiped sweat off his bald head in floating beads. “Goddammit, fine. I’ll help you save the world.” Just like that, he relaxed. “Also, I hate your stupid plan.” 
 
    Hayden let out a breath. “Seriously?” 
 
    “I don’t trust Relic.” Zack scowled. “But I’m not going to let you do this alone, and if you’re as wrong as I think you are, well ... at least we hang together.” He spun in the tunnel and drifted close, hand extended. “All in.” 
 
    Hayden trembled with relief and clasped Zack’s hand. “All in.” 
 
    “And sure, I’ll admit, the secret prison thing bugs me. And executing people without trial, that’s pretty fucked up, too.” He let go. 
 
    “Don’t forget the works camps.” 
 
    “Right,” Zack continued, probably trying to talk himself into it. “We’re sworn to protect Ceto’s citizens, not enslave them. As Supremacy officers, it is our duty to refuse illegal orders, even from the president.” 
 
    “That’s right.” Hayden smiled. “Thank you.” 
 
    “God, don’t thank me.” Zack shook his head. “We’ll probably die doing this. And after we get Relic whatever he needs from Shadow Complex, we’re still taking down the Patriots. They don’t walk.” 
 
    “They don’t walk,” Hayden agreed. “If there was any other way to save our people, I’d take it, but the Patriots are the only army we have. We’ll use them while we have to, but we’re not pardoning anyone.” 
 
    “Father,” Jason said, and Hayden looked at him. His son drifted over. 
 
    “Dad,” Hayden corrected. He had almost forgotten Jason was there, but to be fair, he’d only had a son for a day or so. 
 
    “Why do you hate the Patriots of Ceto?” Jason snatched another bar and oriented himself up. “Relic and mother both spoke of them often, as allies. Is that not the case?” 
 
    Hayden chewed on how he could answer that. The decades old conflict between natural-born and Advanced was difficult to summarize. White and black, good and evil, there was none of that in what was going on between Phorcys and Ceto. It was just a bunch of people making shitty choices. 
 
    “I’ll try to explain,” Hayden said, “and while we’re at it, you can ask me anything you want about my life ... about Ceto, about where I grew up. You’ll need to know anyway, since you’ll be living with me.” 
 
    “That’s acceptable,” Jason said. “You won’t lie?” 
 
    “I won’t, but there may be things I can’t tell you. If I can’t tell you something, I’ll just say I can’t. Fair?” 
 
    “Yes.” Jason released the safety bars and folded his legs beneath him, knees spread, in the same way Zack often did. Floating like that, he reminded Hayden of all those tales of monks who reached enlightenment. Jason was certainly more enlightened than him. 
 
    “What do you want to know first?” Hayden asked. 
 
    Jason rested his hands on his knees. “Tell me how you grew up.” He smiled as he focused on the question. “I imagine your upbringing was different from mine. Do I have grandparents?” 
 
    Hayden smiled back. It would probably be best to start there. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    ZACK, WHO REMAINED FAMILIAR with Supremacy patrol patterns, got them to Ceto without encountering any interplanetary patrol ships. They made contact with a woman identifying himself as Whisper the moment they entered atmosphere. Relic had sent word ahead. 
 
    Whisper sent coordinates that took them high over Ceto’s mountainous northern wilderness, a sparsely forested network of caves and animal trails that remained impossible to patrol. Without specific coordinates, Hayden would have been unable to find the Patriot base in the mountains. He suspected dozens like it were scattered across the planet. 
 
    They landed in a natural cavern that was barely twice as wide as the shuttle. They lowered the landing ramp and emerged surrounded by armed people in various types of body armor, holding a museum’s worth of pistols and rifles. Standing at the front of the crowd was the man called Spider. 
 
    Hayden remembered him from Phorcys, right before Kaliden Toth captured him. Spider wore the same blue body armor he’d worn there, and carried the same coil rifle. His tattooed face and dark dreads remained unchanged, as did his scowl. Hayden stopped at the top of the ramp. 
 
    “Do we have a problem?” Hayden asked. 
 
    After a moment, Spider shook his head. “Flint lived. Had you murdered him, things would be different.” He stepped out of the crowd. “We were there to rescue you, you fool.” 
 
    “From what?” 
 
    “Kaliden Toth.” 
 
    “Oh.” That actually made sense. “Thanks?” 
 
    “We buried Ying on Phorcys. She’ll never be found, and her daughter will never visit her grave.” 
 
    Hayden nodded with appropriate respect. “I’m sorry Toth shot her. If it helps, I put a round through his neck.” 
 
    “Did you?” Spider raised an eyebrow. “Then perhaps we can still be friends.” He beckoned. “Come with me.” 
 
    Hayden motioned to Zack, then Jason. “They come too.” 
 
    “I’m only authorized to bring you.” 
 
    “That’s great, but they’re coming with me. We can wait if you need to ask permission.” 
 
    After a bit of a staring contest, Spider grunted. “This way.” 
 
    “Check out the shuttle,” Hayden told the other Patriots. “I think you’ll like what you find in there.” As he followed Spider, he almost kicked himself. 
 
    He had just become an arms trader for the Patriots of Ceto. A year ago, he would have arrested himself and slept great afterward. He supposed a lot could change in a year. 
 
    As he walked through the rocky tunnels, Hayden glanced at his son. Jason seemed to like the cave. It probably reminded him of home, and that made Hayden uncomfortable. He was going to show his son more than caves after they pulled this off. He would take Jason cruising through Ceto’s mountains, deserts, and swamps, like he had done with Dani. He would take their son to Phorcys to taste the best water in the universe. 
 
    Spider led them through several rooms fitted with outdated computer equipment, probably powered by solar batteries. The last room they entered was a large, circular bowl. A table sat alone in its center, an aging wooden rectangle with eight seats. 
 
    Other people filed into the room, and every last one of them wore robes and a mask. Three figures, two women and a man, had blue robes just like Relic’s, and wore reflective masks that mirrored the world around them. Two more, both men, wore red, and had masks of expensive wood. A final woman had a white robe and a mask of the same color. 
 
    After they were all assembled, a man in black powered armor entered the room, dark cloak drifting behind his steps. Hayden couldn’t help but smirk. He wondered how often Xealot tripped over that damn thing. 
 
    “Hey, Xealot.” Hayden waved. “I like your cave.” 
 
    Xealot strode to the table. “Be seated.” His own mask still modulated his voice beyond identification. He barely sounded human. 
 
    The robed figures sat all on one side of their long table, like that famous painting from old Earth. Hayden was struck by the ceremony inherent in it all. Was this the real Patriots of Ceto? Cloaked figures hiding in a cave? 
 
    He supposed it made sense. If the leaders of the Patriots met in person, they would want to hide their faces. That did not stop them from looking like Kabuki theater rejects. 
 
    Xealot sat in the center of the table, with the white-robed woman at his right. To white robe’s right were the two red robes, and to Xealot’s left were three blue ones. 
 
    Once they were all settled, Hayden crossed his arms. “Do I get a robe?” He swept his eyes across them. “Can it be a purple?” 
 
    “Who have you brought with you, Cross?” Xealot asked. 
 
    Hayden pointed a thumb behind himself. “Behind me is Zack Marano, the only encryption expert in SpaceGov who can kick your teeth in while you’re standing up. He’s working with us on this, so afford him some professional courtesy.” He motioned to Jason. “That there’s my son. Jason Cross. Say hi, Jason.” 
 
    To his credit, Jason did nothing of the sort. However, the woman in the white robe beside Xealot stiffened. 
 
    Hayden singled her out and grinned. “What’s the matter, White Robe? Something missing from your files?” Was she Xealot’s second-in-command? 
 
    Xealot cleared his modulated throat. “I’ll allow their presence at this council, since you’ve vouched for them. 
 
    “Thanks,” Hayden said. “You can make their robes green.” 
 
    Xealot steepled his gloved fingers and sat back in his chair. “Relic informed us of the Supremacy’s orbital surveillance. Do you have the codes to hide our assault?” 
 
    Hayden did not produce the datastick. He wanted to know more about who he was working with, first. “Did you agree to Relic’s terms?” 
 
    One of the blue robes spoke up. “We have it on file, yes. We find the terms agreeable.” 
 
    “You Blue Robes are negotiators, then. Administrators?” Hayden raised an eyebrow. “Politicians.” 
 
    “Stop stalling,” a red robe snapped. “Do you have the codes or not?” 
 
    “And you’d be councilors of war.” Hayden gave them a good long look. “You’re the guys who decided the occasional mob of dead civies was an acceptable cost in your war against the Supremacy. How’s that going?” 
 
    “Hayden.” Xealot sat back. “If you do not have the codes Relic promised, if you are not here to help us invade Shadow Complex and rescue our prisoners, you have no business here. If that’s so, you can leave.” 
 
    “Relax, Xealot. We want the same thing. I just want to know who you folks plan to blow up to make it happen.” He stared at the red robes. “If we do this together, we’re doing it clean. No civilian casualties.” 
 
    “We never intended for civilians to die,” one Red Robe said. 
 
    “Oh.” Hayden nodded. “Well that’s all right then.” 
 
    “Enough!” White Robe rose and pointed a finger. “You’re not getting anything else from this people, so stop fishing and give us the damn codes.” 
 
    Hayden gave White Robe a closer look. There was something oddly familiar about the way she spoke. Was this Morna? It made sense, given her connections to the Patriots, but she rarely lost her cool like that. 
 
    “You knew the deal when you walked in here,” White Robe said. “Are you sticking to it or not?” 
 
    This woman did not sound like Morna, but she did sound like someone else he knew. There was something about her speech patterns and posture that bugged him, even through modulation. This woman got angry like someone else he knew, someone he still loved. 
 
    It hit him like a brick to the face. “Bluebird?” 
 
    Lerisa froze. Her arm wavered, still pointing. 
 
    Xealot glanced at her, then turned his blank mask on Hayden. “I see no birds in here.” That was remarkably deadpan, given the modulator. 
 
    Lerisa rounded the table and stalked toward Hayden. Even the way she walked was unmistakable. He had been so wrong about everything.  
 
    Lerisa had saved him from Ryke, after the man captured him at Prospector’s Point. She had called Xealot and asked Xealot to ask for him. She had risked her life and cover to stop Ryke from torturing him to death, and in return, he had guilt-tripped the hell out of her. 
 
    “Sorry,” Hayden said. 
 
    Lerisa stopped close enough to touch. “Every minute we delay is another chance the Supremacy will anticipate our attack. If that happens, our operation ends before it begins. So give us the goddamn datastick!” 
 
    Hayden handed her the stick. He tried to grab her hand and missed as she spun away. At least she didn’t punch him. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Hayden said again, as she walked off. “I’m an idiot.” 
 
    “That’s evident.” Lerisa stalked back to Xealot and handed him the datastick. “Get the robes out of here. We’re an army, so let’s act like one.” 
 
    “No way,” Zack whispered. “No fucking way.” He’d just figured out Lerisa’s secret identity as well. 
 
    Xealot rose, pocketed the datastick, and glanced at the gathered robes. “Council adjourned.” He strode off, cloak billowing in his wake. 
 
    Lerisa marched out of the conference room, and Hayden turned to Zack. “Watch Jason.” He didn’t wait to see if Zack agreed. He turned and hurried after Lerisa, after the woman he’d hopelessly betrayed. 
 
    It would take time for Xealot and his Patriots to plan their assault. He had done what he had promised Relic. Now, he had to do what he had promised Dani. “Wait up!” 
 
    Lerisa hurried down a rocky hall. “I’m busy.” 
 
    Hayden dashed past her as she turned and blocked the hallway. She stopped, masked and tense. “What’s your damage, Cross?” 
 
    “Can you take that thing off? We need to talk.” 
 
    “You need to talk. I need to get these robes off and get into some armor.” 
 
    “I doubted you,” Hayden said. “I shouldn’t have, but what would you have thought in my place?” 
 
    “Oh, I don’t know.” Lerisa had lost all pretense of concealing her identity. “Maybe that I wouldn’t let Ryke torture you to death!” 
 
    “You could have said something.” 
 
    “I did!” Lerisa’s voice shook with modulated anger. “I was being monitored, remember? Varik was on my ass so tight I couldn’t sit down!” 
 
    “So you said—” 
 
    “I squeezed, Hayden! Have you completely forgotten our undercover job inside Ro’s trafficking ring? How we squeezed each other’s hands when we lied?” 
 
    “Oh, shit.” Hayden had forgotten that raid, he realized, but to be fair, he’d also been doped with memory suppressant. “I’m sorry. I should have seen it.” 
 
     “You’re...” Lerisa stopped herself. Her shoulders hunched. 
 
    “I don’t have any excuses,” Hayden said. “I said a bunch of incredibly shitty things you didn’t deserve, and I can’t change that now.” 
 
    Lerisa turned her mask to the wall. “What do you want from me?” 
 
    Hayden almost told her. He remembered Dani’s words. Be with her. 
 
    “Nothing,” Hayden said instead. “I just wanted to tell you I was wrong about everything. No matter what I did, no matter how often I pushed you away or screwed you over, you always had my back. The one time I should have had yours, I didn’t, and that’s on me, not you.” 
 
    Lerisa didn’t move, didn’t speak. With her face hidden, Hayden could not tell if his words had any effect. Maybe she wanted it that way. 
 
    “You saw what the Supremacy was turning into before I did,” Hayden said, “and you risked your life to stop it. I should have been with you. I should have been helping you.” 
 
    Lerisa’s mask turned to stare at him. Maybe he was finally getting through to her. Or maybe she was too angry to talk. 
 
    “I did undercover for six weeks,” Hayden said, “and it damn near ruined me. I can’t imagine what it’s been like for you to be under for this long, what you’ve had to endure to fight Mullen and his psychopaths. But whatever you’ve done, I know you did it for the right reasons. To protect us.” 
 
    “I need to get to my room,” Lerisa said, quietly. 
 
    “I know. Thanks.” Hayden moved off. “For fighting for us.” 
 
    He walked back up the tunnel, toward his son and his brother. He might have had a chance with Lerisa, once, but that was in the past now. 
 
    Just as well. He had Jason to take care of now, and Jason was going to need a lot of time. Better to focus on his son than anyone else.
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    21: Retro 
 
    LERISA WAKE WALKED into her guest cave, slammed the submarine-like door that contained it, and spun the locking ring until it clicked. Her fractured arm still hurt with every movement, but Supremacy wonder drugs had done their job well enough. Her arm and ankle were usable again. 
 
    She turned and stared at her room, her space, her sanctuary. There was a dome light grafted into the ceiling, a tall locker against the wall, a bed in one corner, and a metallic blue suit of powered armor in the other. Hers. 
 
    Lerisa tore off her robe and mask and breathed ... just breathed. She blanked her mind and didn’t think about anything or anyone for just long enough to make herself sane again. 
 
    It was time to get ready for work. 
 
    She opened the locker and pulled out her underarmor torso plate, thick enough to stop bullets. It was heavy. Everything was heavy. She settled it over her shoulders and tightened the straps. 
 
    How could she lose her head like that? At least Hayden had the good sense to use a codename — Bluebird — but any robe with access to Supremacy case files could find that. One sweep of Hayden’s operations would show he had only worked with a few women inside the Supremacy. 
 
    The idea of Hayden miraculously spawning a teenage son shocked her — who wouldn’t be shocked by that? — but she should have covered it better. Lerisa trusted Xealot with her true identity. She trusted no one else. 
 
    What if one of the other robes was a Supremacy spy, doing for the Supremacy what Lerisa did for the Patriots? That was why they wore the masks. What was it about Hayden Cross that made her common sense fly out the airlock? 
 
    Torso now strapped, Lerisa pulled out her arm guards. It had been their argument that set her off. She hated the fact that Hayden thought she let Ryke rip him apart. 
 
    She had let that eat at her until it broke through her emotional barriers and compromised her good sense. She tightened the left guard, tested it for wobble, and strapped on the right. No use worrying about it now. 
 
    After they took Shadow Complex — assuming they did not all die doing it — Lerisa would need to retire from the Supremacy, claim illness, perhaps, and hope to God no one from the robes decided to come after her. It was almost a relief. She tightened her right guard and reached for her thigh pads. 
 
    Living a lie every day for ten years had taken more out of her than she let herself admit. She could not open up in front of anyone, and even a moment’s relaxation, a moment with her guard down, could reveal her as what she was and get her thrown into a stress cell. Who lived like that? 
 
    Lerisa knew what the Supremacy did to traitors. She still saw it in her nightmares. The lucky ones were those who died in a week, not three. 
 
    She adjusted the thigh guards and set her foot on the bed. She wrapped a strap around her raised thigh and tightened. She had almost let herself slip with Hayden so many times. Maybe that had been part of the barrier between them. 
 
    Lerisa had always told herself Hayden was the reason they could not be together — him, and his inability to let go of his dead wife — but what if she had been a factor too? Lying to him every day, constantly filtering everything she said? Who did that to the person they loved? 
 
    She tightened the second thigh guard, leaned into the locker, and grabbed her boots, thick leather designed to sit inside powered armor. Hayden knew what she had done for the Patriots — spying — and did not hate her for it. She sat on the bed and pulled on her left boot. 
 
    Hayden’s sincere acceptance was a pleasant surprise. She’d expected him to judge her, to question her, but he’d understood her instead. He knew why she did what she did. She pulled on the other boot. 
 
    So what now? Should they make another try of it? Now that Hayden had a new son, which proved Dani had been alive — even if she was not here now — did he even want her as part of his life? Did she want him in hers? She stood and walked to her personal Vindicator suit. 
 
    It was a special model designed to be donned by a single user, with additional actuators on its panels and a computer that let it wrap itself around its owner. Lerisa ordered it open, stepped in, and pulled the locking harness over her chest armor. She told it to lock. One moment later she was fully encased, and all her doubts and questions ceased to matter. 
 
    The suit protected her. It was made for her. This was the first time it was going to see real use, and she was looking forward to finally kicking the violent organization she pretended to serve in the teeth. 
 
    Lerisa stepped into the tunnel with a clomping of armored feet and headed for the planning room. Xealot would be there, with Hayden. It was time to see what they had figured out. 
 
    As for figuring out anything else, well ... that could wait until she didn’t get blown apart at Shadow Complex. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    HAYDEN ENTERED A CAVERN a little larger than the rest, lit by dome lights bolted to the ceiling. A fully functional planning table sat in the middle of the room, a square as big as eight work desks put together. Its surface consisted of a glowing polymer that projected solid-looking light, real holograms, not augmented reality on a PBA. 
 
    The table currently projected a map of a rocky plain on the edge of the Perennial Desert, a rising hill with a large rectangle built atop it. Shadow Complex. It was disturbingly abstract. Was this really all the Patriots had? 
 
    Xealot stood before the table, hands clasped behind his back. Hayden wondered if the man ever took off his cloak. He imagined Xealot showering with it, climbing into bed with it. Maybe he cuddled with his giant sword. 
 
    Both red robes glared as Hayden approached. At least, he assumed they were glaring, behind their wooden masks. Glaring seemed like something these idiots would do. No one told him not to approach, so he walked up to the table and stopped by Xealot. He clasped his hands behind his back and puffed out his chest like a genuine Supremacy officer. 
 
    “What’s the plan, gentlemen?” He did his best to imitate Captain Varik’s Advanced accent. He thought it was a pretty good impression. 
 
    A red robe spoke. “We have things well in hand. You have done what you came for, and we will honor our arrangement.” He paused. “Now get out.” 
 
    Hayden eyed the red robe. “Sure, this is a great plan, if you want to get all your people killed.” He pointed at the rectangle on the hill. “What do you plan to assault that with? Math?” 
 
    “Math?” The other red robe sounded confused. 
 
    “Seems to me you’ve got a piss poor model here.” 
 
    “Now listen, you—” the first red robe started, but Xealot raised his hand. Everyone in the room went silent. 
 
    “Do you have something to add?” Xealot asked. 
 
    Hayden gave the man’s white mask a glance. “I might. Do you have someone who can modify this table display?” 
 
    “I can do that.” Xealot tapped a finger on the table. A physical keyboard slid out, and a trackball came with it. The whole thing felt delightfully retro. 
 
    “All right.” Hayden saw no point in further antagonizing the gathered robes. “Start with the walls.” He mentally thanked his wife his now clear memory. “They stood a little over twenty meters, give or take a half.” 
 
    Xealot made the adjustment. The rectangle shrank in height by about one-third, but stayed the same length and width. Still massive, and still nothing more than a single rectangle. 
 
    Hayden leaned over the table. “Give me a Phorcys, would you?” 
 
    Xealot tapped keys as Hayden looked up. A Phorcys appeared on the ceiling, a hologram, complete with Poseidon’s Trench. He looked down at the projection, oriented himself, and pointed to the northwest corner. 
 
    “Add a thirty-meter square here. It’s a reservoir, and it looked deep. If you drop a bunker buster in there, you could probably break through the walls and flood their underground tunnels.” 
 
    “Why would we do that?” first red robe asked. “Do you plan to drown our prisoners? 
 
    “Your prisoners aren’t in that part of the facility.” Hayden tapped the other corner. “They’re over here, in cells along the east side.” 
 
    “How could you know that?” second red robe demanded. 
 
    Hayden pointed to a spot off the east wall. “Right here, in the middle of the east side. Drop a building. Make it, oh ... twenty meters wide by forty meters long, four stories tall.” 
 
    Hayden waited while Xealot complied. The man knew analog controls. The newly projected building lacked detail, but it seemed the right size. 
 
    “This is where they interrogated us. Cassie Ryke and me. After they were done, they took her into the...” He paused to make sure. “A door on the east wall. So, we started in the easternmost building, and they took her into an eastern door in that. That means the prison area is on the east side of the complex, below it. They wouldn’t want to walk prisoners to or from interrogation by a longer route than necessary.” 
 
    Hayden pointed at the reservoir again. “If I were building this complex, I’d put all my food production near the reservoir. You’d have to run less pipe, and I bet pipe gets expensive in a facility where routine maintenance requires five security checks and memory suppressing your plumber. You also wouldn’t want too many soldiers down there, tramping on your produce. So it’s lightly guarded.” 
 
    “How does your speculation help us?” first robe asked. 
 
    “It tells you where to begin your assault, numb nuts.” Hayden leaned over the evolving rectangle. “The moment you hit that complex, even with a satellite blackout, their security will pull back to preset chokepoints. They’ll put as many armed bodies as they have between you and the prisoners.” 
 
    “We have planned for such,” second robe said. 
 
    “Right, but fighting through those chokepoints will bleed you, and using explosives risks blowing up your own people. Also, the moment they think you might break through, they’ll probably just shoot all your prisoners anyway. Better than letting terrorists escape, from their perspective.” 
 
    The red robes glanced at each other. They had probably had that same discussion before Hayden entered the room. 
 
    “So,” Hayden said, “you start by attacking them from the front, let them gather in their chokepoints. Ensure they commit. Then you drop a bomb, here,” he tapped the reservoir again, “and let the resulting flood wash out any guards in your way. Then you drop your main assault force in there.” 
 
    “Through the reservoir?” Xealot asked. 
 
    “Down it, actually. You drop down the hole and hit the prison portion from the back tunnels, bypassing any barricades and locks.” 
 
    First robe crossed his arms. “That assumes your information is accurate.” 
 
    “I’m an accurate kind of guy. Xealot, do me a favor?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “Add more buildings, same size and shape as that first one.” Hayden pointed to spots on the rectangle. “Here, here ... no, flip that one ninety degrees ... and here. Okay. Looks good.” 
 
    He stepped back, examined his projected diorama, and pointed out his next embellishment. “The shuttle pads are here,” he outlined the area, “and there’s eight of them. Each is about the size of a Grasshopper.” He smiled at Xealot. “Your favorite.” 
 
    “It was expendable.” Xealot added the pads. 
 
    “We were the only helo on the pad when I came in, so that means they only use those to bring prisoners in and out, or the rest of their air force was out looking for you. How bad does Varik want you?” 
 
    “Badly,” Xealot said. 
 
    “Okay. So, all their helos were out chasing you when they brought me in. Do you have any plans to challenge their air support?” 
 
    “Grasshoppers,” second robe said. He glanced at first robe. “We have armed them.” 
 
    “That could work.” Hayden examined the base. “One can easily carry a bomb big enough to crack that reservoir. More than one, if you want to be safe. As for the helos, all you have to do is wreck them before they take off.” 
 
    “How would we do that?” first robe asked. “Won’t they shoot us down?” He sounded genuinely curious. 
 
    “You hit their nerve center.” Hayden pointed to a yet unenhanced square of base. “They have a large cloaking tower here. I saw a bunch of antennas on it, and I assumed they were for receiving broadcasts, but that doesn’t make sense.” 
 
    “What do you think it is?” second robe asked. 
 
    “It’s probably both,” Hayden said. “Their cloaking tower and their anti-aircraft defense center. There’s one hell of a power junction running into that thing.” 
 
    “Is it possible it powers their anti-aircraft weapons?” second robe asked. 
 
    Hayden  nodded, hand on chin. “That would make sense. There’s no reason not to link those systems, since the guns would be useless without the defense center to aim them.” He gave the base a final once over. “There’s nothing else that fits that profile.” 
 
    First robe leaned forward. “How do you plan to attack their nerve center before they launch their helos?” 
 
    “I brought it with me. Figured we might need it.” Hayden glanced around. “Where’s Spider? Who unloaded my shuttle?” 
 
    Xealot looked around. “Someone.” 
 
    “Find out.” Hayden turned back to the table. “I brought mini-nukes.” 
 
    “Oh?” Xealot asked. 
 
    Hayden had expected him to sound more impressed. “They’re shoulder-launched and portable, and the drones networked to them are cloaked against AA detection. The Supremacy can’t see them without a direct spotter, and they sure can’t shoot them down.” He traced a descending line to an outcrop that looked big enough to hide a sedan. “Is this topography accurate?” 
 
    “Very,” Xealot said. 
 
    “Then this is where we launch.” Hayden traced his finger from the low point to the base. “You run a small squad up here, on foot, maybe two operators. Then you launch your drone, it tags the nerve center, and you guide your mini-nuke right over that wall.” He spread his hands. “Boom. Nerve center’s a wreck and the base is freaking out.” 
 
    First red robe said nothing, but second red robe nodded thoughtfully. They were listening. 
 
    “You just knocked out all their anti-aircraft turrets and put the blinders on,” Hayden said. “They’ll scramble, but not before you bring your Grasshoppers in and strafe the everloving shit out of those helo pads.” 
 
    Xealot tapped more keys. Holographic green Grasshoppers appeared on the projected board and strafed the pads. Hayden was liking this plan more and more. They might be able to do this with minimal casualties on both sides, avoid most of the Supremacy soldiers instead of killing them. 
 
    “That wrecks their air support,” Hayden said, “and now you own the skies, so long as Relic keeps them from calling for reinforcements. You land those same Grasshoppers by the reservoir, use powered armor with repulsor jets to bring the prisoners back up the way you went down, and load them on your helos. Then you bug the hell out before the Supremacy can retaliate.” 
 
    The two red robes glanced at each other again, but why? It wasn’t like they could read facial expressions. Xealot locked the revised Shadow Complex design into the terminal. 
 
    “What about the second mini-nuke?” Xealot asked. 
 
    “We keep it in reserve, in case the first one doesn’t vape that tower. You could take out a building with it, but all that gets you is a few hundred dead civil servants. Once the attack starts, all the buildings should lock down.” 
 
    Xealot glanced at the red robes. “Our goal is to secure your data and retrieve our prisoners. Not a body count.” 
 
    “Good,” Hayden said. “Now, don’t get me wrong. There’s a whole lot of assholes in that complex. But there’s also men and women drafted by the Supremacy, natural-born and Advanced both.” Hayden felt a weight settle on his shoulders. “Soldiers will die in this assault. Prisoners too.” 
 
    “This is war,” first robe said. “Casualties are unavoidable. Or do you harbor some sympathy for the Supremacy?” 
 
    Hayden was really starting to hate that particular robe. “I just don’t think we need to slaughter everyone. Once we get the prisoners and the data, we should bug out. There’s nothing to gain from fighting after that.” 
 
    “Nothing to gain?” first robe asked, incredulously. 
 
    “You know the Vindicator mantra. Never surrender. If you stayed long enough to find every last soldier in that complex, you could probably take them all down eventually, but you’ll lose a lot of bodies in the process. The longer you stay, the more chance they’ll get backup.” 
 
    First red robe crossed his arms. “You suggest we leave Shadow Complex to the Supremacy, after spending all this effort in an assault? They will simply rebuild it.” 
 
    “Not if Relic does what he says he will. Once he deposes Mullen and the Wardens take over the Supremacy senate, Shadow Complex is done. The Supremacy will pull back to Phorcys and leave it empty. Hell, you could go back in and rebuild it yourselves. If, you know.” Hayden glanced up at the rocky ceiling. “You wanted a base that wasn’t a cave.” 
 
    Second red robe said nothing, which was important. He wasn’t disagreeing with Hayden’s plan, and first red robe wasn’t either. He’d sold them. He might save a few lives after all. 
 
    Xealot recessed the keyboard. “Your plan is sound. Will you be participating?” 
 
    Asking him to help out was a big step up in trust. Hayden thought about Cassie in her windowless cell. He thought about what it must be like for the other people in those cells, guarded and tormented by psychopaths like Eden. Did those people have any hope left? 
 
    He had been loyal to the Supremacy for years, and he still was, honestly. The Supremacy had good people. The Patriots of Ceto did not make the maglev run, nor did they repair the roads or maintain the spaceport. They did not take down drug dealers or answer robbery and violence calls. They did not run the hospitals, the electric grid, the reservoirs or the sewage. 
 
    The Supremacy did that, and most of them were part of Ceto, not the secretive Advanced cabal that threatened it. Hayden had seen natural-born and Advanced sacrifice themselves to keep others safe. He had seen Vindicators protect civilians from bombs with their own bodies, seen Advanced pilots risk their aircraft to put out fires. 
 
    Hayden had seen Lerisa Wake risk herself again and again to save civilians and save him. Lerisa proved there were good Advanced in the Supremacy, and she and her father weren’t Hayden’s enemy. Mullen was, and he was everyone’s enemy now. 
 
    Metal boots clomped into the briefing room. A figure in powered blue armor entered as Hayden turned to look at her. Hayden suspected the armor was a Supremacy prototype. Lerisa wore it well. 
 
    She set her hands on her armored hips. “We ready yet?” 
 
    “I think,” Hayden said, “I’d like to fire that mini-nuke.”
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    22: Assault 
 
    A SIMOON RAGED when Hayden dropped out the front of a Grasshopper two klicks from Shadow Complex. Spider joined him, lugging one of their mini-nuke launchers. Hayden lugged the other, with their linked drones docked on the back of their stolen Vindicator suits. They followed their helmet indicators up the rocky sprawl to the north. 
 
    Hayden had thought the Patriots would offer more resistance to a strategy designed by a man who would have arrested or shot them a month ago. He supposed it was Xealot’s good sense that made things run so smoothly. 
 
    Xealot was not like the others. His focus was on defeating the Supremacy, not taking credit for it. Xealot also seemed to genuinely care about his people, which was unusual for a terrorist. If he had been born Advanced, he probably would have been a Warden. 
 
    Hayden could be imagining it all, of course. Xealot could be a tyrant. It was easy to project your own emotions onto a faceless man in a black cloak, but he was well past committed now. Time to get this done and go home. 
 
    After almost three hours of walking, he and Spider reached the rocky hill leading to Shadow Complex, a large outcropping that would hide them both. Fortunately, the simoon remained too thick for them to see up, or for those in Shadow Complex to see down. 
 
    “There’s too much sand to send up the drones,” Hayden said, over internal comms. “Move up further?” 
 
    “Wait for it.” Spider seemed unconcerned. 
 
    “Wait for what?” 
 
    Spider knelt in the shadow of the rocky outcrop. He rested his Myker Special Edition on his knees. 
 
    “Wait for what, Spider?” Hayden asked. 
 
    “Give it twenty minutes.” 
 
    Hayden considered trying to get closer, but relented. Twenty minutes later, the storm slacked off. Five minutes after that, it was clear. 
 
    When Hayden poked his helmet over the outcrop, he could see Shadow Complex above, a tiny armored square. It was at the perfect spot to survey all approaches, and Hayden dropped back behind the rock. “How?” 
 
    “We control the weather,” Spider said. 
 
    Hayden snorted. “Bullshit.” 
 
    “Xealot’s a wizard.” 
 
    Hayden rolled his eyes and settled the heavy mini-nuke launcher against his armored shoulder. “You timed this assault around the weather reports.” 
 
    It had been a stressful week. Hayden had taken a full tour of a legendary homeship, discovered he had a son, met an army of cultist clones, and learned his wife was the Eve of the Advanced. All that was messing with his head. No one could control the weather. 
 
    That was just crazy. 
 
    “Send up your drone,” Spider suggested. 
 
    Hayden activated the drone on his back. It popped off his suit, rising steadily despite the stiff wind. It reminded him of the little rusted drone that delivered Dani’s message. 
 
    Hayden’s suit interfaced with the drone’s sighting computer, focusing on Shadow Complex. The drone’s telescopic camera magnified what it saw like he was standing meters from the base, looking down. Hayden verified everything was as he remembered. He had gotten it all right, thanks to Dani. 
 
    He pushed off a mixture of grief and gratitude. They had already said their goodbyes. His drone zoomed in on the top half of the giant tower over the blurry line of the raised perimeter wall, then zoomed in even further. It had the antennas Hayden remembered. 
 
    A man and woman stood on a high ledge attached to the tower, leaning close and chatting. The man had graying hair and a cup of coffee. The woman had a huge smile on her face. 
 
    “Dammit,” Hayden said. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “There’s someone on the defense tower.” 
 
    “So,” Spider said. 
 
    “They’re not Vindicators.” Hayden remembered Ralyn Paran walking down those courthouse steps. He remembered blowing the man’s head open to avenge Dani, the wife Paran helped save from the Supremacy. 
 
    “They’re working for the bad guys,” Spider said. “Take the shot.” 
 
    Hayden wanted to punch Spider. He knew this man hated the Supremacy and everyone in it, but the two people standing outside the cloaking generator were not soldiers. They were paper pushers, two normal people flirting on a long shift. They didn’t deserve to die. 
 
    “The assault team is exposed.” Spider leaned close. “With the simoon gone, they may be spotted.” 
 
    Hayden heard a clanging sound. There was a Myker Special Edition pressed against his back. One slug would punch right through his armor. 
 
    “Take the shot,” Spider said. “Or I will.” 
 
    Hayden swung his launcher and clocked Spider in the helmet. The man tumbled backward. Hayden shoved Spider hard and knocked him to the ground. He stomped on Spider’s chest and held him there with the weight of his powered boot. Wedged against the rock, the other man could not get up. 
 
    “I’m not doing this for your revenge,” Hayden said. “I’m doing this because something has to change, and we’re the only ones who can change it. After I fire this mini-nuke, hundreds of people are going to die.” 
 
    “If that bothers you, Cross, why the hell did you volunteer?” 
 
    “Because this was my plan, you colossal dickbag. Every death today falls on me. So if you put your gun in my back again, I’ll shove it up your ass.” 
 
    “Then sell us out. Betray us all, you Supremacy fuck.” 
 
    Hayden lifted his boot. “I’m not going to betray you.” He turned away, raised the launcher, and signaled his drone to tag the tower. “But I’m not like you and your buddies. I hate making innocent people explode, so give me a fucking moment to make peace with it.” 
 
    “Right,” Spider said. “You make peace.” 
 
    His drone’s view zoomed in close enough that he might be watching the two people on that tower from a window, or the stairs. They looked so happy. They were laughing together. 
 
    He fired his mini-nuke. 
 
    The launcher bucked in his hands as a trail of smoke streaked away at high velocity. The missile followed the invisible laser from the drone as it rocketed up the hillside, undetectable. He could not take it back. 
 
    Unaware that they had died five seconds ago, the man gently touched the woman’s arm. She set down her coffee cup and leaned in for a kiss. Then the tower, the couple, and its antennas ceased to exist. 
 
    Hayden dropped the empty launcher as his drone relayed chaotic images. Bits of smoking metal and shattered biocrete rained down across Shadow Complex. Blast shields dropped and gates locked. 
 
    Xealot’s Grasshoppers made their first run. They cruised right over the slumped and inactive AA turrets, unleashing ordinance across the landing pads. As Hayden’s drone watched from on high, grounded helos exploded. 
 
    Spider left after the Grasshoppers made their run, hopping straight up the cliff on repulsor jets. The man moved at a respectable clip, leapfrogging the worst ledges and bouncing up the hill, and with Shadow Complex’s defenses blown apart, doing that would no longer get him killed. 
 
    Hayden ordered his drone to focus on the complex gates as they rolled open. A large Vindicator presence charged out onto the rocky hill. They formed up just in time to get the shit shot out of them. 
 
    Patriots of Ceto in desert camouflage fired their smart rifles from behind rocks, and every armor-piercing round hit and penetrated. Vindicators weren’t used to dealing with weapons this powerful or accurate — the Supremacy did a good job of keeping anything save bolt-action rifles out of natural-born hands — and the attack rapidly turned into a slaughter. Over a dozen Vindicators fell. 
 
    Despite the carnage, the Vindicators held formation as they were cut down one by one. They fell back in good order, pulling their wounded and dead back to the walls even as more smart bullets sliced into the survivors. That was when the Rhino stomped out of Shadow Complex. 
 
    Rhino suits were armored mechs double the size of a Vindicator, shaped like giant hunchbacks. They were armed with flamethrowers and carried heavy batteries. This single Rhino, which must have been on today’s Combat Patrol, took a knee at the head of the Vindicator line. 
 
    Its vented metal backpack glowed blue as the Rhino activated jammers that would make smart bullets dumb again. Heavy plates expanded outward in both directions from its folded legs, providing a wall of armor. 
 
    Hayden could not help but respect the Supremacy’s brave Vindicator platoon. Their seemingly suicidal push had in fact been a gambit to stop any attackers from entering the complex, buying time for the active Rhino to stomp its way over to the gate. Other pilots would be powering up now, in more Rhino suits, and it would soon be impossible for the Patriots to take the gates. 
 
    Fortunately, that had never been a part of Hayden’s plan. 
 
    The Grasshoppers circled around for another run. They strafed the Rhino and the Vindicators huddled behind its armored plates, but no rounds penetrated. The Vindicators pushed the tips of their rifles through slits between the plates, then fired out with their smart bullets, which tracked on an isolated frequency. 
 
    A Grasshopper slowed over the northwest corner of Shadow Complex, quad rotors rising to vertical as it slid over the reservoir. The landing ramp opened and something fell out. It splashed into the reservoir. 
 
    Even this far out, Hayden felt the thump and heard a muffled rumble. He imagined rushing water. The Vindicators at the gate remained focused on the Patriots embedded all over the hill, and he knew then the tower he blew up had also handled squad-to-squad communications. The gate did not know the reservoir had been bombed. 
 
    More Grasshoppers flew over the walls, taking fire from the Vindicators, but not enough to drop them. There were no anti-aircraft guns to shoot them down, and no Supremacy helos to burn them from the sky. They landed on the open ground around the blasted reservoir unchallenged. 
 
    Dozens of Patriots in powered armor jumped out, some refurbished Vindicator, some mercenary, some custom models cobbled together from scraps. All of them had repulsor jets mounted on their legs. One suit was sleek and blue, and Hayden felt a pang of worry. 
 
    Lerisa had volunteered to go with the rescue force, and how could he tell her no? Zack hopped out of the Grasshopper that had bombed the reservoir, clad in the black Vindicator suit from Hayden’s shuttle. He and Lerisa leapt into the reservoir from either side. They would retrieve Relic’s data. 
 
    Hayden swept his drone’s telescopic camera across the rest of the buildings. No other soldiers were present ... yet. They must know something was wrong inside the base, but those stuck below had no way to communicate with the surface. The Supremacy’s main force was now holding a gate that no longer mattered to anyone. 
 
    His stupid, half-assed plan might actually work. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    IN A NARROW METAL TUNNEL deep inside Shadow Complex, Lerisa’s shoulder stung from the impact of a ballistic round. The bullet had simply spun her around without penetrating, freeing Xealot to move past her and end her attackers with two swipes of his heatsword. Zack covered their rear, cursing up a storm in Chinese. 
 
    Lerisa sat up. “We clear?” 
 
    “They’re dead.” Xealot pulled her to her feet. Servos whirred in his powered armor, hidden beneath his black cloak. 
 
    Lerisa did not know who had made Xealot’s armor — she suspected he had made it himself — but she did know it was one of the most advanced suits she had ever seen. Not many men could go into battle with a black cloak and a heatsword and come out the other side, but turning invisible probably helped. Xealot’s mimetic camouflage was the best she’d seen. 
 
    The network of tunnels beneath Shadow Complex was vast and unsettling, and Lerisa hoped they were moving toward the core that held Relic’s data. Every tunnel looked the same, long, hexagonal, and metal. They were hostile to invaders by design. 
 
    The floor was grated metal. The walls were battered gray plastic, still dripping from the flood. Water dripped from the metal ceiling as well, but the dome lights still worked. The hum of cooling machinery filled the tunnels with a steady buzz. 
 
    This was not a place Lerisa would want to be posted, let alone imprisoned. She hoped these prisoners would recover from whatever trauma they faced. She hoped most of them were still able to walk. 
 
    “We’re clear in back, too,” Zack said, moving up behind her. “The rest of the team split off to the prison block.” 
 
    “Where we’ll go when this is done.” Xealot turned with a dramatic flair of his cloak and led them down the tunnel. Lerisa moved after him, favoring her aching shoulder. Almost there. 
 
    She had killed dozens to maintain her cover, some good and some horrible, but all of them still hurt. Today was her chance to make up for a few of the wrongs she had committed for Ceto’s freedom. She could never make it all right, but she could do this. She could do something. 
 
    She followed Xealot through the maze, each tunnel lit only by flashing yellow lights. They were heading deep into the complex, deeper than anyone else. The underground archives. 
 
    Xealot raised a hand to stop them. Lerisa stopped, and Zack almost bumped into her from behind. They waited. 
 
    “Cover!” Xealot shouted. He vanished. 
 
    Lerisa threw herself behind a support beam. A blast of heated plasma tore through the space she had just vacated. It grazed Zack’s side as he slammed into the opposite wall. He screamed, understandably. 
 
    A lone Vindicator stepped into view, with pitted armor visibly thicker than normal. It must be a prototype suit, some cross between a Vindicator and a Rhino. It also held a plasma rifle as long as she was, anchored off one shoulder with a pneumatic bar. 
 
    The tip of that rifle flared as it spun up. Deadly yellow spew filled the hallway, hissing as it melted the support beam. Her cover was vanishing fast. 
 
    Xealot appeared behind the hulking Vindicator, glowing sword swinging down and across. His blade hit the armor and stopped. Xealot grunted, ripped his weapon out, and ducked under a swinging metal elbow. 
 
    Lerisa popped out and fired six armor-piercing rounds into the super Vindicator’s chest, knocking it back with each impact, but nothing penetrated. They should have penetrated. That gave Xealot time to cloak again, but didn’t help them end this. 
 
    What the hell was that suit made of? What had the Supremacy been building down here? How were they going to kill it? 
 
    When the massive suit turned to track her, Xealot appeared again and hacked its plasma rifle in half. That wasn’t armored. He ducked a powered swing and backed toward them, throwing six times in rapid succession. The super Vindicator followed, covered in tiny blinking domes. 
 
    “Cover!” Xealot shouted again. He pulled a detonator and squeezed. 
 
    A brilliant explosion rocked the tunnel. Lerisa flattened herself to the wall as Xealot dived into cover with Zack. When the flames cleared, there was a blackened pair of armored boots in the middle of the hall. 
 
    Xealot maglocked his sword to his back. “That was interesting.” He turned, cloak billowing dramatically. “Fist, still breathing?” 
 
    “Sure thing, boss.” Zack clutched his side as he walked forward. There was a massive hole seared into his armor, exposing blistered flesh, and blood covered his gloved fingers. “This one’s gonna’ scar.” 
 
    Lerisa winced at his injury. “You should head back.” 
 
    “Nope,” Zack said. “Promised someone I’d keep an eye on you.” 
 
    Lerisa rolled her eyes inside her helmet. 
 
    Xealot thumped her shoulder. “Both of you stay close.” As he turned and led them down the hall, a cold voice flooded it. 
 
    “Xealot,” Captain Varik said, over the PA system. “It would be you.” 
 
    Lerisa looked around for the hidden camera. There must be dozens hidden in the walls. Varik must be in the security office. 
 
    “Soon I’ll have the entire PA system online again,” Varik said, “and your jaunt through our base will end as rapidly as it began. I knew your assault on the gates was a feint.” 
 
    “Where are you?” Xealot asked. 
 
    “First, a question. Why did you tell Cross Paran was your father?” 
 
    “To fool Ryke,” Xealot said, without missing a beat. 
 
    “Why save him? What’s he to you?” 
 
    “I needed to interrogate him. He had information I required.” Xealot could lie pretty well too, sometimes. 
 
    “What type of information?” 
 
    “First,” Xealot said, “tell me where you are.” 
 
    Varik chuckled. “Take the hallway to your left. We have an argument to conclude.” He paused and spoke again. “Eden’s here. She’s waiting for you.” 
 
    Xealot turned on Lerisa. “Head back to the prison block.” 
 
    “You are fucking kidding me.” Lerisa glared even though she knew he couldn’t see her. How could he abandon the mission for petty vengeance? 
 
    “I have to go after Eden,” Xealot said. 
 
    “You’re walking into a trap!” 
 
    “That is possible.” Xealot signed three words, hiding the motion with his cloak. Watched. Split. Attention.  
 
    Lerisa felt a stab of worry. They now knew Varik was monitoring their progress through the tunnels. Xealot also knew that if they split up, Varik would monitor him. The Supremacy captain was obsessed. Xealot planned to use himself as a decoy to ensure Lerisa reached the archive room. 
 
    “You’re an idiot, you know that?” Lerisa wondered if she would ever see him again. 
 
    “Sometimes.” Xealot spun with a flare of cloak and hurried down the left tunnel. He didn’t vanish again, even though he could have. 
 
    Could Xealot defeat both Eden and Varik? If anyone could survive whatever Varik had planned, it was Xealot, but even his luck would run out eventually. Lerisa had her orders. 
 
    “C’mon, Fist.” Lerisa started back the way they had come. “Back to the prison.” Of course Xealot had put the mission before himself. He and Hayden had that in common. 
 
    “Wait, what?” Zack said, but he followed her anyway. 
 
    Lerisa brought up a freshly generated map of their steps and ordered her HUD to suggest an alternate course. There were a number of forks on the way back they had not taken. One would get them turned back around. 
 
    “This way,” she said, and moved into a jog. It was the fastest powered armor would go. 
 
    They found an alternate route quickly enough, and Lerisa slowed several times to allow Zack to keep up. His injury had obviously slowed him down, but he was stubborn, like she was. She wouldn’t force him to go back. 
 
    They came across a fleeing tech. Lerisa raised her rifle as the man raised his hands. “Please!” he shouted. 
 
    “Run,” she suggested. 
 
    The tech sprinted away down the hall. Lerisa wondered if she had just volunteered them for a Vindicator assault, but she had shot enough unarmed men. A locked door was just ahead. 
 
    From the description Relic had given Hayden, this would be the archive room. She tried the door, but even a tug from her suit didn’t budge it. It was reinforced as well, impossible to force without a Rhino or something similar. 
 
    She turned on Zack. “Hey, encryption boy. Can you get this open?” 
 
    Voltage jolted her inside her suit. Everything went disturbingly black.
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    23. Fencing 
 
    NOW THAT THE INITIAL SLAUGHTER had ended, casualties were leveling off. Two Rhinos now held the gates, watching over Vindicator reinforcements, and the Patriots in the cliffs were pinned down. Neither could press the attack without being wiped out. Good. 
 
    Hayden kept his drone focused on the gates. Patriots fired occasional shots at Vindicators huddled behind the Rhino plates, but without smart bullet guidance systems, they couldn’t hit shit. Yet Hayden knew even the giant mech’s batteries could only generate a suppression field for so long. 
 
    He could easily clear the gate with his second mini-nuke, but there was no reason to do that. The Supremacy soldiers holding that gate were no longer an obstacle to rescuing the prisoners, so there was no good reason to blow them up. He turned his drone’s camera on the Grasshoppers. 
 
    Patriots in powered armor had unloaded biocrete barricades all around them. They created a bulletproof perimeter around the Grasshoppers, and like the Vindicators out front, the Patriots had taken up position behind their mobile cover. Even if another force of Supremacy soldiers found them and engaged, they could hold for a good long time. 
 
    As Hayden watched, soldiers mounted heavy machine guns — highly illegal on Phorcys, let alone Ceto — on several of the barricades. They might fire dumb rounds, but 2500 dumb rounds a minute could ruin anyone’s day. As two Patriots finished mounting the last of the machine guns, a boy in gray clothes hopped out of the Grasshopper behind them. 
 
    It was Jason Cross. 
 
    Hayden blinked and refreshed the drone signal. Jason was locked in his room at Xealot’s headquarters in the mountains. Jason was here, on this base, and he had a rope and a grappling hook. Where had he found a rope and grappling hook? Jason locked the hook on what remained of the border of the reservoir, tested it once, and rappelled out of sight. 
 
    Of course his son knew how to rappel down a cliff. He had grown up on cliffs. Why would Jason be here? What could possibly motivate him to sneak onto that Grasshopper and join this assault? 
 
    Hayden ground his teeth as he stood in his powered armor. Relic. Relic had told Jason everything Hayden had asked. Relic must have also told him something else, a mission Jason was honor bound to carry out. 
 
    Relic did not intend to allow the Patriots of Ceto to collect the data on Mullen, and why should he? The Patriots could hold it, ransom it indefinitely, demand anything they wanted. Relic would not risk that. And Jason — poor, brainwashed Jason — would be the perfect operative to retrieve the data and return it to his master. 
 
    Hayden activated his external comm and launched himself up the hill on repulsor jets. “Team leader, check in.” He was not supposed to broadcast unless there was a new development in the assault. This qualified. 
 
    “Here,” Spider said. That meant Xealot must be deep inside the base. 
 
    “Who’s going for the payload?” Hayden’s teeth rattled in his head as he landed hard. He jumped again, and again, the effort something like skating uphill on rocket heels. It was just a bit nauseating. 
 
    “Sword, Dove and Fist,” Spider said, in a tone that was obviously annoyed with him. “Weren’t you paying attention?” 
 
    “Not Sniper Junior?” He was Sniper. He supposed that made Jason Sniper Junior. A heat warning flashed in his helmet, alerting him his jets were getting overloaded. 
 
    Hayden feathered his jets to compensate — too much — and his next landing came in sideways on hard rock. He took a brain-rattling tumble, flipping end over end until he stopped in a face plant. The suit absorbed everything but the massive damage to his pride. 
 
    Spider spoke again. “Why would we send them?” Like Hayden, he avoided names and gender pronouns. Comms could be tapped. 
 
    Hayden pushed up, ran, and fired his jets again. “I’m coming in.” If I don’t pancake. “I need to stop Junior from doing something stupid.” 
 
    Hayden was in sight of the walls at last, and his eyes traced a multi-jump path onto a nearby cliff, to a rock overhang, to a shallow arc across the walls. He executed, making each landing but only just, and everything went fine until the walls of Shadow Complex flew right at him. 
 
    He fired a big burst at the last second, barely clearing the wall. When he smashed into a crouch on the far side, still alive, he thanked his powered armor instructor for making him spend so much time on jumps. 
 
    Hayden unlocked his smart rifle from the back of the suit, made sure he hadn’t smashed it in his climb, and jogged for the reservoir at as brisk a pace as he could manage. Heat warnings blared in his ears, reminding him Vindicator suits were built to be tough, not fast. His suit could deal. 
 
    The building beside him had windows covered by steel panels, and everyone inside had likely been locked down when the attack started. It was the same building where he’d been interrogated. He hoped the asshole running the interrogation room was having a hard time. 
 
    Hayden made turns as needed, smart rifle ready. He reached the building by the reservoir and announced himself over comms, then rounded the corner. No one shot him. 
 
    He jogged to the Grasshoppers and stopped as a cry sounded behind him. Twelve dozen Supremacy soldiers exited the building to his right, and the Patriots opened fire. Most of the soldiers died at once, but a few got back inside to tell on them. 
 
    Spider marched up to him, wielding his Myker and speaking through his modulated suit speaker. “Why did you leave your post?” 
 
    Hayden switched on his modulator and pointed at the reservoir. “My son’s inside.” 
 
    “Seriously?” Spider sounded dubious. 
 
    The doors opened again. Enemy Vindicators poured out, firing. Hayden dropped behind a barrier as Spider did as well. 
 
    A firestorm blew up between the two parties. Hayden took a glancing shot to the shoulder, but his armor held. “Keep them back!” 
 
    “Brilliant idea!” Spider fired a slug from his coil-gun, blasting a hole right through the leading Vindicator and out the other side. “Got any other ones?” Patriots on the heavy machine guns opened up, practically burying enemy Vindicators in bullets. 
 
    Hayden accelerated into a stiff jog as another stray shot pinged the back of his armor, sending him stumbling. He leapt into the reservoir and fired his repulsor jets. He dropped down very, very fast. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    JASON CROSS LANDED on muddy ground. It was wet down here, and water dripped everywhere. He left his rope for his ascent and stepped into thick mud. 
 
    He paused, staring at his now caked boots. Trampled plants and smeared mud covered the floor. As he picked his way through the carnage, two Patriots in mismatched powered armor rushed into the room, three emaciated people in orange jumpsuits following: a man and two women. 
 
    The lead suit raised his rifle. Jason, in turn, raised his hands. “I’m Jason,” he said. “I’m your friend.” 
 
    The rifle lowered, and the suit spoke. “The hell are you doing here?” 
 
    “Fighting.” Jason dared not be more specific than that. He no longer knew who to trust among the Patriots, save for Xealot and his father. Best to be vague about his intentions. 
 
    “Get moving, Flash,” the second suit said. “I saw him earlier. He’s legit.” 
 
    Flash stomped past him, leading the prisoners. “It’s your ass, kid.” They stepped into the empty reservoir and hugged the prisoners tight. 
 
    “Hold on,” each suit ordered. They fired their repulsor jets and rocketed upward, back to the Grasshoppers, with prisoners clutched tight. His father’s plan was working. Jason felt a surge of welcome pride. 
 
    He took a sharp right and headed into another room filled with battered plants. It emerged into a muddy T-junction. He stopped there, closed his eyes, and reached out with his other senses. 
 
    He recognized the traitor’s distinct scent. Relic’s urgent transmission had reached Jason just before the last Grasshopper took off, playing through his subaural implants. Someone had sent a warning to Shadow Complex, and Relic had intercepted it just in time to prevent disaster. 
 
    Jason set off through the tunnels. He detected the distinct stench of recent death and found it one turn later, a pool of blood and a man in powered armor. Someone had cut him very open. 
 
    Jason eyed the corpse with growing distaste. There was quite a bit of blood, and he had never seen human intestines before. He decided that cut open was not a way he would like to die. 
 
    The corpse still held a bolt-action rifle in one hand. Jason pulled it free. His father made great use of rifles. If nothing else, it might serve as a decent club. He hurried forward, eyes wide and ears open. 
 
    He heard shouting and shooting echoing in the tunnels, but it remained distant. The Patriots had already moved deep into the complex. From the sounds he heard, they were meeting only limited resistance. 
 
    When he turned the next corner, a Patriot in damaged armor limped into view. This man was missing the forward half of his right arm. Blood spurted through the hand gripping his stump. 
 
    “Run!” the Patriot shouted. He limped past. 
 
    Jason crouched, holding the rifle ready to swing. More shots sounded from ahead, followed by screams. There was also a cackling sound, a woman, laughing. Jason did not for a moment consider abandoning his mission, but he did consider taking another route. 
 
    His quarry had gone toward the laughing, or perhaps the laughing had arrived after his quarry had passed. Though it complicated his mission, it seemed unwise to approach anything that laughed like that — especially if it was cutting off people’s hands. Jason slipped into a side tunnel instead. He could go around the laughter and pick up the scent elsewhere. 
 
    Ahead was a window looking into a locked room. Jason pressed himself flat against the wall and crept toward it. He risked a glance, and then he risked another, much longer one. 
 
    The room held a man — or what had once been a man — strapped to a metal table. His savaged body was lit by a dome light. He had been carved up in so many ways that he was difficult to recognize as human, but Jason could make out a graying beard and gray hair. The man’s face was the only intact part of him. Someone had spent a great deal of time cutting everything else. 
 
    Jason shuddered and forced himself onward. He caught the scent again. He took a left turn, then two right turns, following his genetically enhanced nose. He climbed down a flight of all but vertical stairs. 
 
    Despite his focus, adrenaline pumped in his veins. The man with the missing arm and the corpse in the room had unnerved him. He was frightened, but that was natural, so he decided not to worry about it. Muffled sobs halted his advance. 
 
    It was a sound that would have been difficult for ears unlike his to detect, coming from the left tunnel. His quarry was right. Jason debated only a moment before diverting down the left tunnel. 
 
    This could be a trap, but it could also be a prisoner in distress. There was no guarantee the Patriots would find the prisoner here. He followed the sound of the sobbing into a dead end with four closed doors. 
 
    The lights on top of three doors were green. Only one was red. The sobbing came from behind the red-lit door, as did another smell, a person left unwashed for days. Jason smelled no others. 
 
    He walked to the door and pressed the release button, which worked from the outside. It seemed the Supremacy was not so worried about security this deep in the complex. The door hissed open, revealing a darkened room with a woman inside. 
 
    She shielded her eyes from the light. She had straight blond hair and wore a dirty orange jumpsuit. Before he could ask her name, she rose and charged him. Jason saw her eyes were gray and she had a thin, narrow nose. 
 
    Jason sidestepped her attack as she shouted and stumbled past. She hit the wall, caught herself, and pushed off, flailing her arms at him. He dropped the rifle and sidestepped each clumsy strike, careful not to hurt her. 
 
    “Calm down.” He backed around the cell as she flailed at him. “I’m not here to hurt you.” 
 
    “Stand still, you Supremacy fuck!” She took several more swings, but each was weaker than the last. She was getting tired. 
 
    “I’m not with the Supremacy,” Jason said. 
 
    She dropped her hands to her knees as she panted hard. “You’re ... you’re not?” 
 
    “No. Are you?” 
 
    She pushed up, chest heaving and face flushed. “I’m in a fucking cell!” 
 
    Jason saw now that this woman was scarcely older than he was. It was good to see someone his own age. He had always been either much younger or older than those on the homeship. 
 
    “My mistake,” Jason agreed. “Why did you attack me?” 
 
    “Because I’m trying to escape!” 
 
    “Is that why you were crying?” 
 
    “Well, that and I’m really pissed right now!” She took a closer look at him. “Hey, you’re just a kid, aren’t you?” 
 
    “My name’s Jason.” Jason bowed. “I came here to ensure we retrieved important data, but now, I have decided I will also rescue you.” 
 
    She sucked in a breath. “Who talks like that?” 
 
    “Pardon?” Then Jason realized he had thrown her with his raw English. He would have to be better about that. 
 
    “Never mind.” She shook her head. “I’m done with this place. I’m done with that crazy bitch!” 
 
    Jason thought back on his journey. “Does she laugh, like her brain is broken? Does she cut people apart?” 
 
    The woman shuddered. “She’s nuts. She loves hurting people, and she hates anyone who’s not Advanced. Her name’s Eden.” 
 
    “Eden sounds dangerous,” Jason said. “Let’s avoid her.” 
 
    “Let’s...” She trailed off. “Yes, let’s do that.” Her shoulders slumped. “How do we get out of here?” 
 
    Jason glanced at the exit to her cell. “We must go back a way. Unfortunately, that will complicate my other mission.” 
 
    “What mission?” 
 
    “Saving my father’s friend.” 
 
    “Who’s your father?” 
 
    Jason smiled proudly. “Hayden Cross.” 
 
    Her eyes got real big. “Hayden’s alive?” She threw her arms around him, and that made Jason’s heart race. “He said he didn’t have any kids!” She was laughing now, and very soft, even if she smelled like sweat and dirt. 
 
    “He, uh ... did not know about me.” Jason had never been embraced by a woman his own age, certainly not one this soft and ... developed. There had been women his own age on the homeship, of course, but they had all been siblings. This woman was not his sibling. She tingled. 
 
    He shook off this highly unusual distraction. They were both still in great danger, and this was not the time to explore ... whatever this was. This was the time to save Relic’s data and save his father. 
 
    “My father gave specific orders that you be found,” Jason said, carefully easing the two of them apart. He wasn’t quite sure where he was supposed to put his hands. “You’re fortunate I came this way.” 
 
    “I knew he’d come to get me out!” The woman grinned. “My name’s Cassie. Your dad protected me when no one else would.” She scowled then and, oddly, that was just as attractive. “How much trouble is he in now?” 
 
    “Some,” Jason said. 
 
    “Then why are we standing here?” Cassie slapped a palm against his chest. “We have to go help him!” 
 
    Jason nodded. “Are you up to that?” 
 
    She pushed him out the door. “If your dad needs help, we’re helping him. Now where are we going?” 
 
    She asked sensible questions. “Follow me.” He glanced at the discarded rifle. “Say, do you know how to shoot that thing?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    HAYDEN STOPPED when Eden stepped from behind a hall column. She wore an unconcealed full suit of flexsteel, enough to protect her even from direct shots. She had a heatsword in both hands and a gruesome smile on her face. Blood caked her sword. 
 
    “Oh my,” she said. “Another one?” 
 
    Hayden raised his rifle as she raised one hand. Something shot out of Eden’s palm before he could fire, and the world exploded with white. A signal jammer. He was blind! 
 
    He heard rather than saw soft footfalls rushing him, and he knew he’d never hit her without the ability to aim. It was time for something very stupid. He dropped onto his back and fired his repulsor jets. 
 
    Air whistled and floor screeched. His armor bucked beneath him like a living thing. Soon he slammed into something hard, probably a wall. Armor crunched as a shockwave rippled through his muscles. 
 
    He rose into a sit as his helmet screens flickered back on. He saw Eden sprinting toward him from the end of the long hall, still out of melee range. That was the downside of bringing a sword to a gunfight. 
 
    “That was clever!” she shouted. 
 
    “So’s this.” Hayden raised his rifle, but its targeting system refused to lock onto her charging shape. How could she have a suppressor in armor that light? He fired from the hip. 
 
    His round blew by close enough to Eden to send her diving behind another pillar in the hall. Hayden lumbered to his feet. He adjusted the rifle, trying to use the manual sights, but the stock thumped into his helmet. He couldn’t align it in any way that was useful. He kept it pointed in her general direction anyway, hoping it might intimidate her. 
 
    “Eden!” Captain Varik shouted from the hallway. “To me!” 
 
    As Hayden crept forward, Eden’s hand popped out and tossed a grenade. It rolled down the tunnel and stopped at his boots. 
 
    Shit! Hayden spun and stomped away, too slow. The explosion took him from behind and sent him tumbling end over end. He was certain he was dead until he rolled to a stop, still in one piece, which meant that was just an anti-personnel grenade. He did love Vindicator armor. 
 
    “This one’s still alive!” Eden shouted. 
 
    “So’s Xealot!” Varik shouted back. “Leave the rabble! I need you here!” 
 
    Eden popped out of cover and dashed away. “Another time, gutter-born!” 
 
    Hayden gripped a metal support in powered hands and dragged his suit upright with a whine of damaged servos. He stood, wobbly. That woman is insane. 
 
    Yet he had no choice but to go after Eden. He was following Jason’s footsteps, and Eden was running the way Jason had run. Jason’s boots had picked up particulates when he stomped through the flooded produce farm, and he was leaving a trail everywhere he went. 
 
    Hayden stomped down the metal hallway, trusting his suit to watch his back. One suit leg felt stiff, and ninety degrees of his three-hundred sixty degree view had been crushed by his impact with the wall, but as long as no one came at him from the left, he’d survive. As he limped down the hall, rifle at an awkward angle, a black-cloaked man stepped out of thin air.  
 
    Hayden jerked to a halt. “Goddammit. 
 
    “Sniper.” Xealot’s cloak must be an actual cloak, the mimetic kind. It wasn’t just a dramatic statement. 
 
    “So that’s how you vanished on Ryke’s supply platform.” 
 
    “What are you doing here?” Xealot asked. 
 
    “Looking for Sniper Junior. You?” 
 
    “Being distracting. I have not seen the one you’re looking for.” He glanced up the tunnel. “Which way did Eden go?” 
 
    “The way I’m going.” 
 
    “That seems unwise.” Xealot’s cloak billowed as he spun and walked down the tunnel. “Turn back.” 
 
    “Can’t do that.” Hayden stomped after Xealot. “Mine went that way too.” 
 
    “Then you and I will face Varik and Eden.” 
 
    So that’s why Xealot was down here, all alone. “They know we’re coming?” Lerisa must have split off. 
 
    “Absolutely.” 
 
    “Then we’re walking into a trap.” 
 
    “Correct. Why help me?” 
 
    Hayden kept walking. “I guess I’m just abnormally heroic.” 
 
    Xealot paused when they rounded a corner and found a single, open doorway. “There’s a large room ahead. A Rhino bay.” He stood silent for another moment. “I don’t see any Rhinos.” 
 
    “They were all up at the gates, last I saw.” Hayden edged forward. “What’s your plan?” 
 
    “Developing.” Xealot turned that mask on him, the one with the red stripe down the middle. “Your suit looks quite damaged. Can you still fight?” 
 
    “I can’t shoot, but I can probably punch people.” 
 
    “I’d prefer you shoot them.” Xealot leaned over and gripped something on the back of Hayden’s suit. Metal creaked. 
 
    Inside his helmet, his targeting computer rebooted. Whatever array networked his suit to his rifle was working again. 
 
    Xealot stepped back. “Next time you fall, try not to land on your targeting apparatus.” 
 
    Because of course that had been intentional. “Kay.” 
 
    “There are two raised catwalks running the length of the bay. Hop onto one, cover me, and we’ll see who comes out to greet us.” 
 
    Hayden’s HUD could not read anything through the thick metal walls ahead. “How can you know what’s past that wall?” 
 
    Xealot moved forward. “I’m a wizard.” He pressed against the left side of the door, back to it. 
 
    Hayden followed him and pressed up against the right. They looked at each other as Xealot pointed twice with his finger, a signed command for “Move up” used by Supremacy commandos. Was Xealot ex-Supremacy? That would explain a few things, like where his super suit came from. 
 
    Hayden slid inside the bay and swept his rifle across the darkened interior. The targeting computer inside his Vindicator generated and discarded green squares as it evaluated stationary forklifts, huge barrels of flamethrower accelerant, and one spilled coffee mug. No shooters. 
 
    Xealot had been right about the catwalks. They were above and intact. Hayden fired his repulsor jets and catapulted himself up onto one. 
 
    Xealot strode into the room behind him, large sword drawn. Lights flipped on as security doors slammed, trapping them inside. That figured. 
 
    Eden stepped from inside a thick metal bay, one that held Rhino suits when they were undergoing maintenance. Her heatsword ignited as her lips pulled back. “You’re here!” She sounded way too happy about that. 
 
    A green square boxed in Eden’s head, which meant Eden didn’t have a suppressor after all. He’d just landed on his targeting equipment. Hayden flipped his green square red and centered his rifle. Bye bye. 
 
    “Hold your fire!” Xealot shouted. He threw out one hand. 
 
    Despite his very reasonable desire to end Eden right then, Hayden didn’t shoot her. Instinct and years of training forced him to follow orders from his superior, even when he knew those orders were stupid. They were, often. 
 
    Eden glanced up at the catwalk. “Oh, that one! I blew him up.” 
 
    “You’re coming with me.” Xealot stalked forward. “I’m going to fix you, and then you’ll never have to fight anyone again.” 
 
    “Boring!” Eden shifted her long blade so it was parallel to the line of her shoulders. “Meet my blade, rabble rouser. Let’s have ourselves an honor duel!” 
 
    Mist gathered around Eden as she advanced on Xealot. Thick metal cylinders vented coolant used on Rhino engines. Behind Eden, the square elevator shafts that ferried Rhinos to the surface remained empty. 
 
    Hayden spoke to Xealot on comms, where Eden couldn’t overhear them. “That’s a big sword. Can I shoot her now?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    A door at the back of the room hissed open, and a squad of prison guards rushed inside. They were wearing standard body armor which wouldn’t stop a dumb bullet, let alone smart ones. Hayden peppered the newcomers with green targeting squares. “Can I shoot these guys?” 
 
    Eden screamed and charged. Xealot shifted stances and split his giant sword into two smaller ones. It seemed horribly impractical, at first blush, but Hayden had to admit it was a neat trick. 
 
    Xealot met Eden’s first blow with one heatsword and swatted it away, but he ignored the opening and clocked her in the head with the flat of the unignited other one. She stumbled back with a frustrated hiss. One of the guards shouted “Fire!” 
 
    Hayden shot both of the giant tanks holding the Rhino coolant. The tanks burst, filling the room with steam. Men screamed and swords clashed. 
 
    “Yes,” Xealot said over comms. “You may shoot those men.” 
 
    Hayden dropped his HUD into heat mode and retargeted guards through coolant. He dropped first one, then another, and then jogged away as they fired blindly at his prior position. 
 
    Killing these men with smart bullets through thick steam was hardly fair, but war was never fair. He reminded himself these men guarded prison cells, which made them cruel and heartless. He’d tell himself whatever he needed to end the threat and sleep at night. 
 
    He knelt further along the catwalk and locked two more targets, dropping two more guards. The six left rushed for Xealot, but he didn’t see Eden anywhere. Where was she? 
 
    Xealot’s heat signature vanished from view. His cloak could block thermals as well! He flashed into view behind a guard, already in mid-swing, and decapitated him. He vanished before the man could fall. 
 
    The others cried out, firing randomly. Xealot appeared behind another and clubbed him with the flat of one heatsword. He spun and drove the other blade through the man behind him, then vanished again. Faced with an enemy they couldn’t see or shoot, the other three decided to run. 
 
    Hayden was inclined to let them go, but Xealot was not. He appeared and impaled the man furthest back. Hayden heard small feet land on the catwalk and spun. Eden rushed him with a howl. 
 
    He shot her in the chest without a target lock. She caught his bullet with her flexsteel chest and flew right off the catwalk. She fell almost six meters before slamming into the ground. 
 
    “No!” Xealot screamed. He actually sounded upset. 
 
    Before Hayden could ask what the problem was, he noticed the rumbling coming from the Rhino elevator. A thick metal square trundled into view, a single pristine Rhino riding it down. Even before the elevator finished descending, its pilot activated its flamethrower. Superheated flames filled the room, burning away the steam and forced Xealot to run. 
 
    Hayden heard a moan and glanced down. Eden was still alive. He popped a green target square on her head. 
 
    “Sniper!” Xealot roared over the comm. “Do not shoot Eden! If you kill her, I will kill you!” 
 
    Hayden grimaced. Xealot sounded serious, and Hayden didn’t think he could take the man. Why was he so concerned about Eden? Old flame? 
 
    “Concentrate on Varik!” Xealot shouted. 
 
    Hayden looked up at the Rhino and took stock. Varik was in that thing? He had actually decided to fight someone? 
 
    “Face me, Xealot!” Varik’s unmodulated voice boomed from the Rhino’s external speaker. “We will finish this endless dance today!” 
 
    Shooting Eden wasn’t worth risking Xealot’s heatsword in his back. Hayden sighted the Rhino instead, fumbling through his old memories for weak spots. This mech’s armor was too thick for his rifle, but its flamethrower would have a hard time reaching him on the catwalk. He could just make out Varik through the thick windshield in the pilot pod. 
 
    When he looked back to check on Eden, she was up and gone. He bit out an angry curse. “Your girlfriend’s up!” 
 
    “Then don’t shoot her,” Xealot said. “Ever again.” 
 
    Hayden backed down the catwalk as Varik stomped further into the bay, spewing flame everywhere. He knew Eden would drop and slice him at any moment. “What’s she to you?” 
 
    “Valuable. Can you get Varik’s attention?” 
 
    “Well I guess I could shoot him, too.” Hayden focused a green targeting circle and put a round into the Rhino’s reinforced glass viewport. It left a web of cracks that haloed Varik’s head. 
 
    Varik turned on him and spewed flame at the catwalk. Hayden jogged away, then grabbed the rail with both hands. He hopped his armored body over it and fired his repulsor jets. 
 
    Flame singed him for the brief moment he passed over Varik, but his armor absorbed the heat. Hayden landed on the other catwalk and jogged away as a half hysterical chuckle filled his throat. Varik was now, quite literally, trying to fire him. 
 
    “Stand and fight!” Varik shouted. “Gutter-born!” 
 
    A black-cloaked figure dropped onto the Rhino from behind. Xealot. His heatsword dug into the hatch lock on the Rhino’s armored top. Sparks spouted and melted metal coursed. 
 
    Hayden whooped and spun, scoping in on Varik and putting another round into his already spiderwebbed viewport. Varik spun his mech about, spewing flame everywhere. Just as Xealot cut through the hatch lock, Varik’s flames lit up the spare accelerant pods. 
 
    The magnificent blast remodeled the Rhino bay.
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    24: Bullet 
 
    HAYDEN OPENED HIS EYES —and he did have eyes, still, which was goddamn amazing —to the sound of perturbed beeping. His powered armor was annoyed with him, but it was intact, which meant he was too. He’d been far enough from the blast that it hadn’t incinerated him wholesale. 
 
    Ears ringing, Hayden stood. One leg joint was bent now, and every step was a slow limp. He half leapt, half rolled off the catwalk and fired his repulsor jets. He hit with a clang that rattled his teeth. 
 
    Captain Varik’s Rhino was still intact, but it was now flat on its armored back, blackened and smoking. Both its arms were missing, and its torso was melted and charred. It wasn’t getting up. 
 
    Eden knelt atop the smoking Rhino, hissing as the heated pilot’s hatch seared her hands. She ripped it open. She hadn’t used her heatsword, which meant she’d probably lost it in the blast. Good. 
 
    As Hayden stumbled closer, Eden pulled an unconscious Varik from inside the ruined Rhino. Hayden looked past her at the black-cloaked form crumpled in the corner. Xealot. 
 
    Eden whined like an animal as she lifted Varik’s blistered body. Hayden stomped forward and raised his armored fists. Even an Advanced woman couldn’t brawl with powered armor. 
 
    “You!” Eden struggled with Varik’s body. “You could have killed him!” 
 
    Wow, she was insane. “Kid gloves are off now, sweetheart.” He watched Xealot for movement. “Where’s your sword?” 
 
    “Where’s your rifle?” 
 
    Hayden lowered his fists. “Want to call it a day?” He remembered Eden’s hidden stiletto sliding into Slim’s back on Ryke’s refueling platform. Even armored, he did not want to risk a fight with her. 
 
    Eden smiled her chilling smile. “You’d do that? For me?” 
 
    “Sure.” Hayden thought about Jason, still out there all alone. “You take yours and I’ll take mine?” 
 
    “Deal!” Eden balanced Varik over her shoulders and ran toward the distant door. She dashed through and vanished, entirely out of the fight. 
 
    Hayden jogged to Xealot. He was conscious but barely moving, and most of his black robe had been burned off. The missing chunks exposed black armor underneath. It was a thick weave, more intricate than Hayden had ever seen, and his Vindicator’s sensors could not figure out what it was. 
 
    It was only then that Hayden noticed Xealot’s white mask had been blown off. It lay where he had fallen, intact but charred. Hayden could finally see Xealot’s face, and he finally understood the mask. 
 
    Xealot was not ugly. He didn’t have three eyes, buck teeth, or any disfiguring scars. He was Advanced. 
 
    Hayden took a moment to appreciate the irony of Ceto’s natural-born worshipping their glorious leader, cursing the Advanced and the Supremacy, when that very leader was an Advanced himself. When Xealot focused on him, it got less funny. This man had just taken an exploding Rhino to the face, and not only was he still alive, he actually looked annoyed. 
 
    “Sniper.” Sweat beaded on Xealot’s light-brown skin. “Where’s Eden?” 
 
    Hayden crouched beside him, knee joints whining angrily. “She left with Varik. Since you seemed so attached, I let her go.” 
 
    “Thank you.” Xealot pressed one glove to his mouth and came back with blood. “We’ve bought Dove and Fist the time they needed.” He rolled to the side and fumbled for his charred mask. “Help me up.” 
 
    Hayden complied. “Am I carrying you?” He handed Xealot his mask, which he noticed now had a jagged scar down its length. 
 
    Xealot resecured his mask. “No one carries me.” He stumbled as he tried to walk. “Most of the time.” 
 
    Hayden wondered how Xealot could see through the mask. He decided it must be just like Vindicator armor, with screens projecting a view of the exterior. Except Xealot’s suit could use mimetic camouflage and survive a blast from an exploding Rhino. He found himself just a bit jealous. 
 
    Hayden threw one of Xealot’s arms over his suit’s shoulder and started back the way they’d come. “C’mon, hero.” If he dumped Xealot in the hall outside the Rhino bay, another Patriot would probably find him. 
 
    Two more Patriots rushed into the room before he could cross the bay, thankfully, and Hayden recognized Spider and Lion, the blond Patriot Kaliden Toth shot in the shoulder. They looked bloody, beat up, and pissed. 
 
    “Boss!” Spider shouted. 
 
    The two of them rushed forward. Hayden pondered telling them about what was beneath Xealot’s mask, but quickly decided against it. Xealot kept his Advanced origins hidden for a reason, and it seemed to Hayden like a good one. Like Lerisa, Xealot cared. 
 
    The leader of the Patriots of Ceto had saved him from torture and helped keep Lerisa alive. Those were not the actions of someone Hayden was willing to betray. He handed Xealot over. “How are things topside?” 
 
    “All the prisoners are out,” Spider said. “There’s one Grasshopper waiting, but I’m not sure how much longer we can hold the platform.” He grimaced. “We’ve lost a few.” 
 
    “What about Dove and Fist?” 
 
    “Wouldn’t leave without them,” Spider said. “Or their data.” At least he was honest about it. “Where are they?” 
 
    “I’ll find them,” Hayden said. “Hold the landing pad until we get up there.” He jogged toward the door Eden had used to evacuate Varik. “Oh, and get Xealot a medic or something!” 
 
    This was the direction Jason had gone. Hayden only hoped he could still stop Jason from doing something stupid. He had a son, now, and he could lose him. He only now realized how terrifying that was. 
 
    He had to find Jason and get him home safe. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    COOL AIR BRUSHED Lerisa’s eyelids as machinery hummed. A strand of hair tickled her forehead. She opened her eyes to find her helmet missing. 
 
    Her body still tingled, twitching every so often. She had been electrocuted inside her suit. She tested her arms, her legs, but her powered suit restrained her. Her armor was locked.  
 
    Zack sat on a bench inside the archives room, only his helmet off. Other than that, he still wore a full suit of powered armor. A slim cable stretched from the console into a jack at the back of his head, into his PBA. She remembered that, unlike her own palm jack, a head jack existed only on PBAs with powerful decryption algorithms. Zack was decrypting something. 
 
    Lerisa groaned. “Fist?” That was what she was supposed to call him. 
 
    He didn’t look at her. “Morning, Bluebird.” 
 
    “What happened?” Lerisa’s armor immobilized her like a cast. 
 
    “You did, apparently.” Zack leaned closer to the console and tapped a few keys. “Your armor’s slaved to mine.” 
 
    “How?” Then she asked a better question. “Why?” 
 
    “Because you’re a fucking traitor.” 
 
    Lerisa’s muscles clenched when he said that, but she made her face a mask. “What the bloody hell are you talking about?” 
 
    “You’re the mole.” Zack refused to look at her. “A traitor inside Special Investigations, passing secrets to those craven terrorists.” 
 
    He was supposed to be okay with that. “I’m not—” 
 
    “The Supremacy thought it was Hayden, you know. They were going to throw him a stress cell because of you.” 
 
    Was Zack actively decrypting Relic’s data? Why not just delete it? Did he want it too? No. Peter Mullen wanted it. Lerisa slid her hand out of her suit’s glove. “You’ve got it all wrong.” 
 
    “You were at a conference with the leaders of the Patriots! Are we really going to play this game?” 
 
    Their connection was undeniable. What Lerisa had to do now was downplay it, trivialize it. Justify it. 
 
    “I’m down in deep cover,” she said. “I’m—” 
 
    “Do you remember the oh-nine-hundred train out of New Haven, September Thirty-Third, four years ago?” 
 
    Lerisa had her hand free. “Should I?” She dug her fingernails into the soft fabric of her suit, tearing a fresh hole. She hoped she did not have to use the suicide button hidden beneath the fabric, inside her suit’s forearm, but she would — if she couldn’t escape. That was better than a Supremacy interrogation. 
 
    “The train was carrying a load of Supremacy drones,” Zack said. “It had four passenger cars.” 
 
    Lerisa understood at once, and fresh grief gripped her. She saw the picture of the little girl Zack always kept in his wallet, the girl with the pink bow and the dark hair. The girl smiling in the bright yellow dress. 
 
    “The Patriots of Ceto blew the train.” Zack stood and turned on her. “My niece was riding to see her mother. She loved painting and football and unicorns. She was eight years old when you fuckers evaporated her.” 
 
    Lerisa swallowed. “I had nothing to do with that.” 
 
    But she did, didn’t she? She had passed Xealot the information about that train, thinking his Patriots would simply steal the drones or hit the drone car. Xealot had thought that too, but good help was hard to find when everyone who worked for you might get executed. 
 
    Mullen was part of it too, of course. Mullen wanted civilian casualties in Patriot bombings, because he knew it would weaken his Warden opponents in the senate. He insisted they mix civilian and military train cars. 
 
    Lerisa had accepted the burden of mistakes like those that killed Zack’s niece because her guilt wasn’t important. Her suffering didn’t matter. What mattered was taking down Peter Mullen, because Mullen’s enforcers ended dozens of innocent lives every single day. 
 
    Yet that smiling little girl was dead, and Lerisa had set off the sequence of events that got her incinerated. Maybe she deserved to be here, locked in her powered armor. Maybe she deserved to have her head crushed beneath Zack’s boot, but only once Ceto was free of the Supremacy. 
 
    “You’re going back,” Zack said. 
 
    Cold fingers danced up Lerisa’s spine. “To where?” 
 
    “Phorcys. You’re going to be court-martialed, interrogated, and executed. I’d shoot you in the head if I didn’t know how important you are as an asset, but that’s the difference between us. I’m not a fucking terrorist.” 
 
    Did Zack know what he was signing her up for? Lerisa had visited the stress cells only once, on direct orders from Captain Varik. She had seen a single prisoner, Randall Tain. 
 
    Tain was a brutal drug smuggler who made the mistake of challenging the Supremacy after they arrested his dealers. His soldiers bombed the home of the officer leading the crackdown, killing him and his entire family. They planted evidence against the Patriots, hoping to deflect blame, but what Tain didn’t realize is that would only increase the Supremacy’s wrath.  
 
    Tain had been a very bad man, but what Captain Varik had done to him was worse. His interrogators had lasered pieces off Tain, bit by bloody bit, as drugs and shocks kept him awake and alive. They made a snuff film and dropped it into the dregs of the net, a warning to anyone who dared challenge the Supremacy. Hurt us, they promised, and we’ll hurt you. 
 
    “How can you live with it?” Zack asked. “Knowing you murdered all those innocent people? Knowing you murdered children?” 
 
    “I didn’t murder anyone,” Lerisa lied, making her voice strong, “and like I was trying to tell you, we’re on the same side. I’m spying on the Patriots.” 
 
    “Bullshit.” 
 
    “I’ve been deep cover for years, gathering intelligence and using it to take them down. Xealot trusts me.” She jammed her fingers into the hole in her suit, feeling for the suicide button. “Where do you think I got all the leads I’ve had over the years? No one is that lucky.” 
 
    “I thought you’d be better at this.” Zack sat back down at the bench. “I was finally going to clear Hayden, you know. Get him reinstated. Then that mad old geezer brainwashed him into launching this assault.” Zack slammed the console. “I warned them, dammit! Why the hell didn’t they listen?” 
 
    “I warned them the assault was coming.” Lerisa jumped on an opportunity. “It’s Varik who ordered the base to let it proceed anyway. He’s obsessed with Xealot. You heard him in the hallway, right? He let us attack so he could finally take Xealot down. I’m not saying it was the best plan—” 
 
    “That’s not going to work on me,” Zack interrupted. “I won’t let you twist me like you twisted Hayden. You made him into a terrorist. You made him betray me, the Supremacy, everyone.” 
 
    “I didn’t make Hayden do anything!” Lerisa let anger eclipse her fear. “I’m just trying to keep him alive! He hasn’t done anything we can’t explain away. Between the two of us, we can still save him!” 
 
    Zack blinked rapidly, an involuntary reaction to finishing a download. He snapped the cable from his head and dropped it. “Time to go.” 
 
    Lerisa pushed at her locked suit. “Where?” 
 
    Her suit rolled over of its own accord, spilling strands of brown hair across her eyes. Its arms pushed her up. It straightened her and stood. 
 
    She shook her head inside her neck brace, trying to clear her hair. When she did, Zack was in her face. The hatred distorting his features chilled her. 
 
    Lerisa had always seen him as relaxed, consistently mischievous, and sometimes flirty. Now she saw him as the man he truly was, a master manipulator and trained killer. Internal Security, or ISec. He was a better liar than she’d ever be. 
 
    “You’ve stolen enough secrets.” Zack grabbed his helmet, walked to the door, and opened it. “I’m not giving you—” 
 
    Jason Cross punched him in the face. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    JASON RECOGNIZED, even as he struck his adversary, that this opponent must be trained as a martial artist. Zack Marano instinctively turned his head to mitigate the damage, and unfortunately, he was armored from neck to toe, save for a possibly exploitable wound in his side. This fight was going to be more difficult than he expected. 
 
    Jason dashed into the room and unleashed a rapid flurry of punches, aiming for eyes or jaw or ears. Zack dodged or blocked them all, and hitting armored hands hurt. At least he forced the other man to drop his helmet. 
 
    As it landed, Jason kicked that helmet to the corner of the room. If Zack got his powered armor sealed, nothing Jason could do would stop him. Zack immediately went on the offensive, countering Jason’s next strike with an armored fist that rocketed toward Jason’s ribs. 
 
    He spun past the blow and slammed an elbow into Zack’s chin. Zack stumbled back, giving Jason the room he needed to reach Lerisa. He stood before her in a fighting stance. 
 
    Jason breathed, but not hard. “How do I free you?” Everything Mother and Relic had ever taught him seemed to be working. He was not dead. 
 
    Lerisa spoke from behind him. “What are you—” 
 
    “Doing here?” Zack wiped fresh blood from his nose. “Where’s Dad?” 
 
    “Sniping.” Jason didn’t look back at Lerisa. “How do I free you?” 
 
    “You can’t,” Lerisa said, “unless you take out the antenna on the back of his armor. That’s what he’s using to control my suit.” 
 
    Jason nodded and edged closer to Zack. Zack took one step forward and settled into a stance Jason did not recognize. It was new to him. 
 
    “Please, kid.” Zack snorted and circled slow. “I’m twice your weight, and I’ve taken guys twice your size.” 
 
    “You’re also wearing powered armor.” Jason examined it for joints or weak points. “Limits your mobility.” Could he force Zack’s limbs into stress positions, or would the armor resist? 
 
    “What are you doing here, anyway?” 
 
    “I stopped your transmission. Now I will stop you.” 
 
    Zack ground his teeth. “Relic.” 
 
    “You may not say that name. You are a bad person.” 
 
    Zack rolled his eyes. “You seem like a nice kid, and since you’re Hayden’s son, I’m not going to kill you today.” Zack reached behind his back. 
 
    Jason dashed behind the console as Zack drew a shiny pistol, probably of the knockout variety. Hayden had taught him about guns too, on their trip home. He would not be taken so easily as that. 
 
    “You’re too clever for me,” Zack said. “It’s not like I can just walk around the corner.” Armored boots clomped. 
 
    “What are you doing here?” Lerisa whispered. 
 
    “Saving the mission.” Jason listened to the boots. “Your death would make Father very sad.” He popped his head out from behind the console. Cassie stood in the doorway at Zack’s back, aiming her rifle. 
 
    Cassie fired. Jason’s sensitive ears rang as the impact sent Zack tumbling forward, but the bullet missed his head. Zack spun and charged her, ripping her rifle from her hands. He tossed it away. 
 
    “The hell are you doing here?” Zack shoved Cassie hard enough she fell on her butt in the hall. “You shouldn’t be here!” 
 
    Jason sprinted toward Zack from behind. He doubted Cassie lacked the stomach to kill Zack. Perhaps she had simply never shot a rifle before. He snatched the antenna in one hand and wrenched it clean off, something even most Advanced couldn’t do. 
 
    Zack spun too fast for Jason to avoid. His clenched, armored fist hit Jason in the chest. The impact knocked him airborne, snapping bone and tossing him into the console. 
 
    As he opened his eyes again, Lerisa barreled past him like a maglev train. She slammed into Zack’s waist with a loud clang, throwing them both through the door and into the hallway. He had done it. Lerisa was free! 
 
    Jason coughed blood and realized his chest really, really hurt. Perhaps some ribs were broken. He hoped one had not punctured a lung. 
 
    Cassie knelt beside him and clutched his arms, eyes wide. “You’re hurt!” 
 
    He grinned. “You did well!” Then he coughed blood again, and decided not to talk anymore. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    HAYDEN PICKED UP JASON’S TRACKS on the far side of the Rhino bay. There was no sign of Eden or Varik. He jogged as fast as he could, tracking the mud. He rounded a corner. 
 
    A black Vindicator suit tumbled out of the doorway ahead, with a blue suit on top of it. Lerisa and Zack. Neither was wearing their helmets. Was a bomb about to go off? 
 
    “Dove!” Hayden shouted. “Fist!” 
 
    “Cardinal!” Lerisa looked up. “Zack is—” 
 
    Zack’s fist slammed into her chest plate with a hollow clang. Lerisa returned the favor with a fist into his side, and that fist met bare flesh. Something had opened Zack’s armor there. Bone cracked and Zack screamed. 
 
    Hayden limped closer. “Stop!” What the hell was going on? 
 
    Zack kicked Lerisa in her armored knee, crushing metal, and then rolled her off him with a grunt. Her suit slammed into the wall. Zack pushed himself up, coughing, and when he looked at Hayden, his eyes went wide. 
 
    They couldn’t take their helmets off inside this complex. There could be cameras anywhere. The Supremacy might know Zack was involved, now. He had to get his helmet back on! 
 
    “Asshole!” Zack shouted. He glared at Hayden, eyes glistening. “I tanked my career to save you, but you just wouldn’t stop!” 
 
    Hayden stopped limping. Zack was his friend. Zack had been his friend as long as he had been alive. 
 
    “Zack’s ISec,” Lerisa said between coughs. “He’s been shadowing you.” 
 
    “No.” Hayden limped closer, trying to think. “He works for SpaceGov.” 
 
    “You were supposed to be innocent!” Zack winced and clutched his side. “I was trying to protect you, dammit!” Zack glanced at Lerisa, at the door behind him, and at the bloody hole in his side. “Look after your son.” 
 
    Zack broke left, jogging down another tunnel. Lerisa pulled herself up and tried to walk, but she stumbled on a wobbly knee. It looked like Zack had broken the actuators in that leg. 
 
    Cassie Ryke stumbled out of the room, dirty but alive. She held a Supremacy rifle. When she saw him, her eye went wide. 
 
    “Cassie!” Hayden shouted her name before he could stop himself, but the Supremacy already knew who she was. 
 
    “You!” Cassie shouted back. She ran over to him, evidently more conscious of listening devices than he was. “Jason’s hurt, but I think he’ll pull through. He saved us.” 
 
    “From what?” How or why had Jason saved anyone? 
 
    “Zack tried to warn the Supremacy about our attack,” Lerisa said, and she sounded absolutely exhausted. “Jason stopped him, but he has our data now, and our names. He’s going to send it to Trifold City.” 
 
    “How can Zack be ISec?” Hayden demanded. “You’re wrong.” They were missing something. 
 
    Lerisa took another wobbling step, but they both knew she could not make the speed she needed. “You have to stop him. If he makes it out of here, we’re all dead.” 
 
    Hayden did not want to believe it. He did not dare believe it. Yet it all made such insidious sense. 
 
    How had Toth tracked him to Relic’s homeship? Had Zack planted the virus that admitted Toth and his bounty hunters into Relic’s ship? Had he helped them invade and abduct people? 
 
    Had Zack gotten Dani killed? 
 
    Hayden had convinced himself the traitor must be someone on Relic’s staff, but he knew that was flimsy. Why wait twelve years to betray Relic? He remembered Zack insisting they stay in the cell instead of going after Dani, then snapping the neck of the first man who could tell them what was happening. Fresh nausea left him unsteady. Tears stung his eyes. 
 
    Hayden took the rifle from Cassie and lumbered after Zack. Each step came far too slow. He had to find Zack and find out the truth. 
 
    He had to know why his best friend betrayed him. 
 
    “Be careful!” Cassie shouted after him. 
 
    Hayden caught Zack three tunnels up. Zack was stumbling like a drunk hunchback, clutching the bleeding hole in his side. Lerisa’s kick must have snapped a rib or two, and from his experience with Ryke, Hayden knew that felt excruciating. Zack glanced at Hayden and picked up the pace. 
 
    “Stop!” Hayden limped forward in his powered armor. Zack limped too. They were two limping men in a limping race, which would have been a good joke if he didn’t love this man so much. 
 
    “You joined the Patriots!” Zack shouted. “I can’t help you anymore!” 
 
    Hayden could not remove powered armor without assistance, which meant he was stuck at this slow pace. “How the fuck are you helping me?” 
 
    “By showing the Supremacy you were innocent!” Zack reached a ladder and climbed. “Varik recorded you in that maglev tunnel, with Morna! He decided you were the leak in Special Investigations!” 
 
    Hayden hurried on as a lot of things he hadn’t thought about suddenly made sense. “You were trying to clear me?” 
 
    “They were going to throw you in a stress cell and tear you apart! I called in every favor I had to hold him off, then intercepted you at the starport. I told them I’d prove you were loyal!” 
 
    Zack was already out of reach when Hayden got to the ladder, but Hayden climbed after him. “I didn’t betray anyone! Mullen’s the traitor! He’s going to toss us all into internment camps!” 
 
    “Bullshit!” Zack slammed his fist into the hatch at the top of the ladder, knocking it open to reveal sunlight and howling wind. “Relic brainwashed your wife to lie to you. He played you!” 
 
    Hayden had almost climbed to the hatch now, but Zack was too far ahead. He was going to broadcast all their identities to Trifold City. He was going to get them all killed. 
 
    Hayden emerged from the hatch without Zack kicking him in the head. Zack stood paces away, fumbling with his forearm. Was his broadcast antenna damaged? His antenna was damaged. 
 
    “Stop!” Hayden shouted. “Don’t do this!” 
 
    Zack looked at him, eyes wet and lips tight. “I’ve picked up pieces of dead children, Hayden. I’ve walked through morgues of bomb victims, people the Patriots blew up, and for what? To take out a few Vindicators?” 
 
    “I know what the Patriots are! We’re not doing this for them!” 
 
    The hole in the side of Zack’s armor was pointed away from him, protected, and he couldn’t get a shot through the armor facing him. The targeting computer inside his helmet painted a bright green square on Zack’s exposed head, the only part of his body that was vulnerable right now. Zack slammed his forearm and his antenna popped free. 
 
    It was a long metal rod with copper wire snaking around it. Zack was ready to transmit. He was ready to kill everyone. 
 
    Hayden raised his rifle as the square turned red. “Stop!” 
 
    “No,” Zack said. 
 
    “Please!” 
 
    “I’ll speak for you.” Zack raised both arm and antenna. “Maybe it was your wife, or those pills, but I know you. You won’t shoot me.” 
 
    “I will, dammit! Shut it down!” 
 
    “It’s over.” Zack reached for the activation panel on his suit’s arm. 
 
    So Hayden shot his best friend in the head.
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    25: Bedtime 
 
    HAYDEN SAT ALONE in a small room at the Patriot base, carved out of the rock in Xealot’s mountain hideaway. He could be here for some time — however long it took Relic to consolidate his power — and that was all right, he supposed. Jason was still in surgery, recovering from an armored fist to the ribs, but Hayden could only summon so much anger and grief. 
 
    He had murdered Zack. He had murdered his own brother. Maybe he deserved to sit in a rocky cell for a couple of dozen years. 
 
    He remembered Zack’s blood and brains exploding across biocrete. He remembered laughing so hard his sides hurt as Zack did the best Varik impression he had ever heard. He remembered drinking as they sat on a biocrete bridge overlooking the Two, celebrating their first real drug bust. 
 
    The metal ring that locked the hatch turned from the outside, and then the hatch squealed open. Lerisa stepped inside. When he didn’t look up, she pushed the hatch shut and spun the circle until it locked. 
 
    Hayden dared not look at her. He did not want her to think he blamed her for Zack, even though a tiny part of him probably did. A stupid part. He hoped it would pass. 
 
    “Hey,” Lerisa said. “Good news.” 
 
    She was out of her armor now, wearing only a green tank-top and pocketed desert shorts. She was battered and bruised, but she had survived, like him. Someone he loved was still alive. 
 
    “We verified the data.” Lerisa sat beside him on the small bed, making the metal frame creak. “It’s everything Relic needed.” Despite how low her voice was, she sounded truly excited. 
 
    Lerisa had a Personal Brain Assistant as well, and she had been able to retrieve the data after Zack’s PBA disintegrated with the rest of his brain. The data had been read-only, impossible to delete. That fact had saved them. 
 
    “We uploaded everything an hour ago.” Lerisa squeezed his shoulder. “Relic says he’ll be in touch.” 
 
    “That’s great.” Hayden knew it was, even if he couldn’t feel it. 
 
    “Jason’s doing fine. He’s got some broken ribs, but his lungs are fine, and he’s young and healthy. He’ll heal up.” 
 
    Worry for his son blossomed inside Hayden’s chest. “Thank you.” 
 
    Lerisa touched his chin and turned him to look at her. Dirt smudged her lovely face, and some of her own blood caked her brown hair. The concern in her eyes was naked. “How are you?” 
 
    “Alive.” For whatever that was worth. 
 
    “You did the only thing you could do. You saved us. You saved your son.” 
 
    Hayden looked away, and she let him. She took his arm instead. Nothing mattered but living for a few more minutes. Jason needed him. 
 
    “Zack shadowed me to save me,” Hayden said, quiet, like Zack was out there listening. “The Supremacy thought I was you, and all he wanted to do was keep me alive.” He closed his eyes. “I betrayed him.” 
 
    She rubbed his arm. “You can’t think of it like that.” 
 
    “I just did.” 
 
    “You were only doing what you knew was right.” 
 
    “So was Zack.” 
 
    Lerisa sighed. 
 
    “I should have seen it sooner,” Hayden said. “He came along too damn easy. He took off from SpaceGov and followed me halfway across the world to track down Dani, and I thought it was because I was such a nice guy.” 
 
    “You are a nice guy.” Lerisa rested her head against his shoulder. “Zack was too, and you’re right. He was doing what he thought was best for everyone. He was just wrong this time.” 
 
    Hayden almost scowled at her accusation, but there was no judgment in Lerisa’s tone. She was simply stating a fact. Zack had not betrayed them out of malice or spite. He had done it to save the world he thought he knew, and who could blame him for that? 
 
    Hayden scooted back on the bed, drawing Lerisa with him. She went willingly. He settled against the wall and wrapped his arms around her waist, beside him. She did feel good. 
 
    “How do I get past this?” Hayden asked. 
 
    Lerisa shrugged against him. “Remember you have a son who needs you. He’s stubborn.” She looked up. “I also think he might be a robot.” 
 
    He wished that was funny. “Having Jason doesn’t make this any easier.” 
 
    “Nothing will.” 
 
    “You think things will really change?” He stared down at Lerisa and brushed her hair away from her ear. It felt better than he remembered. 
 
    “I do.” She smiled, for real. “Relic has the data, and if he really has given the Advanced the chance to make healthy babies, his Wardens will have unprecedented clout. I think we ended Mullen’s internment plan before it began. There won’t be a war now.” 
 
    “So we did good?” 
 
    “Every so often, Cross, you do something right.” 
 
    He almost smiled back at her, but then he remembered Zack’s head exploding, and then he looked at the wall again. He wasn’t ready to feel warm, yet. “I don’t know where I am now.” 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    “With us.” 
 
    Lerisa pressed against him. “That’s fine. We probably shouldn’t even think about relationship changes until we’ve recovered from not being dead.” 
 
    “Yeah.” He and Zack had gone on their first dates with twins visiting from Pioneer Point. They had not kissed, but they had held hands. He would never see Zack again. 
 
    Yet Hayden knew he would take that shot again in a heartbeat. The Civilizers were at fault here, men like Varik and Mullen. They were the reason Zack was dead, but it had still been his bullet that did it. 
 
    “Can I do anything?” Lerisa asked. “Do you need anything?” 
 
    Dani had told him to live for her, and he loved Dani, didn’t he? He loved Lerisa too. Dani had told him that was okay. 
 
    “I just need to be alone for a while,” Hayden said. “To get my head straight. I want to get myself together before I check on Jason.” 
 
    “Do you need a pill?” 
 
    Hayden thought about it. “No.” He meant it this time. “I’m done medicating. I’m going to deal with this the way a normal person does, one day at a time.” Or he’d relapse in a few months, whatever worked. 
 
    “Good.” She rested her head against his chest. “I wish I’d gotten to meet your wife. She sounds amazing.” 
 
    “Someday, I’ll tell you everything that happened.” 
 
    “That’s not necessary.” 
 
    “I want to.” He squeezed her. “Just ... not yet.” 
 
    “Then I’ll let you think.” She kissed his chest and hopped off the bed. “We’ve still got to figure out what to do about Cassie.” 
 
    What was there to figure out? “She goes back to Morna.” 
 
    “What if the Supremacy comes for her?” 
 
    “I promised her I’d get her back to her mother. I’m keeping my promise. If the Supremacy does pull out, Cassie will be as safe there as anywhere.” 
 
    “Okay.” Lerisa nodded. “So wait and see?” 
 
    Hayden murdered Zack again, inside his head. “Wait and see.” 
 
    Lerisa walked to the door and spun the locking ring. “If Relic does take over the Supremacy and pull them out, I want something for my trouble.” 
 
    Hayden made himself look at her. “What?” 
 
    “One drink.” She finished the rotation. “Maybe dinner.” The hatch squealed open. “We’ll see where things go from there.” She slipped out. “Get some rest, hero.” 
 
    Hayden fell back onto the bed as Lerisa closed the hatch. He was almost happy for a moment. Just a moment. He and Lerisa still had a chance. Then all that went away beneath the weight of Zack’s dead body. 
 
    Hayden pressed his hands to his dry eyes. Every time he closed them, he saw all his murders all over again. The two people talking by the cloaking dome. Ralyn Paran’s head exploding. Zack’s brains splattered over biocrete. 
 
    What was a hero, really? A selfless avatar of right and justice? A fiction that did not exist? Certainly, he had helped save Ceto. He might even have saved the Advanced and the Supremacy, but he did not feel like a hero. 
 
    Heroes only killed bad people. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    JASON CROSS opened his eyes in a relatively soft bed. He glanced down at his bandaged chest. He raised one arm as he sat up, ribs aching, and noted that bed was surrounded by a plastic curtain. He was in a large cave, which suggested he was back at the Patriot base. Which suggested success. 
 
    Something was stuck in his arm. A needle? He pinched the tube between the fingers of his other hand. 
 
    “Don’t pinch it,” Cassie said. 
 
    He noticed her then, sitting by the side of his bed on a metal stool. Her hair was tied back behind her head, her face was freshly washed, and she wore a brown shirt and cargo shorts. She smiled. 
 
    Jason relaxed. “We retrieved the data?” 
 
    “You blacked out,” Cassie said, “but I didn’t.” She tapped the side of her head. “Lerisa put the data up here. She sent it to Relic, so yeah. We scored.” 
 
    “Wonderful.” Jason tried to lean back, but there was nothing for him to lean against. “May I have a chair?” 
 
     “Dumbass.” Cassie smirked as she pressed a button on the armrest of his bed. The back came up and the foot went down. 
 
    Jason leaned back. “Thank you.” Beds on the homeship did not bend. His ribs sang with pain, but he ignored it. 
 
    “Where did you grow up, anyway?” Cassie leaned close, close enough that he could smell soap. “You talk like ... well, I don’t know what you talk like. It’s not normal.” 
 
    “I suppose not.” Jason felt the same tingle he’d felt when she’d clutched him back in Shadow Complex, and he struggled not to blush. “This is not my normal language.” 
 
    “Normal language? Like English?” Cassie had remarkably attractive eyebrows, dark and thin. “Then what language do you speak, weirdo? Where did you come from?” 
 
    “Somewhere far away.” Something about her face was eerily familiar, and as Jason examined her bone structure and general shape, recognition formed. “Cassie?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Who is your mother?” 
 
    She blinked. “Why do you want to know?” 
 
    “I think we might be related.” That made the tingle he’d felt in Shadow Complex all the more inappropriate. 
 
    Cassie sat back and stared like he had suddenly grown another arm. “Why would you think that?” 
 
    “What’s her name? Your mother?” 
 
    She hesitated. “Morna.” 
 
    “Morna Solace?” 
 
    Her eyes went wide. “How did you know that?” 
 
    “My mother told me.” Jason smiled as he figured it out. “You know your mother as Morna. We knew her as Aster.” 
 
    Cassie stood up. “I’ve just decided you’re insane.” 
 
    “It’s a flower.” Jason was pleased to share this secret with her. “There were twenty of them, created by my master. My mother was Lily. Your mother’s sister.” 
 
    “My mother doesn’t have a sister.” 
 
    “Actually, she has nineteen of them, and I see now what happened. Your mother did not wish to return, so she lied to Relic about her pregnancy. She kept you secret from us.” 
 
    “From who?” 
 
    “Relic. My master.” 
 
    “Who the fuck is that?” 
 
    “He’s the man who now runs the Supremacy. He constructed your mother and mine. He’s very intelligent.” 
 
    Cassie clenched her hands. “Nineteen sisters,” she repeated. 
 
    “Yes. Clones.” 
 
    She smacked his arm. “Stop screwing with me!” 
 
    Jason flushed bright red. “What? I couldn’t ...” This must be an oddity of language. “I do not know why your mother chose not to tell you. Is she sick?” 
 
    “You really believe this crap, don’t you?” 
 
    “It’s the truth.” 
 
    “You’ve got a strange idea about truth, Jason Cross.” 
 
    That sounded familiar, and it made him smile. “My father says that too.” 
 
    Hayden had led a successful mission, and Jason was proud of him. His mother had told him Hayden would not disappoint, and Jason had believed her. Then a question occurred to him. “Why are you at my bedside?” 
 
    Cassie smacked him again. “Because I was worried about you, you creep!” 
 
    “I’m not a creep.” 
 
    “You’re a robot. A crazy goddamn robot!” 
 
    “I’m a person.” 
 
    “A clone?” 
 
    “No, that was my mother, and yours.” 
 
    “Oh my god, Jason!” She grabbed her tangled hair. “If we are cousins, I guess that explains why you’re so good at pissing me off.” 
 
    He felt vaguely guilty about that. “I don’t mean to piss you off.” 
 
    “Well, you’re doing a good job anyway.” Cassie leaned close and kissed him on the forehead. 
 
    That felt nice. “What was that for?” 
 
    “Saving me in prison.” 
 
    “Anyone would have done the same.” 
 
    “Yeah, but you did it, which is why I’m not going to strangle you in your bed.” 
 
    “Why would you—?” 
 
    “I’m done with crazy for today.” She spun and walked away. “I’m getting your dad!” 
 
    Jason smiled after her. He flexed his arm and stared at the needle. He was going to have quite a bit to explain to his father. He knew Hayden would listen, as he had in the shuttle. 
 
    Like his mother had taught him, Hayden was a good man.
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    26: Fireworks 
 
    DUSK SETTLED OVER CLIFFSIDE as Hayden sank into his favorite folding chair. The fabric was rough, and its flimsy plastic frame creaked with his weight, but he didn’t really care. It was good enough. His life was good enough, now, and that had been a long time coming. 
 
    He took another swig of cold beer. Phorcys hovered above them, a giant ball of clouds and water. It would make a great backdrop for the fireworks. 
 
    The Advanced didn’t control them any longer. The Supremacy didn’t threaten anyone. Today was Ceto’s first Independence Day. 
 
    Morna Solace had offered him a HUe — a sturdy Habitation Unit — near the top of Cliffside’s rolling hills, and the view wasn’t bad. Hayden could see similar units arranged in neat lines all the way down the hill, streets full of Ceto families living without the Supremacy’s yoke around their necks. 
 
    Hayden had been a part of that freedom. He had helped these people and helped his planet. That didn’t make him hurt any less, but it did mean he could sleep at night without relying on emotional balancers. 
 
    It had been three months since he watched Dani die in Relic’s homeship, three months since he shot his best friend in the head. He and Lerisa took walks most every day — she had a lot to process as well, from her spying and all — and Jason helped, just by being there. Hayden was so proud of his son. 
 
    With the help of Lerisa’s father, Senator Thomas Wake, they had recovered Zack’s body from the Supremacy. They had buried Zack in Star’s Landing, and added his name as a star on the wall of the newly rechristened CSD headquarters. He was a brave officer who died protecting his planet. 
 
    The grave gave Hayden somewhere to visit Zack, somewhere he could place flowers. He went there every few weeks to update his brother on how things were going in Cliffside. Every so often, that helped. 
 
    Jason came running up the street at a brisk pace, wearing a black sweatsuit. “Father.” He stopped and bowed, breathing easily despite jogging around the city twice. “May I join you?” 
 
    Hayden resisted the urge to tell Jason to stop bowing to everyone. His son had his own style, and Hayden had decided he deserved to be just who he was. He jerked a thumb toward their HUe. “Pull up a chair.” 
 
    Jason strode briskly past him, eyes focused on his new task. Acquiring a chair. Hayden felt a welcome rush of fatherly pride. 
 
    He saw Dani in his son every day, in the way Jason explored the world with a mind unburdened by prejudice or assumption, but mostly in the way he smiled. Jason had Dani’s smile, rare but worth it. When Jason smiled, it was always for a damn good reason. 
 
    Jason placed a plastic chair and sat with the same precision he applied to everything else. He balanced precisely on feet and butt, ready to spring from the chair at any moment. Hayden was glad Jason no longer had to. 
 
    His son didn’t have to run from the Supremacy any longer, and for the first time in thirteen years, Jason was safe. Everyone was safe. They could be a family again. 
 
    President Peter Mullen had stepped down, citing health concerns. The Supremacy had withdrawn to Phorcys, and a charismatic and ancient senator named Argus Tostow had taken the presidency faster than anyone expected. Few knew he was called Relic. 
 
    When Tostow returned Ceto’s government to its citizens without conditions, many questioned his motives. They openly wondered why the Supremacy would allow such a shift. Ceto’s government was rapidly reorganizing its limited military even now, with fearmongers claiming the Supremacy would return. 
 
    Hayden knew why Tostow had freed them. So did Lerisa, and Jason, and Xealot, and a few others. To everyone else, President Argus Tostow was an enigma, but to the Supremacy, he was a savior. He also owed Hayden a favor. 
 
    “Father.” Jason looked to the sky. “I have never experienced fireworks. Will they be loud?” 
 
    “Not too loud. They’re little missiles that fly up and explode, but all they do is make color when they go.” 
 
    “Cassie said they crackle. She said they burst apart in the sky like glowing flowers, petals spreading in the wind.” 
 
    Hayden smiled. Cassie was back with her mother now, safe as well, and that was another win. “You’ve been spending a lot of time together.” 
 
    “I like her,” Jason said. 
 
    “She sent you, didn’t he?” 
 
    “Yes! She said you would be sitting here, all alone, and that was not a good way to spend your Independence Day. So I returned and will spend it with you, instead.” 
 
    Hayden blinked back wet. “Thanks, kid.” 
 
    “What about Lerisa? Do you think she’s lonely, too?” 
 
    Hayden almost choked on a swig of beer. Jason had delivered his line with wide-eyed innocence, but Hayden knew when he was being pushed and who was pushing. Morna Solace was matchmaking again. 
 
    Hayden loved Lerisa. They both knew that. It wasn’t like he needed Cassie’s mother to shove them together. Hayden just needed space to get through things, time to get his head straight. He had been getting his head straight for thirteen years. 
 
    Hayden stood. “I’ll see if she wants to join us.” 
 
    Jason stood as well. “I think that’s a good idea.” 
 
    “I bet you do.” 
 
    “I will wait for your return, Father.” 
 
    Cliffside’s plain gravel roads were hardened by heavy crawler treads and built to stand up to simoons. Hayden passed open doors and families in the streets, farmers and prospectors and welders and dozens of others. A few even waved. He was natural-born, like they were. 
 
    These people knew him as Hayden Galloway, retired CSD, and that’s all they would ever know. There were still too many Patriots who would beat the shit out of a former Special Investigator, or an Advanced. 
 
    That casual racism still dogged Lerisa, one of the few Advanced living in a decidedly Patriot town. Morna had laid down the law when Lerisa arrived, and no one harmed her, openly. They just glared and whispered. 
 
    None of it was fair. Lerisa had been forced to abandon her family, fearing, as she’d told Hayden, that going home could expose them to retribution. The Wakes remained in their seaside homes with no idea why their daughter disowned them, and they could never know. Even Relic couldn’t protect Lerisa if it came out she’d spied for the Patriots of Ceto. 
 
    Eternal solitude was Lerisa’s reward for saving everyone’s lives, for sacrificing her future to bring the Supremacy down. She lived alone with nothing but the memories of those she’d killed for company. Hayden knew he could never fix that — no one could — but he would be there for her for as long as she wanted him. 
 
    He hesitated on her front steps. Lights showed through the darkened windows of her HUe. He knocked on the door. He waited awhile. 
 
    He was just about to look elsewhere when her door opened. Lerisa stood with disheveled hair, wearing loose sweats and a blue T-shirt. Red rimmed her darkened eyes. He knew how difficult sleep could be. 
 
    Hayden wanted to throw his arms around her, hold her close and stroke her hair. He stood in the street instead. “Hope I didn’t wake you.” He smiled without effort. “How’s things?” 
 
    “Okay.” Another lie. 
 
    “Jason and I are going to watch fireworks. Want to join us?” 
 
    She raised an eyebrow. “Really?” 
 
    “Yup.” Hayden felt his courage flagging and kicked it in the ass. “Also, if you want, you could stay for dinner.” 
 
    She watched him. 
 
    “And you could stay the night.” 
 
    Her lips quirked. “Pressing your luck?” 
 
    “I know your life sucks right now. I know I can’t do much to help, but that doesn’t mean I’ll ever stop trying. I love you.” He took a breath. “I just said that out loud.” 
 
    Lerisa rolled her eyes. “God.” She stepped out of her HUe and took his arm. “You really are adorable sometimes.” 
 
    They strode off together as the first booms thundered overhead. Lerisa pressed close as red flower petals spread across the sky. Cassie Ryke had a poet’s soul. 
 
    “I love you,” Hayden said again. 
 
    “That’s good.” 
 
    “I’m sorry it took me so long to figure it out. Do you...?” 
 
    She kissed his shoulder. “Don’t be an idiot.” 
 
      
 
    THE END
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    Author’s Note 
 
    As an independent author, I live or die by the kindness of readers, so if you enjoyed Supremacy’s Shadow, 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 a big universe, and I plan to write the hell out of it, but my next book won’t be Supremacy’s Shadow 2: Shadow Harder. As another snarky hero once shouted as he limped through an airport, “How can the same shit happen to the same guy twice?” My next book, Supremacy’s Bounty, is about 60% done, and while it’s set in the same world, it introduces new characters. Like those lovely folks at Marvel, I’m going to give you a few complete and independent stories before messing up Hayden’s life again. 
 
    That said, I will mess it up! Badly. At some point I’ll write a big crossover called “The Revengers” and all the characters you’ve met will come together to stop some world-ending threat, like a “Kill Star” or a “Sun Smoosher.” It’ll be awesome. But until them, I’m going to let Hayden and Lerisa and the rest of these poor folks rest for a while. They’ve earned it. 
 
    That said, I dropped a preview of my next book after The Acknowledgments, because hell, you’ve earned it. 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 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) 
 
      
 
    01: Poker 
 
      
 
    MACKENZIE’S FIRST CLUE someone had entered Cordoba’s estate ahead of her was the body slumped by the gate. It was one of Cordoba’s bodyguards — the flexsteel under his expensive suit gave him away — and there was a cauterized hole through the man and his armor. The work of a heatsword, about as subtle as a brick. 
 
    This man’s murder and its method raised several questions she couldn’t answer. First, if you were going in heavy, why stab this man instead of just shooting him? Second, why hadn’t the estate alarms gone off when the man’s heart monitor stopped? And finally, was Cordoba still alive? 
 
    Of all three questions, that last question bothered her the most. Because if Cordoba was dead — if whoever had killed this man without raising the alarms had killed Cordoba, too — she wasn’t getting paid. Her bounty was very clear about that. 
 
    “Jinx?” Mackenzie kicked off her heels and opened the unlocked metal gate. “You’ve still got Cordoba’s estate locked down?” She and Jinx had a wireless connection, allowing them to talk inside her head. 
 
    “Yes ma’am,” Jinx said in her inner ear, “I have everything.” Jinx was Mackenzie’s 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, one that fired dumb bullets and lots of them — and noticed it was still cool. “Did anyone lock the estate down ahead of you?” The guard hadn’t fired before he died. 
 
    “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 better. That narrowed the list of competitors considerably. Only a few of those used a heatsword. 
 
    Mackenzie slipped onto the estate grounds in a slinky black dress and not much else. She’d left her powered armor at home for this job, and she regretted that now. It had seemed like such a clever idea at the time. 
 
    Her plan had been to go in as an escort and abduct Cordoba quietly, because he was fond of Latin women with high prices and low morals. The plan now, obviously, was not to get stabbed by whoever was using that 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 a dark sky. Reflected sunlight ensured Cordoba’s estate remained visible, even though it was 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, mouthing the words more than speaking them. “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, 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. 
 
    Jinx spoke again. “I don’t see any active security. I don’t actually see moving anywhere in the courtyard, except you.” 
 
    Mackenzie might still be able to find Cordoba before her competitor did, because she knew about his safe room. Her competitor might not, because the person who had told her about that safe room was dead currently. She and Jinx could still take this bounty if she worked smart and moved fast. 
 
    “Keep those eyes on me,” Mackenzie mouthed, stalking through the grass. “Let me know if anyone comes at me from behind.” 
 
    “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. 
 
    Mackenzie found another dead guard moments later, crumbled 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 Tech Sixteen was still in his hand, 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 pretty much wiped out her list. 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. 
 
    Instead of climbing the wide white stairs like an idiot, Mackenzie crept into the rising shadow on their east side. The estate plans she’d memorized showed a locked security door below these stairs. Breaking open that door would set off an alarm, of course, except Jinx had the alarms disabled. 
 
    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 had bypassed this guard on 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 flat against the door frame, wrapped the other around the door handle, and pulled. Servos whirred inside her cyberized arms and shoulders. The door handle popped off in her hand. 
 
    She grimaced and tossed it aside. So much for the quiet route. She stepped back, raised one leg, and kicked the door with one mechanized 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 was 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. 
 
    She had apparently interrupted a poker game. The two men she hadn’t shot froze as blood spurted across their round green table, as her victim’s scream echoed through the room beneath the stairs. One of these idiots was actually wearing his visor indoors. 
 
    “Guns on the table, please,” Mackenzie said. The please was more of a formality. 
 
    Visor and the man behind the table withdrew pistols from inside suit jackets, slowly, and set them on the table. The man she’d shot just clutched his hand. He wouldn’t bleed out for another hour or so. 
 
    “What’d you do to Wilson?” the man behind the table asked. 
 
    Mackenzie looked him over. He had a rugged jawline, dark skin, and a thick nest of fuzzy black hair. He also had a tattoo of crossed swords on his neck, which made him an ex-Patriot commando. Interesting. 
 
    “Was Wilson the woman on the door?” Mackenzie asked. 
 
    “That’s her.” This man didn’t seem concerned about the warm gun Mackenzie had pointed at him, which meant he’d been through shit like this before. “You kill her?” 
 
    “I didn’t, but whoever snuck in ahead of me did. They also killed the man on the south gate, and the one at the bottom of 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, Clayton,” Visor said, because only assholes wore a sunvisor indoors. “She shot Kevin in the hand!” 
 
    “Because he drew on 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.” That was just common sense. 
 
    “Fuck you!” Visor bared his teeth at her 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. Clayton smiled back, which suggested he also had a thing for Latin women with low morals. Or maybe he just disliked getting shot. 
 
    Alerting Cordoba’s security to the intrusion was a big risk, but a bigger risk was letting her competitor get to Cordoba. After all, if Cordoba lived, she could always abduct him later. 
 
    Visor glared from behind his reflective rectangle. Mackenzie considered shooting him too, a leg wound, maybe, but then she’d have two people screaming, and one was already giving her a headache. 
 
    “Help me.” Kevin kept bleeding all over everything. “God, help me!” 
 
    “You can bandage his hand,” Mackenzie said. “Actually, please do that.” 
 
    She normally wasn’t this polite, but there was a new player collecting bounties, someone with capabilities 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 at Mackenzie as he stood, slowly, and walked, slowly, to a cabinet with a red cross on it. “Just breathe, Kevin. I’ll set you straight.” 
 
    “Central?” Clayton asked. “You hearing me?” 
 
    Mackenzie waited, though she now suspected “central” wasn’t going to respond. Her competitor had taken them out, too, which meant they might already be closing on Cordoba. It was time to release their security lockdown. 
 
    “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 “Shit.” 
 
    So there was someone else in the estate’s security system, and that person was actively suppressing the alarms. And they were doing it in a way Jinx couldn’t detect. Just who were they up against tonight? 
 
    “Central’s not answering,” Clayton told everyone. 
 
    “She’s talking to someone!” Visor shouted, pointing at Mackenzie as if that was important. “I saw her lips move!” 
 
    “I’m talking to my partner, genius, because we’re all fucked if whoever’s after your boss gets to him before I do.” Mackenzie turned back to Clayton. “Do you have any way to warn Cordoba someone’s after him? A hardline, maybe?” 
 
    “Not down here,” Clayton said. 
 
    “The bitch is playing us!” Visor yanked gauze out of the medical station like a man in desperate need of toilet paper. “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 very dead right now.” He turned back to her. “There was a woman scheduled for Cordoba tonight. Mariana Lopez?” 
 
    “You can call me that,” Mackenzie said. Mariana Lopez was one of the most expensive escorts working in Argent, the heavily forested equatorial region in which Cordoba lived. She was sleeping off a tranquilizer in her penthouse apartment. 
 
    “All right, Miss Lopez. We do have a hardlink panel to alert Cordoba if the system goes down—” 
 
    “Shut it, Clayton!” 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.” 
 
    He frowned. “You’re letting me go up there?” 
 
    “Does it look like I’m stopping you?” 
 
    Clayton was up as soon as he knew she wouldn’t shoot him. He hurried up the steps of the mansion stairwell. Belatedly, Mackenzie considered returning his gun. 
 
    A moment later there was a loud thump, followed by silence. That meant whoever had killed the other guards had just killed Clayton, too. That was legitimately disappointing. 
 
    Her competitor was in the foyer, meaning all that separated her from her bounty was one grand stairway and one hall. Cordoba, given the shenanigans going on with his alarm system tonight, was likely still waiting for Miss Lopez. So she could call in Jinx and escape, alive and without her bounty, or head upstairs to fight an invisible killer with a heatsword. 
 
    Mackenzie was almost out the door when Jinx spoke again. 
 
    “I’ve figured out who hacked the estate ahead of me,” Jinx said, “and why I couldn’t detect it. 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 had pulled back to Phorcys three years ago, after signing a peace treaty with Ceto’s government, and they were forbidden from conducting military operations on Ceto now. They were conducting a military operation on Ceto now. Why was taking out Cordoba worth possibly starting a war? 
 
    Either way, she knew the Supremacy was here, which meant they now considered her a security risk. Being a security risk didn’t work for Mackenzie. She had to let whoever was in charge know she could keep her mouth shut. 
 
    Visor finished wrapping Kevin’s hand. Kevin sniffled. That made Mackenzie feel kind of guilty, but not guilty enough. 
 
    “Kevin,” she said, “sorry about your hand.” 
 
    She kneecapped him and Visor. Both dropped, howling, as she carried their guns up the stairs. They wouldn’t be coming after her now, and they still had plenty of gauze. 
 
    “Jinx, warm up the shuttle.” She tossed the extra guns a flight up. “Don’t lift without my orders.” 
 
    “Yes ma’am!” Jinx’s voice trembled. “Please be careful!” 
 
    Mackenzie reached the door to the foyer to find Clayton’s unconscious body lying in its open frame. Her competitor hadn’t stabbed him, just smacked him on the head real hard. Why did he warrant special treatment? 
 
    “Hello?” She stepped over Clayton’s body. “Anyone in here?” Unless her competitor moved, she’d never see them. 
 
    No one answered, but also, no one stabbed her, a net positive. Her competitor was listening. She just had to be convincing now. 
 
    “If you know who I am,” Mackenzie said, addressing the foyer in general, “then you know I’m perfectly happy to pretend this never happened.” In certain circles, she was kind of a big deal. “Cordoba’s yours, and I can keep a secret. I won’t mention any of this to anyone, ever.” 
 
    As Mackenzie walked, the paneled floor creaked under her considerable weight. A creaking floor could work for her. She let her eyes relax and worked with her ears, instead. 
 
    One creak that wasn’t Mackenzie’s sounded behind her. She spun, Tech Sixteen in hand. 
 
    A glowing heatsword cut that hand right off. 
 
      
 
    To be continued in early 2019... 
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