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      Previously on the Centauri Bliss

      

      Captain Quinn Jade is the captain of a beat-up old ship, the Kathryn, and living mostly on the wrong side of the law, mourning the loss of his wife, Kat, and accompanied by his loyal first officer, Taki, and the ship's engineer, Melody.

      The ship soon wound up taking passengers, including a cold and calculating lawyer named Tamara, and her client and charge, Jinx. They also took aboard Dela, an appraiser and xeno-archaeologist who had also turned to a life of crime.

      The announcement of the death of the Emperor placed the Imperium on the verge of a civil war. Jinx, inheritor of a previous royal line, was on the run from those who might use her to strengthen their own claim.

      The green-skinned alien mercenary, Kara Vex, invaded the ship to capture Jinx, but when made a better offer she decided to stay and become a member of the crew.

      After a series of betrayals, the Kathryn and its crew of people who are all running from something decided to form a family of their own, a Centauri, and to rename the ship the Centauri Bliss.

      While foiling the schemes of the wicked Lord Barr they met up with Mara, a genetically-enhanced spy of unknown allegiances. In time she too would be joining the Centauri.

      Having made many enemies in the Core, the crew of the Centauri Bliss headed for the Rim. Seeking a new life and a new beginning.

      They found work almost impossible to find, almost all crime on the Rim being handled by the guilds or through the crime families of Arkstone.

      When a client ambushed the crew to try to avoid payment, the crew turned the tables on them. This brought them to the attention of a crime family that needed a job done well outside civilized space.

      Quinn and his companions found a system that was a graveyard. A planet, ships, and a space station all filled with long-dead corpses. The result of a purge by the Emperor, and an effort to destroy two of the "Unshackled" who had been in the system, the Unshackled being powerful magic-users with the ability to contaminate others. The system was also home to the Divide, a magical barrier the Emperor had constructed that cleaved the old Empire in two.

      Investigating the station the crew triggered an ancient medical stasis pod, awakening the Unshackled Ilinar. He, in turn, stole a ship and managed to breach the Divide, leaving the system and journeying to wage a war on the colony of Hope's Reach. Ilinar was accompanied by a horde of wrathspawn, mercenaries corrupted with his magic.

      The crew of the Centauri Bliss managed to stop the invasion, and Jinx, for the first time truly mastering her own magic, executed Ilinar. Upon his death her hand was marked with a glowing magical rune.

      Tamara is always a believer in the long game and the ship would spend the majority of the profits they had made to help restore the colony of Hope's Reach in exchange for shares of its future. The colonists knew that Jinx had saved them from Ilinar, and cured them of a plague that infested them. Prepared to swear their loyalty to her, they were stopped only by her insistence she wanted no such title. Lords, ladies, and empresses had no honor. She was a thief, nothing more. The title Queen of Thieves was born.

      The Centauri Bliss is capable of jumping through systems without the need of Runestones, due to the acquisition of a runic sphere, and the crew decided to put their considerable talents to good use. Justice was a thing reserved only for the wealthy on the Rim, and the Centauri Bliss would achieve it for as many less-fortunate souls as they could.

      Their first target was to steal the yacht of the notorious slaver, Damian Sinclair. Sinclair was not a man to forgive insults easily and seeking revenge used his vast fortune to hire mercenaries, declaring that the crew of the Centauri Bliss must turn themselves over to him or the colony of Hope's Reach would pay for their crimes.

      They decided to rob Sinclair of his powerbase and free the innocents he had tormented. This could be done by staging a slave revolt upon his floating marketplace, The Block.

      Things did not go to plan. Jinx lost control of the runic sphere, and when Tamara tried to help her regain control the sphere locked upon the strongest desire in their combined minds—Tamara's desire to go after the archive of her ancestor, Tourmaline.

      The archive had been lost for over a thousand years, hidden deep on the other side of the Divide. The Centauri Bliss along with The Block crashed onto the jungle world.

      Captured while scouting the planet, Tamara was tortured so badly that her death seemed imminent. A fellow prisoner named Vess declared that she knew the location of the archive, and that it alone was capable of saving Tamara. Quinn decided to trust Vess.

      According to everything Tamara knew of the Tourmaline, it was a collection of knowledge named after its founder—thousands of years of wisdom and personalities handed down from her ancestors, all powerful and capable women, and absorbing it—and them—would make Tamara far more than she was now. That turned out to be something of a lie. The millennia of experience was there, but control didn't go to the most recent personality of the line—but rather to the original member, Tourmaline herself.

      Tamara is refined, whereas Tourmaline is crass and fond of her short-term pleasures instead of the long-term gain. As inheritor of Tamara's memories, Tourmaline also claimed to love Quinn and the rest of the Centauri, declaring herself a member of the family.

      They would ultimately agree, but only on the terms that Tamara not be lost. The two now share a single body, switching back and forth between them. Vess, who reveals herself as a shape-shifting dragon, joined the family also as Tourmaline's long-time protector.

      Magic had long been disrupted on the planet due to the efforts of an Unshackled to tame a source of wild magic. Jinx was able to use Order magic to restore balance to the world, freeing Vess's people and earning Jinx a second glowing rune, this one upon a thigh.

      With Tourmaline's knowledge of this side of the Divide they set off to explore and found they weren't the first to come this way. One of the many contenders for the throne, calling herself the Empress Joline, had a runic sphere of her own and she had fallen into the hands of the Unshackled Kalisa.

      The crew found that instead of a united Imperium on this side of the Divide, space was divided amongst countless warring clans. The most powerful of these often formed around one of the Unshackled, becoming warped and twisted by the magic of these powerful mages. The crew of the Centauri Bliss decided to be a clan too, the Clan of Thieves, named out of respect for the mage Jinx.

      Mara was captured attempting to infiltrate Kalisa's holdings. Where subterfuge had failed, the crew tried diplomacy. They found the Unshackled was willing to make a deal—if Mara could win a duel against her apprentice she could go free. Jinx channeled the power of her evolution rune, using it to mingle with the power of Mara's genetic alterations to awaken magic in the spy. Utilizing that magic, Mara was able to wield Ilinar's blade and, consumed by wrath, kill Kalisa's apprentice.

      Kalisa proved true to her word, and more. The magical runes, marks upon the skin, are a sign of respect and power amongst the Unshackled. That Jinx already had two was noteworthy, although she had little idea how to use that power. Kalisa had her own motives, and was willing to accept Jinx as her new apprentice and help her to hone her abilities, as well as release Joline to them, all in exchange for accompanying them on their journey back to the other side of the Divide.

      When the Centauri Bliss returned they found Hope's Reach once again being invaded, Damian Sinclair true to his word as he attempted to enslave the populace.

      Quinn had to face his own demons, meeting with the ruthless and predatory pirate admiral called Ice, once his best friend and lover to him and Kat. Ice's fleet could save Hope's Reach, but she didn't want payment in coin, she wanted to become a part of their family.

      Taki had always hated Ice, but even she was forced to eventually agree that the pirate had something to offer, although she was unwilling to let her live with them on the ship. Ice would instead become the Admiral of Hope's Reach, putting her skills in command to good use.

      They freed the colony, but they were keenly aware that their respite was brief. The clans were coming from beyond the Divide, and while disorganized and fractious, they were armed with technology more powerful than the Imperium possessed.

      Empress Joline was respected by the Imperium Navy, and was the most likely claimant to unite the Imperium once again under one rule and face the coming storm.

      The crew of the Centauri Bliss made the decision to escort her back to the Core and to aid her in that struggle. To steal for her a crown.

      It was a really bad idea.

      Those seeking the crown hated competition and all saw Jinx as a contender.

      Tourmaline wiped out the first of these would-be Emperors and, finally mastering her powers, Jinx later killed another in the Grand Arena winning the title of Champion. There were some aliens too. Destroying a mothership later brought them the cautious gratitude of Rena Vartan, greatest crime lord left in the Core.

      When it finally came time to put Jolene on the throne, it turned out she had ulterior motives all along and she released the Glittering Sands, a powerful artificial intelligence nanite swarm. They took over her body and her mind. On the plus side they also let the crew of the Centauri Bliss get paid.

      Making contact with Mara's family, they formed an alliance to take on the Sands. Jinx enchanted their whole armory, including nuclear bombs, and a strike was planned on Imperius, homeworld of the Imperium.

      When they found the Sands it was still in the form of Jolene, but now calling herself Sand, and she wanted to talk, not fight. The Emperor had made her into a weapon, but she wanted to be something else, to try a chance at a new life, and she offered a powerful bribe for helping her to escape. She'd rebuilt Kathryn Jade, Quinn's deceased wife, from a brain scan. Not quite the original, this version of Kathryn was filled with combat implants and loaded with magical potential, and would play host to both Sand and Kat.

      Quinn is nothing if not loyal to family, and he agreed. In a daring escape they left Imperius behind them despite Mara's family having found a way to block the runic sphere.

      A Triumverate finally restored order, and their first order of business was a new most-wanted list. This was revealed to be headed by Sand, a.k.a. Kathryn Jade, with Jinx getting a respectable number two.

      Quinn got fifth and he's happy to grumble about it.

      Jinx has declared they now have one goal. Steal technology, steal power, become the storm they've been fearing.

      Our story resumes.
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      "This is a bad idea, sir," Taki said.

      They were moving along the arms of a massive compressor, buffeted as gravity frequently shifted focus.

      The compressors were used by the clans to produce crystallized mana. Each contained an artificial gravity generator that could expose liquid mana to a punishing degree of ever-shifting gravity.  It made them incredibly dangerous to approach when they were active.

      It was also the only opportunity to get near one without workers and security present.

      A particularly violent shift suddenly changed the direction of down and Quinn had to pause for several stomach-churning moments to get his bearings.

      "We're almost there. Just a little further," Quinn said.

      They weren't nearly close enough. This was taking longer than expected and the cycle of the gravity generator grew stronger the longer it ran. What was now stomach-churning would shortly be bone-breaking.

      In the distance the lights of Axino station glittered. It was property of the Squirrel Clan and had three of these giant compressors. Attached to the station off-cycle, they were repaired and resupplied, then cast adrift for use.

      The whole process was perilously unstable, which was probably part of the reason the Imperium had never discovered it.

      "We're not. We're behind. Next time it shifts in the right direction we make the fall?" Taki asked.

      "Thought it was up to me to have the really bad ideas?" Quinn said.

      "Sorry to presume, sir."

      What she was suggesting was that the next time a cycle made "down" towards the main body of the compressor, they drop. Currently they were tethered to the arm with safety harnesses. They had magnetic grips in their gloves and boots, but they were meant only for a backup.

      "We do it," Quinn said.

      Dangerous plan made, it was still forty-five seconds and two more sickening shifts before they got their opportunity. It wasn't perfect. Down wasn't so much towards the central compressor unit as an area on one edge. Still, it was as good as they were likely to get.

      "Go," Quinn said, releasing his harness.

      The gravity engines were already far enough in their cycle that the bursts were getting strong. The drop was about five meters, enough to feel it even if gravity was standard—and right now it was above normal.

      Quinn scrambled to activate his magnetic grips, only managing to get one glove attached, and he gasped for breath before he felt gravity shift again.

      It was close to the same alignment, but different enough the platform now seemed a steep slope that Quinn threatened to slide down. Limbs flailed, but with even a single attachment he held in place. That was better than Taki was doing as she slid past him.

      There was no time to think. Quinn released his grip so that he could grab onto her.

      It was the sort of move she'd chastise him for, his guaranteed safety versus a bad chance at saving her. Quinn spun with his arm around her and tried to get a grip on anything.

      Nothing. Nothing would mean they'd fall off into space, victims to the coming gravity surges and with nothing left to hold them. Nothing would mean they'd die, painfully. There was no good way for the others to save them, not here, not now.

      Nothing wasn't acceptable.

      Quinn felt himself grow scattered, diffuse, and he gave into the sensation. This was his magic, his Chaos-granted power, and while he still didn't have any absolute control over it at times, it manifested.

      The might-have-beens. The other possible versions of himself. Quinn didn't have to go far. All the other potential versions that mattered were on this platform with Taki. They'd made all the same choices. What mattered was what came next, some died here, some did not. Quinn needed one of those who didn’t, needed those movements that would keep them alive.

      A hard spin to the right and his body coiled against Taki, one leg drawing up sharply. He felt his heel skid against the platform and the magnetic clamp engaged.

      Just the one leg and the angle wasn't great, and with both his and Taki's weight suddenly on it, the twisting was brutal and a cry escaped his throat as the bone snapped.

      The connection held though, they weren't going to die. Not today, today they were one of the survivors. Quinn more or less threw Taki at the surface of the compressor. Taki's clamps engaged.

      "Good catch, sir," Taki said breathlessly.

      "Broke my leg. Med systems are about to engage," Quinn said, finding an anchor for his other leg.

      Gravity lurched again. Down was now into space directly above them.

      The clamps held. Blood rushed to Quinn's head along with painkillers from his suit’s medsystem and he quickly started to go loopy.

      "Just hang in there, sir. I've got this," Taki said. A glowing sheet of metal cut away by her plasma torch drifted past them.

      Once Taki had access to the compressor internals it was easy to wire in the interrupt that Kalisa had built. Weightlessness hit as the artificial gravity faded.

      "We're clear. Sending coordinates. Quinn is hurt and needs brought in," Taki said.

      Space nearby shimmered and distorted. Without the gravity generator going it was safe to bring in the Centauri Bliss.

      Dense cabling came out of the open hatch, the suited figures of Kara and Tourmaline securing it to the compressor. Sand meanwhile had reached Quinn, an arm slipping around his waist as he released his clamps.

      Squirrel Clan fighters were already approaching, having realized that something was wrong. Security was tight, raids were a regular problem—but nobody raided quite like the Clan of Thieves.

      By the time they were in firing distance, Quinn and the others were already back in the hold. Reality was dissolving around them as the runic sphere engaged.

      With the physical connection to the compressor they were taking it with them.
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      Dinner that night was some sort of fried squid they'd gotten at a discount. It was palatable, barely, even Melody could only do so much with some ingredients.

      Quinn's injury was no longer bothering him after a bit of healing from Jinx, and the entire family had gathered to eat together, as was usual.

      "Was it worth the trouble?" Taki asked.

      "We got it intact. Provided we can keep it supplied with enough liquid mana it’s going to allow us to produce around one ton of mana crystals monthly," Kalisa said.

      "We at least have the option of liquefied mana not being a problem. Four of the worlds requesting membership in the Clan of Thieves have mana wells," Tamara said.

      "Is there any reason we wouldn't admit them?" Jinx asked.

      "We've got a lot of worlds petitioning for entry. You've made an impact, and despite being wanted, people on the Rim don't trust the Triumverate at all," Tamara said.

      "Nor should they. The Emperor for all his faults placed the good of the Imperium first. His replacements are not of the same quality," Sand said, picking at her food.

      It was still strange to watch Sand eat—to watch Sand do anything. Kat's face, Kat's body. They hadn't awakened Kat yet, and Banok knew they'd have to soon. A part of him feared it, what she'd think of all this.

      "We've already been focused on two worlds. For a fleet to defend just those two we're doing well, but if we want to expand even further we're leaving ourselves undermanned," Tamara said.

      "We had enough trouble getting pilots and crew for the ships we had," Taki said.

      "In a way that is easier now. Again, Jinx and all of us have built a reputation. It works against us in the Core, but on the Rim it isn't just planets that want to join up, but people as well."

      "It seemed a weird idea when you wanted to get involved with one colony. Now we're talking about how many?" Quinn asked, staring glumly at his squid. It really was kind of tough.

      "The two must-acquires are an industrial world named Wexen, and an agricultural planet named Sendra, both within three jumps of Hope's Reach. The four worlds with mana wells are further out, harder to defend," Tamara said.

      "But necessary to assure a steady supply of crystallized mana which any clan tech is going to require," Kalisa said.

      "Do we have an alternative?" Jinx asked.

      "Trading for it. The Core isn't going to be eager to do business with us, but if we are willing to supply crystallized mana I think we'd find people willing to make a deal," Tamara said.

      Kalisa said, "That would be a mistake. If you intend to make this clan of yours a success, technological superiority is one of the few advantages you will have against an Imperium that now hates you as much as it does us."

      Tamara was about to respond and did that subtle shift of posture that showed Tourmaline had taken over."Hell yeah, when you've got an advantage you grow it, you don't shrink it."

      Tourmaline's posture shifted back and Tamara made a face. "I hate interruptions. I understand what’s been said, but worlds with mana wells are desirable. They will need to be defended."

      This wasn't Quinn's decision to make. It was strange how much the roles of their family continued to morph and shift. Quinn had always commanded this ship, which while being their home was increasingly just one of the family's many holdings. Tamara still administered the family itself, but it was Jinx who was both the face and voice in command of the Clan of Thieves.

      Jinx showed that now, looking back and forth between them. "We take the two worlds you recommend and the mana wells planets also. What will we need to best defend them?"

      "Ideally, defensive stations. A single well-equipped station is difficult to overcome. Three in an orbit of any given world would make it daunting to take," Taki said.

      Quinn winced. The same reasons that they were so formidable defending a world meant they'd also be almost impossible to steal.

      "That wouldn't be easy on the Imperium side. What about the clans?" Taki asked.

      "If anything, our internal strife is far more common. Clans frequently raid each other and are in need of defenses against that," Kalisa said.

      "Can we at least cut down on the number of stations? How difficult would it be to upgrade any stations we get with clan technology?" Quinn asked.

      "That depends on how my clan and the Clan of Thieves are going to be connected," Kalisa said.

      That wasn't something Quinn had given much thought to, but it was true. Kalisa was an Unshackled and as such held in a sort of reverence by the clans, enough that she had one of her own. It included several worlds and the resources that came with them, and the population of those bearing the infection of Chaos.

      "What are you looking for?" Jinx asked.

      "I've become one with this family. I'm willing to have our clans join together to become one as well, but not without a proper voice. I want you officially in charge of what you've created. I want to be your second," Kalisa said.

      Mara frowned at that.

      "Concerns?" Quinn asked her.

      "You know I'd once have protested. Now? I think we may be past that. With Kalisa, you, and Ice we now have three Chaosians within the family," Mara said.

      "We've long thought of our family as being on the side of Imperium. We did what we could there and now we're criminals because of it. What we're building should stand apart from both them and the clans. I can agree to a merger," Jinx said.

      Kalisa flashed a smile. "You please me, apprentice. We have some of the best scientists and technicians the clans ever produced. Get stations, we can upgrade them."

      Quinn felt the tug of magic inside of him, something he'd felt more often of late. What just happened was important.
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      "This is a stupid idea," Ice said.

      "For once we're in total agreement," Taki said.

      Quinn had asked both of them to join him in his office along with Sand. It was time to try waking up Kat.

      "You are both familiar faces. Ice was her best friend for a very long time, and she knew and liked you, Taki," Quinn said.

      "I think you overestimate our relationship," Taki said, letting out a breath.

      "Always second-best," Ice said, and Taki gave her an angry look.

      Sand said, "We should decide on just how you want to initially approach this. Ultimately what relationship she and I have will be between us, but for now I've had her turned off."

      "So what are you asking?" Quinn asked.

      "I can give her some sort of summary of our time together. Otherwise her last memory would be her last memory. From the scan in the hospital that I used to reconstruct her brain," Sand said.

      That scan happened six months before her death, and a long time from then to now, and honestly Quinn wasn't sure how to explain it all. But, leaving it to Sand seemed unfair and even riskier. Whatever Sand was, she wasn't human, and the news of all that had transpired would be better coming from those who cared about Kat.

      "We'll play this straight," Quinn said.

      "Just say my name if you want me to take control," Sand said.

      They all took seats facing each other.

      "This is so weird," Taki said.

      "Imagine how Quinn must feel," Ice said.

      Terrified, Quinn felt terrified. It wasn't something he could put off any longer. "Do it."

      It was a lot like watching Tourmaline take over Tamara. Sand was always so perfectly composed, and then suddenly she wasn't.

      Kat jumped, startled, looking around at the circle.

      "I ... how did I get here? Did I pass out in the machine?" Kat asked. Her eyes didn't immediately have recognition for any of them, then after a moment she asked, "Ice?"

      "And Quinn, and Taki," Ice said, leaning forward. "I know this is weird, sugar. We might all look a little different than you remember. You ... it's been awhile."

      Kat looked between them, her eyes growing wider, and she took a deep breath and let it out slowly. "The head wound. It was worse than we thought? You got ... older. How long?"

      "It would be a lot simpler if it were just the head wound. It’s been seven years since you ... well, remember what you remember," Quinn said.

      Kat gulped in breaths, visibly trying to steady herself and looking hopelessly lost. "That long? I don't—I don't remember any of it. I don't even remember dreaming."

      "Oh, this is a biggy," Ice murmured.

      "Maybe we don't have to tell her, not now?" Taki said.

      Kat glared at her. "Whatever it is, I need to know. Don't hold anything back."

      "You died, six months after the scan you remember. Job went bad," Quinn said.

      Kat opened her mouth for a moment and closed it. "The scan. They couldn't do anything with it at the time. But it’s the future, and someone figured out a way."

      That was quick of her.

      "Something like that," Quinn said.

      "And you brought me back. I mean, I'm happy to be alive, but ... how? Why? You must have moved on? It had to have cost a fortune?" Kat asked.

      "I don't think you know just how much he loved you," Taki said.

      Kat shot her a look. "I know you always had a thing for him. I always figured if something happened you'd make your move. You two? There is a different feel in the air. You did, right? How long did it take?"

      "She didn't get any braver with you dead than she did with you alive," Ice said.

      Taki and Ice glared at each other.

      "Ice too?" Kat asked.

      Right, Kat was quick.

      "If you're going to keep listing off family there will be a lot more added on. Remember when we used to talk about maybe being a Centauri? Uhh, things got a lot less monogamous with you dead," Ice said.

      Kat gave a laugh at that although it sounded more pained than cheerful. "Right, good that it was only me holding my husband back from happiness. Clear me out of the way and everything just gets better."

      "He moped for over six years in deep despair," Taki said.

      "Well that makes me feel better. Any other unpleasant surprises to spring on me?" Kat asked.

      "You're the most wanted woman in the galaxy," Ice said.

      "Funny," Kat said.

      "Not exactly a joke. I mean, they don't know your face yet, but when they do you're sort of going to be public enemy number one. I'm fifth," Quinn said.

      Kat suddenly wore an uncertain smile. "I ... why am I hearing a voice in my head telling me it’s all true and not to be alarmed?"

      "That would be Sand. Former Empress, artificial intelligence, and greatest threat to the Imperium—and sort of ... kind of ... a roommate inside your body," Quinn said.

      "You're also now an immortal badass of some kind," Ice said.

      "This is a lot to take in," Kat said, and for the first time she sounded overwhelmed.

      "There is no rush to do anything. The rest of the family would love to meet you, and I—I know we have a lot of catching up to do," Quinn said.

      "I don't want to think on it. I don’t want to do anything. Sand? Can you ...?" Kat asked, not even finishing the thought before her body language shifted.

      "I've taken control but left her awake. Watching," Sand said.

      "I'm sorry I made such a mess of it," Quinn said.

      Ice rested a hand on his shoulder. "It was never going to go well. Kat just needs some time to think. She never took plans blowing up as well as we did."
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      The station orbited a gray moon, and numerous vessels surrounding it were all of clan construction. Despite the station having power there were no signs of life.

      The Centauri Bliss jumped into the system but stayed on the outer edge. Kalisa called a family meeting.

      A holoprojection of the station interior hung over the dinner table.

      "I'm already providing one station for our cause out of those assigned to protecting holdings in clan space. As you all know this is a possible second," Kalisa said. The red runes that adorned her flesh seemed particularly dark today.

      "It doesn't look much like a defense station," Quinn said.

      "Mine rarely will. Its purpose is primarily scientific, but the digs on the moon were of particular importance, so it’s well-armed."

      "A dig site? Archeological?" Dela asked.

      "This moon was once a base for a species called the Ixon. The only known example of them, and we’ve discovered one of their ancient facilities. They possessed some advanced technology, especially in regards to energy shields," Kalisa said.

      "No life-signs, and abandoned ships. No remote access to the station system, so I can't even look at the logs. What happened?" Mara asked, studying the schematics.

      "The site on the moon went silent. A security team from the station went to investigate and found it completely abandoned with no trace of the scientists."

      "Any signs of a fight? Nobody would take me without me breaking something," Kara said.

      "Nothing, and from here the story just gets stranger. Eight hours after the team returned to the station all contact with it ceased," Kalisa said.

      "Whatever happened to the moon site happened again?" Quinn asked.

      "So it appeared. Of course, I sent another mission. Ten hours after arriving on the station they went silent as well," Kalisa said.

      "I know the clans aren't much on surveillance, but surely you set up something to keep track of events this time?" Mara asked.

      "I did. They seemed to be recording well up until the ten hour mark. After that all logs were blank."

      "Had the security team brought back any samples from the moon?" Dela asked.

      "Of course, anything that struck them as odd. The latest findings from the archaeological team, and yes, samples," Kalisa said.

      "You wouldn't have left it at that," Mara said with her eyes narrowed. “You wouldn’t have just given up on the station after losing the security people.”

      "Obviously not. The next time I sent two teams, one to go aboard the station and one to monitor from nearby. Ten hours after the team arrived on the station that team vanished as well, but the observer team was unaffected. They detected brief mana surges the instant contact was broken," Kalisa said.

      "I know we're desperate for stations, but do we really want your spooky murder ghost station?" Jinx asked.

      "Stations of any sort are hard to come by. They'll all mean either fighting off whatever force that holds them, or spending more resources than we have. This one is there for the taking with the only price being solving a mystery," Kalisa said.

      Quinn thought that’s what it really was all about. All of the Unshackled were prone to something, they had some obsession that gripped them. Kalisa's was curiosity. It was what made her such a brilliant scientist. It also made her dive into situations any sane person would consider too risky.

      Sand said, "Well, what do know for certain? Whatever is behind what’s occurring, it is not a natural phenomenon. There is a sentience at work here." It was still strange to hear her speak in Kat's voice, if not Kat's accent. Supposedly with Kat still inside her and aware at the moment, since Sand hadn’t turned her off. Quinn wondered what she made of all of this, of the situation, of the family gathered around the table.

      "I've thought the same," Kalisa said.

      "If something is covering its tracks, that something has awareness. It also has the sentience to understand your technology and utilize it," Sand said.

      "How ancient are the ruins on the surface? Were you able to date them?" Dela asked.

      "They were abandoned approximately six thousand years ago," Kalisa said.

      "That isn't particularly ancient in archaeological terms. In comparison, the oldest xeno ruins we've ever found were around two and a half million years old," Dela said.

      "Three and a quarter. We've some older in our part of space," Kalisa said.

      "I really want to see those," Dela said, suddenly wistful.

      "One of these days we'll let you play archaeological explorer. For now let’s focus on the issue at hand,” Quinn said. He explained to Kalisa, “We got surprised at an abandoned station once before by Ilinar who was suspended in medical stasis. Is it possible you found something like that on the surface below?"

      "Many things are possible. If so, it hid those records as well."

      "It could also be some sort of artificial intelligence like me or Sand. Even an android," Melody said.

      "Doubtful, given the mana signatures. Whatever is doing this has magic," Sand said.

      "You have magic," Melody said.

      "The human body which I created for myself has magic. I can utilize it, because I've tied myself so closely to it."

      Kara said, "What does all this matter? You're doing a lot of guessing, but we all know what has to happen. If ten hours after setting foot on that station people vanish then we go, wait, and when something shows up punch it in the face."

      "Brute force isn't the solution to every problem," Tamara said dryly.

      "Yet she isn't wrong. We have among us powerful magic-users of the like whatever is behind this phenomena has not encountered," Sand said.

      Quinn said, "We'll take a team aboard. Dela, Jinx, Sand, Kalisa, Kara and myself."

      "Any reason for those picks, sir?" Taki asked.

      "Dela is our best expert on ancient cultures. Jinx is our strongest Order mage, and Kalisa our Chaos mage. Kara is our best face puncher. Sand is one giant wildcard, and I want to be involved," Quinn said.

      "I'll provide remote monitoring support," Mara said.

      They had a plan of sorts.
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      The Tango found an open space on the station's dock and landed. Quinn found the process of landing here as odd as he had at any Chaosian facilities. Imperium docks were almost annoyingly well-ordered with their queues, and while the Rim kept things a little looser they still at least had designated landing spots. The clans simply found any open spot to land.

      Everyone was dressed for a fight—in their own way. For Quinn and Dela it meant light armor and a pair of pistols at their hips, and Kara almost turning into a living tank. Kalisa and Jinx were wearing barely anything so their runes could be exposed and work at full effect.

      "Nine five eight," Dela said, checking her wristcomm. They all wore them, starting down the ten-hour timer as soon as they touched down—the amount of time before all the others had gone missing.

      The air smelled crisp, almost too sterile. Over-purified by a station that was meant to support a population of more than zero.

      "Is it okay to split up? I'd like to go have a look at the recovered artifacts and samples," Dela said.

      Kalisa said, "I think it advisable. Whatever happened to the others didn't happen until ten hours. We have time. I think Jinx and I should search the station starting on opposite decks. I can take one and she five, and we work our way towards each other one deck at a time."

      "So we don't interfere with each other. That is smart," Jinx said, looking with a frown around the dock. "I feel ... something. But it might just be knowing what keeps happening here."

      "I feel it too. Pressure. Magic, unfamiliar magic," Kalisa said.

      "I meanwhile want to go study the station logs. They might seem wiped clean to you, but I can bring far more resources to bear," Sand said.

      Kara said, "I'm going to check out station security. The internal defenses haven't done much good so far, but we can at least make sure they aren't turned against us."

      Quinn didn't have anywhere he needed to be. His expertise was as a pilot and that didn't have any use here. While he had some Chaos magic, it wasn't nearly as strong or refined as Kalisa's.

      Dela must have caught his expression because she grabbed his arm. "I can use Quinn's help with the artifacts, if nobody else needs him."

      Nobody voiced any objections and they split up to go their own ways.

      Artifact storage was on deck two. The station wasn't huge, not nearly as large as a commercial station. Still, it possessed a large reactor and was designed to support a crew of eighty.

      The station hadn't apparently been hastily abandoned—the crew had simply disappeared. Here and there a hatch was still open showing a meal on a table. A maintenance cover was opened with tools nearby.

      "So I heard you met Kat. How did it go? Weird, right?" Dela asked.

      "We barely got to talk before she was asking Sand to take over. That isn't what I remember of Kat. That desire to hide from the world," Quinn said.

      "Think it was all a bit much, or was Sand lying to you?"

      "I don't think she was lying. I don't think she needs us enough to carry out a deception like that," Quinn said.

      "She wants us enough that she raised your dead wife from the grave. I think Sand would do a lot to stay with us, if she had to. Just because you don't understand the why doesn't mean it isn't so."

      There were a lot of labs with unfamiliar equipment. That about fit what Quinn expected of a station Kalisa had owned.

      They reached a room labeled Artifact Storage. Long tables filled the place, faintly shimmering barriers of energy over each. Force shields, and he figured this must be drawing a lot of power to keep them all up consistently.

      Most of the artifacts being studied didn't look particularly ancient. Metallic, and often covered with small bumps that might be some sort of buttons. They looked like tools, or perhaps weapons.

      "Still, I think she was being honest. I think this was all just too much for Kat to handle. Or maybe when Sand put her back together she put her back together wrong," Quinn said.

      "Give it time. You know how much struggle we've all had dealing with the changes in our lives. And they happened to us gradually. She just woke up one day with her whole world different," Dela said.

      There was some truth to that, but only some. There was a difference between giving it a few days and deciding you needed some space, and handling only a few minutes before going back into a shell.

      However, Quinn couldn't really relate to what she was going through. Sand could sit back and see through her eyes, experience what Kat experienced. If she somehow knew that, it wasn't so much running away as giving up control for a time.

      "You and the others worried?" Quinn asked.

      "Everybody knows you aren't going to run away from the family, but we also know how hard this whole thing has to be on you. We’re more curious. I'm here for you, we're all here for you," Dela said, settling down at a console and beginning to flip through files.

      "Anything interesting?" Quinn asked after a minute.

      "It is a completely alien culture I'm encountering for the first time. You know how hard I'm fan-girling out right now," Dela said, pleased. "They were interstellar, that much is obvious. Kalisa was obsessed with their technology, which I don't care much about."

      "Isn't that the right idea though?"

      "Knowing how these people thought might explain what’s happening now. Knowing why, not how, is our first step to stopping it.”

      That all sounded good.

      "How can I help?" Quinn asked.

      Dela started to answer and paused. "I know I invited you, but this actually isn't as far along as I thought. I need to focus."

      "Go bug someone else?"

      "Love you, but yeah."

      Quinn gave her a kiss and headed away. Perhaps he might be useful elsewhere.
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      Quinn's power was all about possibilities, the might-have-beens. Pulling a state of himself, or of a reality, from some reality that might have been. It had helped him once to neutralize a drug in his bloodstream long enough to fight. It had recently helped to keep him from falling to his death.

      Yet, Quinn felt certain there was more that his power could do now. Somewhere, at some time, there was a way to preventing what happened at this station, and he’d found out what was happening.

      Quinn walked, trying to reach out to those possibilities and searching for that particular thread. That lifetime that held the answers.

      So far he wasn't getting much, try though he might. It wasn't that his powers weren't working. Each time he came to a doorway there were a thousand faint echoes of himself turning at the edge of his vision. Sometimes, most of the time, he went straight, but sometimes he paused to investigate the room. So far, none were what he was looking for.

      It wasn't long until he came upon someone else walking the silent halls. He knew who it would be at least a few seconds before it happened. Kalisa, making her own inspection.

      "Bored of artifacts already?" Kalisa asked.

      "I was just getting in Dela's way. I thought I'd give my powers a chance, but they aren't turning up much," Quinn said.

      "You haven't even earned your first mark and you're hoping for something in the way of control? It is surprising you have as much as you do," Kalisa said, falling into step behind him.

      "You didn't?"

      "It was different for us. The Unshackled were far more powerful and had far less control than those we would later go on to create."

      "You're telling me I have far more control than you did, and yet it’s a surprising amount too, while also being completely useless," Quinn said, the words coming out as frustrated as he felt.

      "You aren't running around space vivisecting everyone who crosses your path because you're curious what they look like on the insides," Kalisa said wryly.

      "You uh ... did that?"

      "Oh, I did so much worse than that. You have no idea of the atrocities I was driven to perform," Kalisa said, and let out a rueful laugh. "I am still driven, honestly. It hasn't gone away, I'm just better in control of it now."

      "I don't think I have anything like that."

      Kalisa gave him a thoughtful look and shook her head. "You do. Even though yours may not be as strong as that of an Unshackled, you will. I'm guessing it is just gratified. You'll know it, if you are ever missing it."

      Something that Quinn was well satisfied with? That could be a lot of things in his life. Sex, flying, danger.

      "I'll worry about it, if it ever becomes a problem. Do you have any advice on what I'm trying to do?" Quinn asked.

      "You've heard me lecture Jinx about her magic. In many ways we Chaosians are the inverse. While she is strongest from knowing who she is and exactly what she is trying to do, we're often the opposite," Kalisa said.

      "But you do know exactly what you're doing. You do it all the time. I've seen you in a fight and you're almost untouchable."

      "Yet you'd be mistaken for thinking I am in control. Fighting for me isn't about having control, but releasing it. I don't so much control my magic as I unleash it."

      On the one part, what she was saying made perfect sense. It also wasn't all that helpful.

      "So how can I do that —for what I'm trying to do? I'm unleashing my power, I can feel the might-have-beens swirling around and can even see a few seconds into the future. Or possible futures, I guess, but it doesn't help for something like we are doing here," Quinn said.

      Kalisa paused in the hall so she could lean against a wall and fold her arms. "Power. You having trouble metaphysically getting it up. The spirit is willing, but oh the flesh is weak."

      Quinn winced. "Must you go sexual with it? Especially when you know that isn't a problem."

      "It works to get across what I'm saying. You're expecting too much of yourself. Each rune increases your power and what you can do, but you have no marks yet. You knew Jinx with no marks? What could she do?"

      "She could do healing. At least if it was a bad enough emergency."

      "A very practical application for one with the power of mending. I think she did more than you know. I think she started to gather broken people around herself in need of fixing," Kalisa said.

      Was that what Kalisa thought of their family? Quinn didn't approve.

      Kalisa caught his look. "Keep in mind, before you look too irritated, I am including myself in that number. And you've seen what Jinx can do now with several marks."

      Jinx had fought the Grandmaster of the Arena, a mage of some skill as well as a talented combatant, and won. Quinn could still visualize the fight, it was a haunting image.

      "But there must be something I can do besides just waiting until I get a rune," Quinn said.

      "And you are doing it. You are trying to push yourself, trying to use your powers. That is the way to grow stronger, you simply can't expect perfection," Kalisa said.

      Quinn didn't expect perfection, but he did want to grow stronger. Kalisa and Jinx were both so much more powerful magically than he was, and even Kat had been rebuilt with multiple magical talents by Sand.

      "Walk with me," Kalisa said, moving from the wall. "We'll search together. Your magic won't interfere with mine and it may even help."

      Quinn would take may help, at least it was something.
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      Three hours later Quinn called a meeting so that everyone could discuss what they'd found. The station cafeteria didn't have nearly the resources on the Centauri Bliss. The food supplies aboard seemed to consist entirely of small squishy logs of varying colors that tasted somewhat like liver.

      "This is some kind of torture, right? Some way you torment your people to make them try to get a better assignment," Jinx said, tearing her log apart with a fork.

      "It is a scientific wonderfood. It can aid the development of new brain tissue, and foster occasional, beneficial mutations. I'm very proud of it," Kalisa said.

      "It's pretty good," Kara said, finishing up her fifth loaf of the stuff.

      "I'll pass on growing a tail," Dela said, shoving her plate to the side.

      "So we're just here to discuss what we've found. We've six hours and forty minutes to go until vanishing time," Quinn said.

      "Station has a lot of internal defenses. Stun gas and containment shields," Kara said.

      "Useful when performing experiments," Kalisa said.

      "If you’re experimenting on things that try to run away," Jinx said.

      Kalisa shrugged.

      Kara said, "It is all under our control. I got Mara to help me install an extra layer of data security."

      "Speaking of data systems. Sand, what did you find?" Quinn asked.

      "The unexpected. I felt certain I'd find traces of whatever data had been erased. Scrubbing away all traces of anything is challenging," Sand said, having eaten about half of a loaf.

      "What would it take to do that?"

      "I'm not sure. I could have removed all traces, but would have left signs that I had done so. By all appearances these data recorders recorded nothing at all."

      "Totally off-topic, but uhh ... how is Kat doing?" Quinn asked.

      Sand closed her eyes and her posture slipped into something more natural.

      Kat said shyly, "Uh, hi. Nice to meet all of you, I'm Kat, guess you already know that. I'm just ... I'm trying to get used to being me. Or getting used not being me any longer, maybe? I'm fine though, Quinn—well, I'm not, but it’s the lie I'm going with."

      "Love you," Quinn said.

      Kat offered a faint smile and didn't respond as her posture again shifted and Sand resumed control.

      "That went well," Dela said.

      It really hadn't.

      "What did you manage to find out about the Ixon and the artifacts?" Quinn asked to change the subject.

      "Kalisa can probably tell you more about the Ixon than I can, but from what I've put together they were a race of explorers. They had a small base on this moon, but nothing on the planet’s surface or on any other planet known," Dela said.

      "Which is unusual. Humans aren't the only ones to leave trash everywhere they go, and interstellar travel is a resource-intensive enterprise," Kalisa said.

      "Highly unusual. What is stranger is that the facility on the moon’s surface contains nothing that seems consistent with space travel. No dock, no refueling systems," Dela said.

      "The lack of refueling facilities isn't that unusual if they had a station in orbit, or supplies on a nearby planet. They'd still need a place to land, some sort of dock," Quinn said.

      "Correct. I took an interest in thinking they must have mastered some form of matter teleportation. That they teleported back and forth from the facility to ... perhaps a ship," Kalisa said.

      "Wouldn't that explain an awful lot about where your people keep going? Why didn't you mention this earlier?" Dela said.

      "Because I've found no evidence of it. Their tools, their equipment, all should have shown some signs of that technology, but so far I've found nothing."

      "So in a couple of hours are we're going to get teleported into enemy territory?" Kara asked, hopeful.

      "If it were teleportation would the ten hours be relevant?" Quinn asked.

      "I will just take a moment to say that you humans are far more complex than you realize, and putting one together from scratch even with a template is a lot of work. I should know. If it were some form of teleportation, I suppose that it might take the ten hours to properly analyze you for replication elsewhere," Sand said.

      "Can I just say how creepy you actually are?" Dela said.

      Sand tilted her head. "Thank you."

      "Then we're back to it being one of the artifacts that caused the disappearances," Quinn said.

      "Not necessarily. It could have been that a team on the surface activated a long-dormant system and it remains active," Kalisa said.

      "And we're still guessing about everything. Did you two magic sorts pick up anything punchable on your walk?" Kara asked.

      "There is something," Jinx said, and frowned. "But I don't think it is sentient despite what Sand said. An effect in the air perhaps? Some sort of lingering spell? It is everywhere."

      "I agree, apprentice," Kalisa said with a nod.

      "Is it Chaos or Order magic?" Quinn asked. He hadn't sensed anything like this.

      "Neither," Jinx said, more certain this time.

      "Chaos and Order, when it comes to magic, are particularly human concepts. How magical force manifested when it entered our species. I've never encountered another with that same heritage. What we're dealing with here is simply alien," Kalisa said.

      "Which doesn't mean we can't figure it out. I've unraveled alien magic before," Jinx said.

      Quinn remembered. She'd blown up a battleship by doing just that.

      "Then we're going with the theory that some sort of magical effect is scanning us now and finally goes off in a bit over six hours," Quinn said.

      "I want to go down to the moon," Dela said.

      "I'll join you. If a system is running there I'll find it," Kalisa said.

      Kara stood up. "I'll join in case something needs punching."

      "I'm going to stay aboard and try to get a better feel for what is happening," Jinx said.

      "I'll move on to the artifacts here," Sand told them.

      Quinn said, "I'll play pilot for those going down.".
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      The facility on the surface didn't even have a landing pad, let alone a dock, so the scientists had made their own. Half a mountain had been blasted away to clear a large platform. Two abandoned shuttles were there and Quinn landed the Tango next to them.

      Everyone was in atmosphere suits. It was just about the first time Quinn had seen Kalisa covered up. She always liked to keep her runes visible if it was an option.

      A short path led to a large dome made out of some sort of greenish metal, the surface adorned with whirls of blue.

      Dela stopped to study them. "Decorative? Language? I couldn't find anything in your records about their language."

      "We haven't found much. We don't even have bodies to guess how they might have received information. Even the name Ixon was one the researchers picked," Kalisa said.

      An airlock let them into the facility one at the time. Everybody but Kalisa stayed in their suits, she couldn't seem to get out of hers fast enough.

      Whoever the aliens had been, they'd been large. The doorframes and halls were tall and wide. Whatever they'd been built for took up a lot more room than humans.

      "What about the atmospheric systems?" Dela asked.

      "Built primarily for helium at a pressure twice the level we're comfortable with. We had to adjust them for us," Kalisa said.

      Dela shot her a frown. "That was bad archeology. You should have kept the natural environment. The atmospheric changes could have done all kinds of harm to the artifacts here."

      "I agree with you. I didn't do it. Clan Fangtusk," Kalisa said, and shook her head. "They were hoping for weapons. They're always hoping for weapons."

      As far as Quinn could tell that went for pretty much everyone in Chaosian space. It was rare to see a ship or person unarmed, which wasn't all that surprising given their near total lack of laws.

      Almost every wall of this complex was lined with equipment that looked made of the same greenish metal that composed the dome, groves and swirls carved into the surface.

      "The swirls are definitely significant. Perhaps an interface, although the markings outside suggests it is a language as well," Dela said.

      Kalisa pulled a scanner from her discarded suit, checking it. "No higher energy readings than those recorded in the past."

      "Is your magic picking up anything here?" Quinn asked.

      Kalisa tilted her head as if listening for something. "Yes, but fainter than aboard the station. Whatever we're looking for definitely is aboard it, not here."

      That was bad news. If it had been here, they could have simply tried taking the station away. A moon that made people disappear wasn't their problem, but so long as the effect applied to the station, it remained unusable and their problem.

      "This place is still connected. It started here and that matters," Dela said, casting her gaze about the equipment. "This facility isn't huge. Where are the quarters?"

      Kalisa led the way. It was a short walk to the largest chamber yet, dominated by a central pillar that looked to be made of smoky quartz. Four halls extended from it. Kalisa pointed to one.

      "That way are the barracks. The hall we just came from and the opposite seem dedicated to study equipment. To the right are what we think served as a dining room and possibly recreational facilities," Kalisa said.

      Kara walked up to the crystal column and rapped on it with her knuckles. "Pretty. What is it for?"

      "We don't know. Some of their technology we've figured out, but much remains an unknown. I suspect it is some sort of computer."

      "That is the way we want," Dela said, moving towards the hall with the supposed dining room.

      "What are you thinking?"

      "While cultures differ, some things are pretty standard. People trying to sleep don’t want to be woken up, so you move them away from activity. That means away from work, and that means travel," Dela said.

      "Sensible. What makes you think a travel apparatus would be located this way, instead of down one of the work halls?" Kalisa asked.

      "Every pilots’ lounge has a place to get a bite. You need to fill up," Quinn said.

      Dela smiled. "See, now you're thinking. The physiology might be different, but people are people."

      "Everybody wants to fill up before and after traveling," Kara said and paused. "And during. Now I'm hungry."

      "You're always hungry," Dela said.

      This hall was less equipment-studded than the ones they'd been through. There were several rooms, and one large hall attached to what Kalisa informed them was probably a kitchen. The rest were far more inscrutable.

      "I'm at a loss," Dela said with a frown. "I was hoping my implants might pick up something when we were here."

      Kalisa checked her tablet. "Prior to the disappearance of the scientists, one of the rooms in this wing was under study. It's been checked, but let’s see if we can find anything."

      Even Quinn could feel something different entering the room. It was an electric tingle in the air, a lot like the feeling of being near the mana stores aboard the Centauri Bliss.

      "Is there mana here?" Quinn asked.

      "None reported," Kalisa said, taking a long and deep breath. "And we don't have a scanner with us, but yes—yes there is."

      Kalisa searched the room before going to a section of wall that looked much like all the rest. Her runes flared red and the wall vanished to become a red-tinted mist.

      Behind it was liquid mana, swirling in deep groves much like those they'd seen on equipment everywhere here.

      Exposing it had been a mistake. A red spark leapt from Kalisa and the world seemed to dissolve into a rainbow-colored blur. The glimpse of a might-have-been flickered at the edges of Quinn's consciousness, a universe in flames.
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      It was dark. Not a little dark, but pitch black. Fortunately, that darkness lasted only for a moments as the suits detected it and the lights came on.

      They hadn't moved and were in the same room, yet things weren't right. There were subtle changes, and some not so subtle. The panel that Kalisa had just removed was back in place, and Kalisa was struggling desperately for breath.

      No suit, she wasn't wearing a suit, and whatever had happened they no longer had an Earth-friendly atmosphere.

      "Kara, grab her. Back to the entrance," Quinn said.

      With her enhanced strength Kara had no problem picking up the gasping Kalisa and they ran for it. The facility wasn't large, but when they got to where they'd abandoned her suit it was gone.

      Quinn's senses wouldn't stop buzzing, something was wrong, deeply and powerfully wrong.

      No suit, and now that Quinn looked—no airlock. It didn't look so much like it had been removed as that it had never been installed. There was a hatch though, human-sized, and not of original design in this place.

      There would be time for questions later. Right now Kalisa was dying and they needed to get her into atmosphere. Quinn could feel the power coming from her, she was already using magic to help keep herself alive.

      The hatch was forced open and Quinn climbed out, Kara pushing Kalisa after him before exiting along with Dela.

      No Tango. At this point Quinn hadn't really been expecting one. However, there was a shuttle of Chaosian design, it would have to do.

      They dragged Kalisa into the airlock, her runes flaring brilliantly as they slammed shut the hatch and cycled the airlock.

      It was an agonizing fifteen seconds until a light flashed to indicate the cycle complete.

      Kalisa was still taking deep and ragged breaths, discolored blotches everywhere upon her skin slowly shrinking away. A powerful Unshackled still wasn't as good at healing as Jinx, but they gained at least some ability at it.

      "What the hell just happened?" Dela asked.

      "My magic spiked. Activated the system early," Kalisa said, strained. They made their way into the shuttle proper. It wasn’t spacious by any means.

      "And everything is different because?" Kara asked.

      "Three possibilities. One more likely than the others," Kalisa said, heading for the cockpit and settling into the copilot seat, hands already flying over the controls to active the systems.

      "I'm guessing the most likely one is we were teleported just like we thought would happen. We just fled from a different facility than the one we entered," Dela said.

      "Or we traveled backwards in time. After the facility had been discovered, but before an airlock had been installed," Quinn said.

      "Dela's idea is sensible. Quinn's is utter foolishness. And as it turns out both are completely wrong," Kalisa said with a frown at the controls. "Same date and we're in the same system."

      "My magical senses are going crazy," Quinn said.

      "I'm not surprised, given your particular abilities. We must be in a different universe. What you call a might-have-been," Kalisa said.

      "What about the others aboard the station? Is there even a station here? If they were transported, are they in space?" Quinn asked.

      "There is a station, although it isn't one of mine. It and this shuttle both are property of the Clan of the Blood Queen," Kalisa said, troubled.

      "Well, that’s an intimidating name," Quinn said.

      "The Blood Queen, an Unshackled, and the name given to her after the battle of Feltori. The Emperor and his agents were pushing us back on all front. He sent twenty thousand men into Feltori, a farming colony of under a thousand who weren't trained soldiers, but they were infected," Kalisa said.

      "What happened?"

      "Mahara went in to help. Battle lines moved elsewhere. We assumed her lost and after two weeks got a call to pick her up. Her and seventeen survivors from the colony were surrounded by twenty thousand dead. She'd gone in with a single rune and emerged with four. At the time it made her the most powerful of any of us. I can't imagine what she must have gone through to earn them," Kalisa said.

      "I've heard that name before. She was with Ilinar. The Emperor wiped out a whole system hoping to get to them," Quinn said.

      "He would have killed a lot more. You know that we all manifest different powers. Mahara was a breaker—as near as we ever determined, the true opposite of the powers of the royal line on the side of Order," Kalisa said.

      "Meaning what?"

      "Meaning she breaks things. Wills, systems, hearts, souls. Opalia saved all of us with her sacrifice. We all took some piece of Order, but Mahara the least of any of us. I doubt she could," Kalisa said.

      "You don't like her," Quinn said.

      "I am terrified of her just as I was terrified of the Emperor. I am hoping to make my apprentice a better woman than either of them. In our universe the Emperor never succeeded in killing her, but the Divide robbed Mahara of the battle she always wanted. She and her clan went off into the farthest reaches and were never heard from again. I was quite pleased to see them go," Kalisa said.

      It sounded scary, and that just made it more important to make sure the others were safe.

      "We need to get up to the station," Quinn said.

      "We do. But you should know, there is an Unshackled there. I don't know who, but even from this distance I can feel them. They'll be able to feel me as well."

      "Is that a problem?"

      "Of course it is. We don't get along, any of us, but you can take some comfort that we also don't freely murder each other off. We'll make the best of it we can," Kalisa said.

      Right. Quinn would have preferred to keep things quiet, but if that wasn't going to be an option, they'd see where things led.
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      This was no science station that they were approaching. This was a defense station. Any Chaosian structure tended to have a lot of guns and this one had some huge ones. Quinn was well aware of that fact with most of them tracking the shuttle as they approached.

      A comm signal indicated they should land at an upper pad and gave them directions to find it. That wasn't normal—there wouldn't normally be any sort of traffic control. It must be because they sensed Kalisa aboard.

      As soon as the shuttled settled down shields sprang up around them, blocking any sort of retreat.

      "I'm not feeling welcome," Quinn said.

      "Let’s take things as they come. Let me do the talking, but don't be too cowed. The clans can respect authority but they don't bow to it. You're all members of my entourage," Kalisa said.

      "I can play bodyguard," Kara said.

      There was a reception party waiting for them. Three magic-users, all recognizable from the runes upon their skin, and about twenty clansmen bearing guns aimed in their direction. All three of the magic-users were women, and all dressed the same in only a red loincloth and nothing else. Quinn didn't recognize the one in the middle who looked to be in charge, but the two others were both familiar—one very familiar.

      Besides wearing even less than the one he was used to, this version of Jinx had obviously taken some very different choices in her life. Her nipples were both pierced, as was her nose, and she bore two runes that Quinn could see from this angle, one upon her right breast and one on her left hip. Both glowed a dull red.

      The other was Rena Vartan, in their version of reality a smuggler and a thief who was recently considered in contention for the throne of the Imperium. Here she bore a rune curving around her belly button.

      Kalisa was putting on a good act that she didn’t recognize either of them, saving her attention for the woman in the middle. With a dip of her head she said, "My respects, Mahara. You don't need all the guns, I didn't come to cause trouble."

      Mahara was a small woman, she barely hit five foot if she even managed that. Still, with her hands upon her hips and her chin jutting upward she radiated power. Quinn counted seven runes on her, and even if her posture didn’t hide any more she really was incredibly powerful.

      "Kalisa, I wondered if I would see you here. Your arrival isn't a surprise," Mahara said.

      Kalisa paused for a moment. "Of course not. My researchers and security teams must have arrived quite some time ago."

      Mahara turned her eyes over them and they narrowed at Quinn. "One of us, but not of your line." Mahara gave a sharp gesture of one hand and Quinn's atmosphere suit didn't so much fall off as dissolve into nothing. "No marks, either."

      "I guess he likes what he sees," said this version of Jinx as she stared at his groin.

      "Can we play with him, Mistress? I promise, we'll break him," Rena said.

      "Business before pleasure, girls," Mahara said, her gaze drifting back to Kalisa.

      "This rudeness doesn't become you," Kalisa said.

      Kara started to raise her gun and suddenly it wasn't there anymore, turning into a red mist much like Quinn's clothes.

      "But it perfectly suits me. You see, I have a mystery to unravel. The Kalisa I knew died fighting the Emperor forty years ago," Mahara said with a tilt of her head. "So you can imagine how surprised I was when her agents started appearing. And now ... now as I come here and I’m feeling the approach of a powerful force of Order, here you are."

      The Divide hadn't been down forty years ago, at least not in their universe. Obviously, Mahara had never left because of it. Quinn remembered his brief flashes when first arriving here, a universe at war. Was this why?

      "And you can tell that isn't me. Use your senses. The Mahara I knew did have some," Kalisa said.

      The words were no more uttered than Kalisa fell screaming to the ground, flickers of red suffusing her flesh.

      Kara moved to help but Kalisa waved her off, tears in her eyes as she stood with her own power rippling around her.

      "Nobody help me. Whatever she does. She can kill you all with a thought," Kalisa said.

      "I can, although I probably wouldn't. Corpses are useless for interrogating," Mahara said. "You're stronger than the Kalisa I remember. Not strong enough, of course, but I do appreciate the fact."

      "Glad to hear it," Kara said as she charged forward, aiming a punch at Mahara's face. It didn't connect, Mahara smoothly gliding out of the way even as Kara's weapons and armor dissolved into nothing. Mahara's counterpunch caught Kara in the back of the head she surged past and sent Kara sprawling unconscious on the deck.

      "We've Yek shocktroopers here too," Mahara said, working her shoulders loose. "It isn't that hard to counter their physiology."

      It explained why Kara went down with one punch, and only reinforced the danger of this situation.

      Dela offered a weak smile. "Not magical, not throwing punches. I hope that means I get to keep my clothes."

      "It does," Mahara said, before she glanced back to the clansmen. "Haul her and the Yek off. Selina, break their minds, find out what they know."

      Jinx didn't go by her nickname here it seemed.

      Selina looked pleased. "Fine."

      "Rena, the man is yours. Toy, apprentice, or both. I really don't care. A reward for the way you handled yourself on Faldinar," Mahara said.

      Rena gave Quinn another long look over. "Only if he's entertaining enough to keep around."

      Kalisa screamed again and fell back to the floor.

      "And you I'll handle myself. You'll tell me everything I want to know," Mahara said.

      Quinn had lost his wristcomm along with his clothes, but a glance at Dela’s showed the timer still running. Three hours and ten minutes. The real Jinx obviously wasn't here, but it was three hours until she would be and Mahara killed her. They had three hours to figure out how turn this situation to their advantage.
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      Rena didn't so much guide as pull Quinn through the crowd of clansfolk, leaving the docks behind and into the corridors beyond. As soon as they'd cleared a small bit of distance she pushed him against the wall, body hard against him as she leaned in to nip at his neck.

      "Things aren't what they seem. Play along. I'll erode your resistance if I must, but I'd rather not," Rena whispered before pressing a kiss against his ear.

      Things weren't what they seemed? That could be mean many things. Quinn knew Rena, or had known Rena. She'd never been a particularly great Marshall and it was no surprise that she'd become the head of a criminal empire. Of course, Quinn was a former Marshall too and now one of the most wanted men in the Imperium, so he hardly had any room to criticize. If he had a choice, trusting her was about the last thing he'd want to do.

      Quinn didn't see where he had a choice.

      The next time Rena's lips moved near his he snagged them for a kiss and as her hands played along his body he let his drift along hers. There was an electric tingle when he touched her rune, a sharp flare of power. Unmaking, undoing, the falling apart of everything. The power that radiated from it was absolutely the same as that of Mahara. Whatever else might be true Rena was certainly her apprentice.

      It was a long trip through the halls. There wasn't really anywhere in Imperium space where a naked man and a woman half going at it in the halls wouldn't raise some sort of fuss, but here it seemed perfectly acceptable, drawing only the encouraging word or laugh from the clansfolk passing by.

      They finally stumbled into a set of quarters, largely decorated in black. Rena pushed him towards the bed and closed the door. An instant later, she had a gun in hand and leveled in his direction as she took a deep breath.

      "The room is monitored but sex tends to scramble the system. With my blocker up they'll assume we're going at it hard for the next hour. Quinn Jade, the one I know, was a right bastard and I don't just say that because we dated. The question is, what are you?" Rena said, her posture and even her tone having changed. It was almost like watching the shift from Tourmaline to Tamara.

      Quinn took a moment to get his thoughts back in order. You'd think that with as many wives as he had, getting turned on wouldn't be nearly as much of an issue, but if anything it was only a worse one and right now all his blood was very much in the wrong head. It was a dangerous state to be in.

      Quinn said, "The Rena Vartan I knew was once a corrupt Marshall and became a crime lord. Very nearly became Empress despite her efforts otherwise. We dated too, although never quite got to the naked groping stage."

      "My Quinn vomited on me," Rena said dryly.

      Great, their universe would have to have that in common.

      "I'm more of a gentleman," Quinn lied.

      "Liar," Rena said. "I can tell. Mahara believes the Emperor is coming here. Yours, I must assume. Is she right?"

      "Why should I tell you anything?"

      "Because I have a gun pointed at your head and you really don't have any choice. I promise you, I can break your mind. Toy or apprentice, Mahara wasn't kidding. I'll do it if I must, but right now the flow of information goes in one direction and if it doesn't, I do what I must to stay alive."

      That, Quinn believed. If she really could break him then even pointing a gun at his head was an act of mercy. She wasn't playing hardball and that was because she thought they might be on the same side. Given what she'd just said, Quinn could only conclude that meant on the side of the Emperor. Well, either that, or this was all just an elaborate interrogation technique. With the clock ticking town, Quinn had to take the chance this was real.

      "Our Emperor is dead, along with the rest of the royal family. The person coming is our version of Selina, although she goes by Jinx. She's the most powerful Order mage in our Imperium, but not nearly as powerful as Mahara," Quinn said.

      "The bloodline from Opalia somehow reactivated itself?" Rena said, her expression inscrutable. "Interesting. The Emperor dead. Chaos is winning where you’re from?"

      "It isn't really a thing. The Emperor put up what we call the Divide, splitting the galaxy in half and separating the two sides. It was only recently breached after his death weakened it," Quinn said.

      "This Selina of yours? You are her servant?"

      "Married to her. Married to a lot of people really—in a Centauri," Quinn said.

      Rena considered him and lowered her gun. "Rena Vartan. Imperium Intelligence, under deep cover obviously. If you have a way to prevent the arrival of your comrades you need to do so."

      That explained a lot. It also made him wonder about the Rena from his reality.

      "You're going to risk your cover for us?" Quinn asked.

      "I'd rather not, but from what you say, your Selina could be considered a member of the royal family. The duty to my Emperor is stronger, but it doesn't mean I’m not obligated to try keeping her and her family safe, if it is within my power to do so," Rena said.

      "I need to rescue my companions before doing anything."

      "We'll give it an hour then, anything less isn't believable," Rena said absently. "Then I'll haul my new toy out to rub in Selina's face. We're rivals. I'll kill you to keep my cover, if I must, but we'll look for an opportunity."

      It was as much as Quinn could hope for, and more than he'd expected.
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      "Even a loincloth would do," Quinn said.

      Rena shook her head. "You're a new toy and I'm part showing you off and part breaking you in. That means no clothes. You'll get used to it, I went without for a month after becoming Mahara's property. The clans have different taboos than the Imperium."

      Rena hooked her arm in his and opened the door to her quarters. The trip through the station was a lot like the first time, frequent periods of being pushed against the wall as things got physical. Quinn didn't know if Rena was into him or was just an amazing actress, and his response wasn't as much pretense as he'd have liked.

      The room they went to was a strange sight. In some ways it was clearly a torture chamber, Quinn had been in enough to recognize them. The shackles from the ceiling, the drain in the floor, the table filled with horrific-looking instruments. What was unusual were the plush couches that lined a few walls and the mini-bar set up. There was space for watchers to watch, to enjoy themselves.

      Fortunately they weren't currently occupied. Unfortunately, the room was in use. Kara lay on the floor unconscious, red flickers of power still covering her body. Dela was naked and hanging from her wrists, blood streaking her skin as red lightning flickered along her body as well, and she whimpered.

      Selina was there. Her eyes turned towards the doorway and hardened at the sight of who had arrived. "Rena. Fail completely already and need some help? How thoroughly predictable."

      Rena tilted her head up towards Quinn and captured his lips in a lingering kiss, letting it play for a long moment as her hand caressed one of his buttocks. When she pulled away it was to give Selina a challenging look. "I've already got what I wanted and left mine wanting more. You haven't broken even one of them yet?"

      The wounds on Dela weren't particularly skillful. Quinn had been tortured by the best and by sadists too. The wounds on Dela were done for fun, not optimal placement. From the wall behind her an umbilical was attached to her back, a professional medical setup. Whatever was done to her she wouldn't die, although unlike a standard medkit it wasn't in any rush to heal her either, just to keep her alive and conscious. Nasty work, this whole place was nasty work.

      "You got the easy one and we both know it," Selina said, her hand tightening around a scalpel she held and she slammed it into Dela's midsection, twisting the blade as Dela screamed.

      There was magic coursing through both Dela and Kara. Quinn hadn't even known that such sustained effects were possible. While he'd seen things like enchanted weapons and armor, this was something different. In Dela it was neutralizing her implants, in Kara her natural healing function. Quinn didn't know if either of them would be a match for Selina's magic normally, but in their current state they definitely weren't.

      Selina's moment of torture did reveal her back, and one rune that Quinn hadn't seen curved along the rear of a shoulder.

      That made her a three rune Chaos mage. Rena had one—if she'd even fight on their side if it came to matter. If Kara and Dela were capable of fighting that would give them one super-strong, regenerative fighter and one fighter with strong scanning abilities and combat implants. Was that a winnable fight? If it could be managed, Quinn didn't think there would be a better chance.

      Quinn got handy with Rena and when he had the opportunity whispered, "Can you do anything to neutralize the magic on them?"

      Rena didn't respond in words, but she gave a tiny shake of her head. It was a bit much to hope for, and if she and Selina were of the same magical heritage than it was a question of raw power. Mahara had put the spell on Kara, and Selina on Dela. Both were more powerful than Rena.

      "Ugh," Selina said, rolling her eyes at them. "At least put all that energy to good use. Ever fuck these girls, boy? Ever want to? If you were my pet, I'd let you do anything you wanted to them."

      She was taunting Rena, and there was something of an opportunity. Oh, not what she suggested, but if he could get close to them maybe he could do something with his own power. It was different than Mahara's, different than those of her apprentices. Maybe it wouldn't be a matter of raw power.

      Quinn let his eyes drift to Selina, play over her and then the captives. Rena was supposed to have broken him, so he said, "I don't like them. I'd want to hurt them. Let me hurt them and I'd be so good to you."

      "No," Rena said sharply.

      "Be my guest," Selina said with a challenging look at Rena.

      Quinn disentangled himself from Rena and moved towards the chained Dela. Selina stopped him along the way to press a kiss. Quinn gave himself over to it, treating it with the same abandon he'd shown Rena.

      Selina wasn't even interested in him, not really. Her eyes were looking beyond him to Rena, who Quinn could only hope was doing her part and looking outraged. Selina was moving against him with such vigor it damned near took things all the way, but at the last minute she pulled back.

      "Enjoy yourself, and then we can enjoy ourselves. Rena is invited to watch, of course," Selina said.

      "Toy, get back here," Rena snapped.

      Quinn didn't listen. As he'd touched Selina he'd let his power explore hers, and when his hand touched her runes he drew what he could both in terms of power and understanding. Possibilities swirled around him now and he thought he had a plan. This Selina wasn't his Jinx, but in a way she was. Who he was, what he was now as a Chaos mage, was intimately connected with those might-bes. Just as he had a connection to Jinx, he thought had a connection to Selina.

      One he could use.
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      Quinn had never purposely tried to draw power from Jinx, but he was distantly aware it was possible. At times he'd experienced some of the same flashes of insight granted by the power of Order. It was while being intimate with Kalisa he'd first gained his powers, and in some way there too he'd drawn from her runes. That night it had been as if he had lain with a thousand different versions of her.

      It wasn't his imagination. Quinn could feel the jolt of increased power running through him, more than he'd ever handled before. This Selina was a Chaosian and her magic was, if anything, even more compatible with his than Jinx. His vision into the future expanded from a few seconds into something more like twenty seconds. It wasn't futures he needed though, it was possibilities.

      Quinn stepped towards Dela and, curling his hand into a fist, delivered a blow into her abdomen. He couldn't hold back, not without raising suspicion. It wasn't wasted effort, the moment Quinn made contact with Dela's flesh he got a flash of new possibilities—hers.

      Quinn was looking for something specific. Neither Kalisa or Mara's family had ever really succeeded in making properly magic-resistant implants, but Sand had. It was possible, and knowing it was possible Quinn knew exactly what he was looking for. A reality where Dela had her implants modified after hooking up with Sand, one where they'd been tweaked to provide magical resistance against Chaosian magic.

      It wasn't an instant sort of thing. Quinn had to punch Dela several more times, each blow sending her rocking within the chains. Her eyes were half-open, watching him through a dull glaze of pain. He wasn't sure how much she was aware, or if Dela had any idea what he was trying to do. He only hoped that she would understand.

      It almost surprised Quinn that he found what he was looking for. Quinn had done something similar once when he needed to break the grip of that drug, and he'd bought himself a few seconds freedom from the effects.

      Quinn had no idea how Dela’s implants that Kalisa provided operated, but he had to hope that they'd recognize they were under attack. That even when this effect faded they'd be able to copy what worked, emulate it in some way. As the magic went into place for a moment he saw the clarity in Dela's eyes, and the implants dulling the pain.

      That was enough. Quinn pulled away and took a deep breath.

      "You know Mahara will give him to me when I tell her how useless you were at holding him. Maybe she'll give you to me too," Selina told Rena.

      "Or maybe she'll give you to me for flaunting her orders. I think you'll look good in those chains. I think my toy will enjoy hurting you just as much as he's enjoying hurting them," Rena said.

      Quinn tried to put the disturbing banter out of mind as he moved towards Kara, but Selina stopped him again. "Now, now. Show me how grateful you are for letting you play."

      The embrace with her this time went on for frustrating minutes. While she might wear Jinx's face, her body was different, not quite as full. This version of her was leaner, harder, not just pierced but also scarred in places Jinx wasn't. Not just a sadist, but a masochist as well? Probably, it was best not to dwell on it. Instead, Quinn again drew in as much power as possible from her runes.

      When they finally broke off he moved over to kick at Kara's prone body. Here he did more harm to his foot than her. His healing factor neutralized or not, her skeleton structure still had a lot in common with a tank. There was literal armor plating beneath her skin.

      No fancy possibility was needed here. Quinn just needed to neutralize the magic for a few seconds. Kara didn't need healing to become dangerous once she regained consciousness. She'd still be combat-trained and super-strong. It was easy to snare on a reality where she hadn't been hit by the magic and transition the state over.

      It didn't last long. No longer than five seconds, but it was enough time for her body to flood with combat hormones. Kara didn't so much as stand, as flip to her feet.

      "What?" Selina asked, taking a startled step backwards.

      "Kill the monitors," Quinn called to Dela. He wasn't even sure if her implants were capable of that, but this was more for Rena's benefit. He knew she had a blocker that might interfere with Dela’s efforts.

      Dela's muscles strained and the chains holding her snapped violently as she landed on the floor in a crouch.

      "You really are completely incompetent," Selina growled at Rena as her runes flared red.

      Kara surged at her and threw a punch at her head. Unlike how Kalisa fought, Selina made no move to dodge. The punch seemed to lose force at the last instant. What should have knocked her out instead became almost play-acting.

      It made sense. Mahara's magic was breaking, and she could directly counter forces or destroy things. Selina must be able to neutralize force used against her as a combat tactic.

      However Kalisa could be worn down, because the mana held inside a person wasn't infinite, and Quinn was fairly sure he'd been pulling from some of Selina's supply and she could be overwhelmed too.

      "You two on her. I've got this one," Quinn said, moving to square off against Rena. This one was for show, to maintain her cover, but that didn't mean he wouldn't make it look real.

      A thrown punch at her stopped dead and Rena gave an exaggerated yawn. "I should have known someone would have to be faking to be interested in her. I mean, really. Don't worry, pet, next go we'll take our time and I'll break you in properly."

      Dela and Kara tag-teamed Selina. Dela still had the medical umbilical in her back. She must have known what it meant because she took most of the blows. Where Selina's hand hit Dela, flesh melted and bones shattered, but with the umbilical attached they quickly regenerated.

      It took less than a minute for Selina to finally go down, a kick from Kara at her midsection connecting with full force and sending her flying to slam hard against a wall.
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      Quinn doubled over in pain. It was like his insides were trying to dig their way out of him. The agony centered on his right arm. There, on his forearm, a shimmer of red as a rune formed. It came with a dizzying rush of new power, and more pain than he'd expected.

      "She's on our side," Quinn said, as Kara turned on Rena after Selina went down.

      "I wouldn't go that far," Rena said, letting out a frustrated breath as she looked about the room. "This is a mess. Have you given any thoughts as to just what three naked people hope to do against a station full of clan warriors? Congratulations, by the way. You don't usually get a rune without a kill."

      "Hey, I've got clothes," Dela said, detaching herself from the medical umbilical before she moved over to a pile of discarded garments in the corner and began to get dressed.

      Quinn caught a look at her wristcomm. One hour and forty minutes. That little? Time had been passing faster than he'd realized. He'd have to think about his new rune later, it was too much to consider right now.

      "I'm rather hoping the talented superspy has some ideas. You must have had some thoughts before you brought us here?" Quinn asked.

      "I was rather hoping, if reunited with your people, you could go back where you came from," Rena said.

      "I'm more of the shooting and punching sort than solving weird magical stuff," Kara said with a helpless shrug.

      "On that whole clothes issue ..." Quinn said.

      Rena rolled her eyes. "Cupboard by the door. There are some changes there in case you get too bloody during a torture session."

      There were, simple athletic garments in a variety of sizes. Soon everyone was dressed. Unfortunately they weren't any weapons, but Selina had been armed and soon Kara and Dela each had a knife belted at their waist.

      Dela glanced down at Selina. "You should kill her. She is a spiteful, vindictive, and petty creature. However familiar her features, you are better off with her dead."

      "I can do it," Kara said.

      The others gave her a look and Kara shrugged in response. "What? We do what we have to do. This isn't Jinx."

      "It really isn't. She hurt me. She loved hurting me," Dela said and shivered. "I think even if I hadn't been hooked up to that thing she'd have killed me when she got carried away."

      "Are you going to be okay?" Quinn asked her.

      Dela gave a pained laugh. "What is a little torture? I mean, terrible, right, but my implants have me standing. I can suppress the memories, if I have to."

      Quinn decided, "No killing her, but we need to keep her unconscious. Can we do that?"

      "String her up," Rena said with a nod towards the chains.

      Kara shackled her into place and Rena attached the medical umbilical to Selina's back. A few taps at a tablet on a nearby panel and she nodded. "There. That will hold her under until someone shuts it down. The room is reserved for the day, but others might investigate. She’ll be found eventually—maybe sooner."

      "We'll hopefully be gone by then," Quinn said.

      "Hopefully isn't a plan," Dela said.

      Whatever the alien technology that brought them here, Quinn didn't think they could reliably use it again. They still had no idea how in their universe the system had been activated, much less how to do so here. That said, there might be something they could do.

      The rainbow shimmer that happened when they were brought here, that brief flash of might-have-beens. They'd jumped—Quinn might not know how they'd jumped without a ship or why it had brought them into another reality instead of another part of space—but it had been a jump.

      "Mahara is powerful enough to use some Order magic. Do you know what a runic sphere is? Does she have one?" Quinn asked Rena.

      Rena gave him a look. "She does, not that she can use it despite her best efforts. It is kept aboard her ship."

      "I know that it’s asking a lot, but can you get it for us?"

      "What are you hoping to do?" Dela asked.

      "When Jinx gets here we take this station right to Imperius and let our Emperor deal with Mahara directly. If, that is, he would win?" Quinn asked Rena.

      "He'd win," Rena said thoughtfully. "Mahara always has had a way out. Their past conflicts have burned whole systems, but it was always her that had to pull back. Take us to Imperius and he can finish her. You'll be heroes."

      "You'll do it then?"

      "I will," Rena said. Looking around in the cupboard she pulled out a hooded robe and slipped it about her shoulders. "Don't leave this room. I'll be back as soon as I can."

      Once she had left the room Quinn said, "Not the real plan. What brought us here is related to my power. I think that maybe if I and Jinx connected our wills she can use my ability with the sphere to take us home."

      "That is a lot of maybes," Dela said.

      "If not, we do just what we told Rena. I don't want to stick around in this reality and I'm pretty sure the Emperor will kill me dead for what I am, especially now that I have this," Quinn said, holding up his marked arm. "But not any of you."

      "Like we'd agree with that," Kara said.

      "Versus staying in torture land?" Quinn gestured at the room. "I'll take my chances that maybe bringing him the head of his archenemy is enough to earn me a lifetime of quarantine."

      "This is a really bad plan," Dela said.

      "Those are our specialty," Kara said.

      Quinn had to laugh, it was true.
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      The virtue of having a bar in the torture chamber is that when you’re stuck waiting for someone to retrieve a rare piece of magical hardware, at least you had something besides staring at torture implements to pass the time.

      By the time Rena returned most of a bottle of wine had vanished between Dela and Quinn, and Kara had chugged down four of heavier stuff. With her Yek physiology she didn't really get drunk from alcohol, not that she didn't try her very best.

      It took Rena around an hour to return, slipping through the doorway with a wrapped bundle under one arm.

      "I hope this is worth it. I might have gotten away clean, but it is hard to say for certain," Rena said, setting the bundle down on one of the couches.

      Quinn unwrapped it to have a look. It looked exactly as he expected, which was a good sign—a spherical orb of crystal with the impression of runes occasionally drifting within.

      "You did well. We need to figure our next step. We have a little over half an hour until the others arrive," Quinn said.

      "Not much time to make a plan and act on it," Dela said.

      "Not like we could act much before this anyways. We're surrounded on all sides. We can start something right before they arrive, might even be a good idea, but we're going to need backup fast. Even I can only take down so many," Kara said.

      "Would your companions be able to make that much of a difference?" Rena asked.

      "Sand is really scary," Dela said.

      "Was scary. We haven't actually seen her fight since she bonded herself to her new host. I don't know if she can do the mass-dissolving of people into their component parts anymore," Quinn said.

      Rena was arching a brow. "Dare I ask?"

      Dela answered, "The Glittering Sands. The Emperor's emergency plan to destroy Chaos completely. Do you have that here?"

      "The Emperor has built rather a lot of super-weapons over time. So have the clans. There is always a way to defeat then," Rena said idly.

      Quinn wondered just what kind of life you must have led that you grew to consider super-weapons boring. Of course, given he was kind of, sort of, married to one he had to wonder what that said about his own life.

      "The important thing is where are they going to show up. When they first arrive is when they're going to be most vulnerable," Kara said.

      "Dela, you're the most observant and you were paying attention to the moon ruins. Did we materialize in the identical position?" Quinn asked.

      Dela closed her eyes for a moment and then nodded. "We did. Even facing the same direction. We were directly transitioned."

      "This station is located in the same place as the other. I assume for similar reasons, it is in a convenient spot to send ships down to the surface as well as access the system’s Runestone," Quinn said.

      "Different design though," Kara said.

      "This one is a bit bigger. Seven decks?" Dela asked.

      Rena nodded. "Seven, yes, and a communications spire that isn't a full deck."

      "We didn't exactly have a plan about where we'd transition from. We'll have gone missing and silent. I'm sure they'd have a sent a team to the surface," Quinn said.

      "We monitored the appearance of life-signs down below. If you hadn't been coming to us, we'd have gone to you. If anyone else had appeared, I'd have gotten a call," Rena said.

      "So they investigated, but didn't find us or trigger the transporter. They returned to the station. They don't have anything to do but wait. They'd have found somewhere comfortable to settle in. Probably the main lounge," Quinn said.

      "Let me run these numbers," Dela said, getting a distant look in her eyes. "Based on what we saw coming in, and the location of the lounge on the other station, they should appear near the middle of Deck Two here."

      Rena winced. "That doesn't work in our favor. That is the main hangar for fighter craft. Constant activity and all of it well armed."

      "If this works, your cover isn't needed. You must have plans to disable parts of this station if needed, in case the Imperium ever planned an attack," Quinn asked Rena.

      "Of course I do," Rena said as she began to pace. "Although I refuse to blow my cover and I am increasingly regretting deciding to cooperate with you." Her movements took her near Selina and she pulled the comm from her wrist, attaching it to her own. A few tendrils of wire extended to interface.

      "I know you don't know us, but we get things done," Quinn said.

      "I do, in fact, see that. If you hadn't been able to overcome Selina I wouldn't be helping you at all. There, it will come from her access codes. I'm initiating now. Now they're getting an incoming comm warning about an Imperium fleet jumping into a nearby system," Rena said.

      "That works. You're playing off the fact that Mahara expects the Emperor to show up," Quinn said.

      "I am. She thought he might appear as you did, but she'll be open to the possibility a fleet is invading instead. Fighters will scramble and most will either report to their duty stations or be in their quarters."

      "How long will it take to reach the deck?" Quinn asked.

      "Five minutes, but we'll run into trouble. I might have cleared the halls, but it doesn't matter. Mahara still has her spell on one of you. The instant you leave this room she'll know."

      "We'll go when the clock hits eight. We'll need to do some fighting, but if we're in the hangar too long it becomes a problem of its own," Quinn said.

      Dela loaded the orb into a sack she scavenged from a cupboard and slung it over one shoulder as everyone got ready.
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      The halls were mostly empty this time. Rena and Kara were both cloaked as they made their way towards Deck Two. If Mahara herself came to look for them this was pretty much over. Quinn had no illusions that they stood any chance against her. Hopefully though she was busy with the fake invasion and keeping an eye out for the Emperor.

      They turned a corner and found a half-dozen clan warriors, weapons drawn. Kara charged them. She didn't have her healing factor at the moment or her usual heavy armor, but she was still a Yek. An energy blast seared her shoulder before she was in the middle of them, fists and legs lashing out, the force of blows sending warriors bouncing off the walls and in one case the ceiling. Quinn and Dela followed her in. Knocking out already downed opponents wasn't the most honorable way to fight, but it did the trick.

      In under a minute they'd neutralized everyone, although Kara had gotten shot once more. Quinn hadn't taken any hits. With his newly amplified magic he'd found himself able to keep out of the way of anything coming in his direction.

      Despite being under a time crunch they took another minute to strip them. Armor was worth the wait, as well as some guns. Quinn soon had a pair of pistols at his waist, as did Dela. Kara took both of Selina's knives. The blades were marked with runework, and they'd be useful in case they had to fight a magic-user. In addition she added a sword.

      The hangar wasn't deserted. No reason it would be—even if most of the fighters had launched the hangar crews would still be on duty. In the Imperium they wouldn't have been combatants, but the clans didn't really do non-combat roles. Everybody was armed.

      Within thirty seconds of entering they were taking cover behind a blastshield as energy fire pelted the barrier.

      It left only Quinn able to get the occasional shot off, his abilities letting him glimpse the rare might-bes where putting his head up didn't promptly get it shot off.

      "Ten seconds," Dela said.

      It was cutting it close. From behind them, the door leading into the station opened and four warriors entered. Kara charged them.

      Dela's timer hit zero.

      Rainbow light rippled in the air in one corner of the hangar. The arrival here was less than perfect and both Jinx and Sand materialized about ten feet up in the air before crashing and falling hard onto the deck. Neither seemed fazed by it, Sand leaping acrobatically back to her feet while Jinx rose more slowly with her runes blazing.

      Hangar crew opened fire on them. Energy blasts glanced off Jinx—she was quite invincible. Sand dove out of the way and threw a fireball which exploded in the middle of four clansmen sending burning bodies flying.

      "Over here," Quinn called.

      If the two of them had arrived alone they'd have been easily overwhelmed, but with the attention of the hangar crew split they were in no danger. The same couldn't be said for the rest of them. Kara limped back from the door, having been shot several more times, and even with her armored skeleton she was looking in rough shape.

      Jinx reached them, a hand resting on Kara's shoulder for an instant as green flesh knit itself back together and burn marks faded. The faint red sparks that had regularly flickered from Kara's body faded. Jinx's magic must have countered whatever lingering effect Mahara had left in place.

      "This isn't what I was expecting. There is someone really bad here," Jinx said.

      "That would be Mahara. You'll hate her," Quinn said.

      "I wouldn't meet her," Rena said, giving Jinx a look. "This version could spend more time in a gym."

      More shots pelted the barrier.

      "Sand, can you buy us a moment to talk in quiet?" Quinn asked.

      "Not a problem," Sand said with a vicious smile as she stepped out. Some bullets she simply avoided with the aid of her implants, others seemed to bounce off invisible, hardened air that surrounded her. Several clan went flying from a fireball, and one that charged her with a sword was driven backward by a spear of ice through the chest.

      Jinx touched Quinn's newly placed mark, her fingers resting lightly. "This is new."

      "I didn't even have to kill ...ah, you to get it. We're in a might-be, an alternate universe, whatever you want to call it. I think we can get home, but we'll need to combine our abilities," Quinn said.

      "You getting home wasn't the plan," Rena said flatly.

      "If your Emperor is anything like ours, he'll kill you when he's done with you. He'll kill me," Quinn said.

      "A sacrifice I am quite willing to make, if it means the death of Mahara. Of all the Unshackled none are a bigger threat. If she wins, she'll ultimately unmake everything, she can't help it," Rena said.

      Dela pulled the runic sphere from her pack and offered it over to Jinx who took it, peering into the depths. Dela said, "We don't even know if this will work. If you can just do us or if it would have to be a ship."

      "Smaller than ours," Jinx said, tucking the sphere under one arm. "I don't know what you have in mind by trying to link your abilities with mine."

      It hurt, it hurt more than he expected as he reached towards Jinx with his power. It hurt Jinx too. He could see it in her eyes as she focused on the sphere.

      Runes rose to the surface, blue and glowing, swirling, and after a moment another joined, red and flickering madly as if a sputtering flame.

      "I think I can see the magic. The place ... it is weird, but I can see it. I can't just do us as individuals. It doesn't work like that. A ship or even the station, maybe. But I don't have enough power and Quinn really doesn't have enough from the Chaos side either," Jinx said.

      Rena took Quinn's other hand and he felt a jolt go through him.

      Within the sphere the red rune stabilized slightly.

      "Still not enough," Jinx said.

      "If you do this, you take the station with Mahara along with it," Rena said.

      "If you can't remove her one way, you'll remove her another," Quinn said.

      "My loyalty is to my Emperor. You don't have to take the deal," Rena said.

      "No, we do, I don't know why, but we do. Agreed," Jinx said with a nod.

      "Then we need to rescue your companion. She'll be held in Mahara's quarters, along with her private mana supplies," Rena said.
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      Mahara was waiting for them, and Selina was with her. There were three other magic-users as well, all with at least one mark. Mahara's quarters were opulent, all vibrant reds and yellows with the scent of nag champa in the air. Kalisa was pinned to one wall, literally, spikes of rune-marked metal driven through each of her runes.

      "You came. I was afraid you might abandon her and I was so looking forward to this," Mahara said, her eyes playing over Jinx. "You aren't what I was expecting, or who I was expecting. I had hopes Opalia's blood might retain a trickle of its old power, but so far I've been disappointed in my own apprentice."

      "Less talking, more killing," Selina said angrily.

      Mahara's gesture was negligent, and her apprentice collapsed in screams.

      "We'll get around to that. You inspired little Rena to finally reveal her true nature. No use hiding your face, girl," Mahara said.

      Rena lowered her hood. "I don't know what you mean."

      "What I've always wondered is how you took my mark, considering your true loyalty, which should have rendered you proof against it. I know he's gotten clever as well as simply strong, but that I thought beyond him," Mahara said with a lazy grin. "Don't worry, I'll figure it out. You’re the key to breaking the whole Imperium, girl. Now that we're showing each other our true faces we can really play."

      "Can we punch her yet?" Kara asked.

      "We aren't here to punch. We're here to make a deal," Quinn said.

      Mahara shifted her gaze to Quinn. "Dear little Selina very much wants to hurt you after what you did to her. I'm not inclined to allow it. With Rena showing her true face I've an opening for an apprentice. You'll enjoy it, eventually."

      "You can't make a deal with this woman," Rena hissed.

      "What are you thinking?" Jinx asked Quinn.

      Quinn said, "I think we've got ourselves a situation. Mahara, I know you're thinking you've got all the cards, but this little meeting presents both more danger and opportunity than you know."

      "I doubt it, sweetling. The girl has some strength, but I've fought stronger," Mahara said.

      Jinx took a step forward and her runes flared. "You don't even know who I am, you haven't even asked. You think I am Selina Cartier, like that scared girl who is your apprentice."

      Mahara looked interested for the first time, moving over to lounge in a chair while regarding Jinx. "You have my attention. If not Selina Cartier, who are you?"

      Jinx seemed as if she were more a statue than a woman, she was so still, so determined. "Selina Cartier was the woman who killed Ilinar and got her first mark. I am the purifier of the font of change. I am the terror of the Ardoka. I am the Grandmaster of the Arena. I am Jinx, the Queen of Thieves, who steals victory from defeat and the life from tyrants."

      Mahara was silent for a long moment before she tilted her head. "I am first of the Unshackled, the world breaker. Liberator of Feltori and hundreds of worlds after. Savior of the Intoki, the Drexor, the Seborru. Killer of Finax, Sellorana, Tobahina, and Moira. Mahara, the Queen of Blood."

      "She's pretty good at this too," Dela told Jinx.

      "I've had some practice,” Mahara said. “You claim to have killed Ilinar. Approach. Which rune?"

      Jinx advanced towards where Mahara sat and extended her hand. Mahara reached out to rest hers atop the rune for a moment. Red and blue sparks crackled at the contact.

      "Wrath turned to justice," Mahara said with a laugh that seemed almost bitter. "Ilinar would appreciate that, not that he'd appreciate learning he died to an apprentice that hadn't even earned her first mark. Speak your offer, Jinx. I do not promise I'll not kill you all eventually, but you murdered a man I respect. It gets you my ear first."

      Quinn could only reflect again how weird the Unshackled were. Really, really, weird.

      "This is your turn. I don't know the situation," Jinx said, glancing at Quinn.

      "We come from a universe where the Emperor is dead and there have been no millennia of war, the sides having largely been separated. In fact, we're hoping we can stop one from happening," Quinn said.

      "Your words match what the others captured said when interrogated. I wonder what I'd have been in your reality, if my hands weren't so stained with blood," Mahara said.

      "Find out. We can get back there, we can take this whole station there. We're willing to, with your help. We get the station and all aboard, and you, and those who choose to go with you. Once we cross over, you can depart on your ship," Quinn said.

      "Our universe has enough crazy," Kara said.

      "Why would I agree to this?" Mahara asked.

      "Because you're losing. Because no matter how strong you get, you aren't a match for the full might of the Imperium with the Emperor in charge, and while he lives he'll never tolerate your existence," Quinn said.

      "Where one dies another rises," Mahara said, and her gaze shifted to Jinx. "Don't you see it yet in her? The conviction? The pride? Tell me, Jinx, did it hurt you to kill Ilinar?"

      "It did," Jinx said.

      "And did the last man you murdered trouble you much at all?" Mahara asked.

      The question lingered in the air until Jinx shook her head.

      Quinn said, "I am her husband, she carries the child of a Chaosian. Kalisa is the Mistress teaching Jinx to use her abilities, and is her wife. Jinx may be the avatar of Order, but she is not the Emperor."

      Mahara gestured and there was a shimmer near Kalisa, who fell from the wall to the floor as the spikes which had held her suddenly vanished. Without waiting for Kalisa to recover, Mahara asked her, "Do you believe this?"

      "There is more than one way to order a system. I think Jinx, and the rest of my family, stand a chance of making something new," Kalisa said.

      "Then we try it. I make no promises we won't be enemies in the future," Mahara said.
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      It didn't happen at once. Mahara insisted on waiting for her fighters to return and that took hours. It was enough to get Kalisa healed and to top off everyone from the crystallized mana stores aboard the station.

      They offered Rena the chance to leave the station, but she decided to go with them. However loyal she was to the Emperor, with her assignment of watching Mahara being completed she had little possibility of survival. Loyalty only went so far, especially when there was no purpose to dying.

      Almost a quarter of the clan had decided to stay behind and not join Mahara.

      Quinn, Rena, Kalisa and Jinx all linked up and channeled their powers together to the runic sphere. A station was larger than anything Jinx had ever transported, much less adding in the new complication of shifting between realities.

      Still, the sensation was much the same as when they were brought here. A rainbow shift of light and the strangest might-have-been ever, one that was flashbacks of their own lives. Quinn had to wonder if that was what the might-bes were all along. Perhaps jumping from one spot to another in an instant of time meant flashing through these other realities to get there. Some part of the mind knew, and recognized what was happening.

      "Are we back?" Dela asked.

      "You tell me," Quinn asked.

      Dela tilted her head. "I've got a line with Tamara through my link. They'll bring the Centauri Bliss to meet us, it will take a while."

      "I'll contact my own people. They'll be more familiar with clan technology for operating this station," Kalisa said.

      They'd decided not to waste any time and jumped this station directly into the orbit of one of the mana well worlds they needed to protect.

      "We'll have to do ferry runs for the other two stations, but that should be coverage for all three worlds," Quinn said.

      "Minimal coverage," Dela said and tilted her head again. "Mahara's ship has disengaged from dock and is pulling off. If we're going to do any last-minute betraying and murdering, this would be our time."

      "We're not. She's important, I don't know how yet, but she's important," Jinx said.

      "You realize that could just be because she's a murderous psychopath with enormous power and whatever voice you’re hearing seems to want us to go to war sometimes," Quinn said.

      "It doesn't, not exactly. It simply isn't afraid of us going to war. It wants to end this conflict between Order and Chaos one way or another, and the most direct way is by fighting it out until there is a victor," Jinx said.

      "I've never felt or heard anything like what you described. Chaos doesn't care," Kalisa said.

      "I've felt it, but only from my link to Jinx. I wonder if Mahara felt it? If that is what drives her to fight so relentlessly," Quinn said.

      "And now we have two Maharas," Kalisa said.

      "How similar are they?"

      Kalisa was silent a moment. "They share how determined they are, and how unwilling they are to let things stand in their way. Ours is a better woman, but only because she realized how terrible she could be."

      "I didn't like coming face to face with some of the worst parts of myself. Mine tried to have a threesome with me. After the standoff," Jinx said. “Even though I think she was still really angry.”

      "You should have done it. For all that she has a repulsive personality, she wasn't terrible in bed," Rena said.

      "I never before realized how incredibly awkward it is when a complete stranger just confessed to screwing your evil twin. I wonder if this is what real twins feel like all the time?" Jinx asked.

      "I mean, it isn't actually you. I really wanted to kill your evil twin and if I had, I wouldn't be killing you," Dela said.

      "She's still out there too, you know. You might get your chance," Quinn said.

      "You had yours. I'm still not sure why you didn't take it," Rena said.

      "Why didn't you?" Dela asked.

      Quinn thought for a moment before answering. "Because more than ever I'm aware that I'm not married to one woman. Tamara isn't just Tamara, but also Tourmaline, and with my powers increasingly none of you are just you. You're the infinite number of women you might have been or you might become."

      "And what about me?" Sand asked.

      "Is that you asking, or Kat?"

      Sand didn't answer the question, she just stared at him.

      "The way I see it, you reset the clock for Kat. If she wants a different life and doesn't want to be part of this one, I understand. I love her though and still want her to be my wife, as part of this family, if they agree," Quinn said.

      "I'm good with that, but we are not married to evil Jinx and I don't care what your powers say," Dela said.

      Sand was continuing to stare.

      "And yes, Sand. That means you too. You're something of a package deal," Quinn said.

      "Well, that's romantic," Dela said.

      Sand said, "I care nothing about romance, for all that Kat likes it. Formal acceptance in the family is something I desire though. Kat is less certain, so the real question is—would you take the one even without the other?"

      That was not something Quinn had considered. It was also one he didn't have to answer.

      Dela said, "We would. Quinn is going to be weird about it, I know, but he'll work it out. I've less doubts. We need you."

      "Not even going to ask Tamara first?" Quinn asked.

      "We already discussed it. We knew this would come up at some point, she could have made Kat without sticking herself inside and still blackmailed you to get her off that world," Dela said.

      Sand gave a tiny smile. "How unexpectedly forward thinking of you. An alliance of marriage it is then. Our enemies will tremble."

      "And you said you cared nothing for romance," Kalisa said.
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      Without being able to use the runic sphere  the Centauri Bliss had to take the slow way to reach the station. With the need to stop for refueling that gave them over two days—time to kill without much for them to do.

      They claimed a lounge happily free of any torture equipment to have a movie night. The floor had been piled high with pillows and Quinn was sprawled out on his back atop a mound of them with Kalisa and Jinx tucked in on either side. Kara and Sand shared a loveseat, while Dela lay on her stomach.

      The holovid was a love story, a man and a woman of competing clans, and both mighty warriors who had been in the midst of trying to kill each other when the Imperium invaded.

      "Does all your entertainment involve trying to kill each other?" Quinn asked.

      "What? It’s romantic. They show each other their strength and now they're separated by war," Kalisa said, snuggling against him. "I haven't seen this. I didn't even think, when we took this place, we'd have a thousand years worth of different movies to watch."

      Jinx curled in on Quinn's other side. It felt weird to be between them like this. Kalisa so filled with Chaos magic, and Jinx Order magic, their competing energies crackling against his body.

      "I bet there’s money to be made. Just like when we sold Core movies to the Rim," Dela said.

      "I'll look into it. I'm the one with clan connections and they're more geared for our culture than yours," Kalisa said.

      "With a war coming people in the Core are going to be curious too. I can see what I can get through my old contacts," Dela said.

      Kalisa slid a hand down Quinn's chest, drifting towards his pants and he shifted uncomfortably. He said, "Maybe not the best time for that."

      "Did our trip to another universe make you shy all of a sudden? I know you got a little overexposed, but really, didn't we all?" Kalisa asked.

      Jinx said, "You know it’s not that. It’s her. If she’s going to be part of the family, you have to get Sand used to this sort of thing." She leaned in to capture his lips in a kiss for a long moment.

      She was right, of course. It wasn't that Quinn had suddenly gotten shy or that he had a problem with groups. He'd come to like the group—he'd found he had more than a bit of exhibitionist and the voyeur in him, and liked watching and being watched.

      It was different when the watcher was Kat, or at least had her face with the real thing in there somewhere.

      Kalisa finished unbuckling his pants, slipping through and pulling out his cock. Quinn was turned on—of course, he was always turned on in the presence of his wives. At times a useful and always frustrating side-effect of Kara's Yek physiology.

      "So between evil me, Rena, and Mahara, who were you more into?" Jinx asked as she slid her hand to cup Quinn's balls, her touch warm.

      "Is that some weird sort of trick question?" Quinn asked.

      "Quinn, you're pretty much always turned on. I mean, I know it isn't exactly your choice, but that doesn't mean it isn't happening. I know you're not looking to screw around outside the family, but that doesn't mean you aren't thinking about it. I just want you to be honest with me. With all of us. Did you want to fuck evil me?" Jinx asked, her hands playing.

      It was such an uncomfortable question in a lot of ways. Selina had tortured Dela brutally and again he just couldn't escape it. Still, Kat was watching, Kat was listening.

      "It’s okay if you did," Dela said, glancing backwards. "I mean, we're totally not marrying Selina, but I was aware. I mean, I was kind of out of it in pain, but I was right there while you two made out."

      "I almost came a time or two then. Things got ... really intense. Yeah, I'm not very proud of it, but I wanted to fuck her," Quinn admitted quietly.

      Kalisa began to stroke him a bit faster. The sparks flying between Jinx and Kalisa were all centered on his length now. It was electrifying and incredibly stimulating.

      "Good, what about Rena?" Jinx asked.

      Quinn thought back to her. Those features so similar to the woman he'd once dated. Quinn had rather liked spy Rena, and he'd rather liked criminal Rena.

      "I really don't see the point of all this," Quinn said.

      "Because I'm worried if you aren't going forward, you're going to slide backward. Because as things get more dangerous, it’s more important to be open. So, what about Rena?" Jinx asked.

      "Yes. Yes, I wanted to fuck Rena too," Quinn sighed.

      Kalisa began to stroke a little faster yet and it started to get hard for Quinn to concentrate.

      "Mahara?" Jinx asked.

      "Mahara was the most dangerous woman we've ever faced. She could have killed every single one of us with barely a second thought," Quinn said.

      "And when you met me I was the most dangerous woman you'd ever met. Sand still might be more dangerous than Mahara and you want her," Jinx said.

      "I don't know what you're hoping to hear," Quinn said.

      "The truth. Let’s try this, then. What did you think of her chest?" Jinx asked.

      "Large, but small nipples. Dark brown and so pointed," Quinn said, thinking back on them. It was a very distracting thought in his current state.

      Kalisa's hand sped still more. It was too much. Quinn's hips seized as a climax overcame him. With the competing magical charges it was especially powerful.

      "We know who you are, Quinn. The right answer was you were into all of them. We know the truth. Kat knows the truth, and if she didn't she's learning in a hurry," Jinx said.

      They shuffled places a few more times during the rest of the film. By the end of it he'd came eight more times. It seemed like it might have been a decent movie, but he really had no idea what happened.
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      The next day found Quinn on a date with Kat. Sand had passed along the request after the movie night and Quinn agreed.

      The station was mostly built for defense so it didn't have much in the way of luxuries. Off Mahara's quarters though there was a small garden. It was filled with desert plants, with massive cacti along the walls and a floor of sculpted sand and rocks.

      Kat was wearing a sun dress and had her hair loose.

      "Where did you find something to wear like that here?" Quinn asked.

      Quinn was wearing the clan athletic gear. With them it seemed if you weren't exercising you were fighting, and he hoped the date wouldn't require armor.

      "Sand," Kat said with a smile. "It's all the little things that are, well, her I guess."

      The garden was just one small circle. Still, they began to walk it. It at least offered the illusion of going somewhere, which was probably the whole point.

      "How is that whole thing ... working out?" Quinn asked.

      The conversation was awkward. Why wouldn't it be? Since she'd returned from the dead this was their first time alone. Or at least, as alone as they could get given Sand was somewhere in her head.

      "We get along. We haven't had to fight for control or anything. In fact, she keeps encouraging me to get out more. I'm sorry, this is weird," Kat said.

      "I want to say, how could things between us ever be weird? But ..."

      "How did it happen? All of this?" Kat asked.

      "Being criminals? Mages? Remarried?"

      "We were criminals, but we didn't live like this."

      "It started when the Emperor died. Jinx was on the run and Tamara was watching out for her, and I agreed to keep them safe. It seemed, at the time, that the best way to do that was to marry her and get her pregnant," Quinn said.

      Kat was quiet for a while. "I knew she was pregnant. How did it wind up with all ... well, all the people there are here now?"

      "They kind of gave me an ultimatum. I'd marry all of them. Taki had always had a thing, she talked Melody into it, and Tamara had a long game like she always does. I married them or they left," Quinn said.

      "I should have tried that," Kat said weakly, taking his hand and giving it a squeeze.

      "Ice had said you used to want something similar. I didn't know whether to believe her or not."

      "How did you not believe her when we three were so damned good together? I loved her, Quinn, and you made me fucking choose between the two of you," Kat said, suddenly frustrated.

      "Do you know what she went into after we were gone? Piracy, she became a pirate queen. Do you know how many innocent people she's murdered?" Quinn asked.

      "And yet you married her anyways when I was gone—after she did all that stuff you're pretending to be so damned horrified by. You're getting even hard and getting off thinking of women that tortured your family," Kat said, releasing his hand and shoving him.

      Kat was strong, and with her implants very strong. She sent him flying backwards to crash hard on his ass.

      "I'm sorry. I didn't mean," Kat said, quickly rushing towards him and offering a hand.

      Quinn accepted it and rose to his feet. "I know. It's the implants. Taki half-beat Ice to death when she got hers. Guess I'm lucky."

      "Sand said she'll step in if it goes that far," Kat said, and she kicked hard at the ground, causing a cloud of dust. "I'm just so damned angry. Do you even have an answer?"

      "Ice convinced me that I needed her in the family. Ice convinced Taki too that we needed her. That my heroic tendencies and trying to convince people to do the right thing would get people killed. That it had gotten you killed," Quinn said.

      "Did it?" Kat asked, staring at him intently. "I don't have those memories."

      "I don't know," Quinn said wearily. "But I thought it possible. If I didn't think it possible, I wouldn't have agreed with Ice. The mission was blown, you should have pulled out, but you didn't."

      "You always wanted so damned badly to be something other than what we were. We were good at what we did and we were great with Ice. It broke my heart when we left her, but I loved you. I was scared you were going to leave me because I wasn't any better than she was," Kat said.

      "I loved you, so much. Love you so much," Quinn said.

      "Did you? Do you? Do you even know who I am? I think it was bad enough when I was alive, but from all I can tell when I died you made me some sort of damned saint."

      Quinn realized in principle it was probably true. Ice and Kat had always been close, best friends. If Quinn had seen what Ice was and been driven off, Kat obviously hadn't been. And it seemed there were all kinds of things about her he'd never known. Things he'd never realized.

      "I wish I could say you were wrong," Quinn said.

      "Good," Kat said, offering another tiny smile. "That you admit it. I mean. Tell Jinx, thank you for last night. I needed that. To see, that."

      "I have no idea how that made you feel better about anything," Quinn said.

      "Because you're kind of a hero, Quinn. I mean, not the best of them, but you are. And if I needed any more proof that bad girls get you off, I got it. And ... I'm pretty sure I am one and I don't want to pretend to be anything else anymore," Kat said.

      "I don't really know how to answer that," Quinn said.

      Kat leaned forward and pressed against his cheek. "You'll have time to figure it out. I'll be coming out more."
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      Quinn’s clan fighter jumped back into normal space as others materialized nearby. They'd gotten the alert that the Centauri Bliss was under attack. Fortunately, their new-found station was stocked with fighter craft and as the clan ships ran on crystallized mana they were capable of more jumps than an Imperium fighter. The Centauri Bliss still couldn’t reach the station, but Quinn and the others in clan fighters could jump to the Bliss’s aid.

      It was poor timing from their point of view. Their crystallized mana supplies were low so they had only limited use of their shields, and with Quinn not aboard the Bliss had lost its best pilot. Without Jinx they couldn't use the runic sphere for a quick getaway.

      There were more than a dozen ships in pursuit and several light fighters.

      "Tiger squad, engage the frigate. Hawk and Condor, keep those fighters off the Centauri Bliss," Quinn said into his comm.

      Along with the station they'd also got a fair number of clansmen. It felt strange to rely on people who had so recently been enemies, yet what choice was there?

      The biggest threat was a cruiser. It was slow enough that it was behind the rest of the vessels, but as the fighters rained disabling shots on the engines of the Centauri Bliss it was catching up.

      "Any idea how we're going to deal with that?" Dela asked from the copilot’s seat.

      Quinn had taken one of the heavier fighters available on the station. Even if he wasn't as familiar with the systems as the clan pilots, he was confident in his skills to bring those weapons to bear for maximum effect.

      They were flanked by Kara, Sand, and Kalisa in gunships. Members of the family had come out in force.

      "They look like mercenaries, not Imperium. After the bounties on our head. At least if we take them out they won't have backup," Quinn said.

      "Still means we have to take them out," Dela said.

      They had an open comm to the others in their squad, the immediate family.

      "If I could get aboard I could kill them all," Kalisa said.

      "As could I," Sand said.

      It wasn't idle boasting. They'd used Kalisa to wipe out forces before. However the fighters didn't have airlocks and the carrier didn't look like it had a hangar. Getting aboard was impossible. The fighters must have launched from a ship that wasn't yet in system.

      "Can you hack their systems, Sand?" Quinn asked.

      "I'm already trying. Sadly, they don't appear to be idiots. They're not running any open networks and I don't have the equipment on this ship to force one remotely," Sand said.

      "Land on the Centauri Bliss. It has all the equipment that you'll need," Quinn said.

      "Acknowledged."

      Quinn kicked the engines to full and closed the distance. The cruiser opened fire as they grew nearer, fixed mounts filling space with rounds. Quinn used thrusters to engage evasive maneuvers.

      "Dela, can you interface with our systems? With what you have in your head, you're a way better targeting system than anything we have installed," Quinn said.

      "Of course she is. I do good work. She can provide firing solutions for all of us," Kalisa called.

      "I go from being backup pilot to fire-control computer, it’s so glamorous," Dela said wryly. "But yeah, of course I can. Providing solutions now. These guys know their business though. They've been in enough fights and they've learned not to make it easy. Any spot weak on that thing’s design has been covered with extra armor."

      "Kalisa, I know pure destruction isn't your thing, but if we get you close can you neutralize their armor?" Quinn asked.

      "From a ship? No, but I can weaken it. Make it count," Kalisa said.

      They were firing standard rounds her, but the fighters on the ship were using disablers. They obviously wanted to capture the crew alive to collect the bounties on their head. Quinn studied the scans of the cruiser. There were missile ports, which is what he’d thought.

      Cruisers like this were usually either built to carry a few fighters for a small mercenary company or fitted for long-range combat with missiles. They weren't using them here because they didn't want to destroy the Centauri Bliss, but that meant the cruiser had an armory filled with explosive warheads somewhere.

      "Armory, it should be near the fore of the ship," Quinn said.

      Dela nodded and a section of the ship was highlighted in the heads-up display. It was heavily armored. Still, this was their best option.

      Quinn closed, continuing to avoid fire, and with a blast of the energy cannons took out one of the cruiser’s turrets.

      "Mark the ones with a good solution on this area. Kalisa, we're buying you some time to do your thing," Quinn said.

      The gunships closed in. In the dense stream of fire Kara took a shot that caused sparks to fly and her ship to spiral off as she pulled away. The others had better success. The section of armor was covered in flickering red lightning dancing over the surface.

      Elsewhere the battle seemed to be going well. As decently equipped as the mercenary vessels were the clan ships had better technology. While a single direct shot might take out an Imperium fighter, a clan ship could take multiple hits before the shields collapsed. It was a force magnifier.

      "Clear," Kalisa said, her gunship given a burst of thrusters and turning to unload its weapons.

      Quinn did the same, sliding maximum energy to the weapons and holding position for several long seconds as he unleashed the power of his fighter.

      A closing fighter opened up and Quinn took the hits for as long as he could. It let him maintain the stream of fire as the armor plating finally dissolved beneath the onslaught far faster than it should have. Another three seconds and he pulled up, afterburners kicking in as he thrust away. An explosion rocked the cruiser, the first of many as the ship tore itself apart from the inside.
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      With the mercenaries pushed back the Centauri Bliss was able to reach the Runestone and resume its progress towards the station, and a few hours later they met back there after performing rescue operations for Kara and the clansmen who'd taken damage to their fighters.

      It was around the usual dinner table. Quinn was happy to have Melody's cooking again. The clan were fond of such strong spices it made their food strange.

      They shared their exploits of what had happened in the alternate universe.

      "While I like us getting a whole extra station we weren't expecting, I can't help but to think that bringing in a murder-happy super-powered Unshackled into our universe isn't in our long-term best interest," Tamara said.

      They were having nachos. They were piled high with cheese and some sort of meat—nothing at all like chicken.

      "At least they got back safe. That’s the important thing," Melody said firmly.

      "Different realities. Can you go somewhere else again? Are you going to do it again?" Tamara asked.

      "I can't think of why we could," Quinn said.

      "We're the most-wanted people in the galaxy. I can think of a few reasons. Not that I recommend going back to that one," Dela said.

      "There might be realities with far more advanced technology than we have. If we want to get stronger in a hurry it is a possibility," Kalisa said.

      "We could meet races extinct in our own reality," Dela said.

      "We could rob people and get away to a different universe," Kat said, entirely too excited about it for Quinn's comfort.

      That last one did have possibilities though. Provided they actually knew of something worth stealing.

      Tamara held up a hand. "I know that possibilities are exciting, but I remind everyone that we are building something here. We have a reputation here. While yes, we're not all that popular in the Imperium right now, we are building something."

      "This is our universe. Our extended families are here. We keep it in mind, if we need to run and run far, but I don't think we should be too aggressive with this power. Especially as we don't know how safe it is," Quinn said.

      "What are we doing instead then? Stealing more stations?" Dela asked.

      "Once the other stations get in place these worlds are only going to have minimum coverage. I wish we could give them more, but this will have to do. We need to do what else we can to get our worlds ready for a war," Jinx said.

      "What is our status?" Quinn asked.

      "On the civilian side we've acquired a manufacturing and agricultural world more than capable of supporting our civilian needs. That said, we don't have the industrial capacity, materials, or expertise needed to build military vessels or arms," Tamara said.

      "Ice has done a good job with the naval side—although I hate to admit it, sir. That is probably the area where we're strongest. We can't match the Imperium, but we've a better fleet than most nobles out there," Taki said.

      "We've got the finest research facilities on either side of the border, and the most brilliant scientific minds. While, in areas, technology might exceed ours, it is a gap we can quickly close with samples. With a refiner and a steady supply of liquefied mana we'll soon have enough crystallized mana to support even heavy usage of shields and energy weapons," Kalisa said.

      Kara said, "Our ground forces are pathetic. We can neither capture or effectively hold territory in a ground assault. We have soldiers who have volunteered, but lack mechs, tanks, armor and weaponry." Having delivered this disappointing news, she grabbed a whole plate of nachos for herself and dug in heartily.

      Jinx, looking thoughtful, settled back in her seat. "This is a mistake, trying to do everything ourselves."

      "We're not, you know. I think everything said shows we have a lot of people working on our behalf," Quinn said.

      "Oh, I know, I know. But this part? The stealing, we're thinking what can we do? And I know, we're the best at what we do. But this is like with Ice, we can't be everywhere and do everything," Jinx said.

      "You want to outsource?"

      "We can't do it on our own. We're the Clan of Thieves. That name clan should mean something. We should be feared for how much we can steal. Every thief on either side of the border should want to work with us."

      "We need Rena. Not the recent Rena, but ours. Before she had to abandon her planet she was in charge of the largest criminal network in the Core. We offer her a spot in the family. She already knows Quinn, and where better to hide out than with the other most-wanteds?" Dela said.

      "I like it," Tamara said.

      "Can we maybe put a pause on marrying my exes for a moment?" Quinn asked.

      "I was actually going to recommend we marry the other one. The new one. Trained by Imperium Intelligence and yet known to neither the Imperium Intelligence or my family? We need an intelligence service of our own, and she is just the person to help me build it," Mara said.

      "Two for one. That could be useful in a lot of ways," Tamara said thoughtfully.

      "You objecting for real?" Jinx asked, arching a brow at Quinn.

      "We could use them, husband," Tamara said.

      "I don't think either of them is likely to take you up on it, but you can ask," Quinn said.

      "We'll focus our attention elsewhere. We know a planet filled with everything we need, especially thieves. We're going back to Arkstone. The families will fall in line or we'll steal everything they have," Jinx said.

      When they'd first come to this part of space they looked to Arkstone hoping for honest work. They'd be returning to conquer.
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      It was date night with Tamara and Tourmaline. Some of the crew had gone to retrieve and place the other stations, but everyone else was taking some down-time on the planet’s surface. Any world produced some mana, but worlds with mana wells all had a distinctive sort of feel. With the prevalence of mana in the environment most advanced technology would barely function. Shuttles burned fuel at far above the usual levels.

      It meant the worlds were usually barely settled, with only a few agrarian settlements and a starport with specialized heavy equipment to lift mana into orbit.

      Getting too close to liquefied mana tended to be too magical, but Kalisa had built suppressors that acted much like the one that kept Quinn from being infectious. Except instead of preventing any accidental discharge of mana outward, it stopped a harmful flow inward.

      They'd arranged a small cottage on the lakeside. Vess and Kara had taken another long walk down the shore and Quinn had already heard the explosions of their fishing.

      "This is your idea of date? No air conditioning, there isn't even running water," Tamara said, looking around the surroundings. She was wearing outdoor gear that seemed perfectly selected. Tourmaline must have picked the outfit.

      "It's pleasant enough we don't need it, and if it’s cold at night I'll find a way to keep you warm—and we've the lake to wash in," Quinn said, and then added, "I wanted some time alone with you. Lots has happened."

      "This about Kat?"

      Quinn shook his head. "No, it isn't. I'm working things out with her and it’s strange, but it is coming together. I'm here because it's been awhile and I miss you. I love you."

      Tamara smiled at that and said teasingly, "Good. I thought my claws in you might have started to slip."

      "You're the head of this family and first among my wives. I need you, depend on you, and I can't ever imagine that changing."

      "This isn't like you. Your trip to another reality changed your whole perspective on things?" Tamara asked, stepping up and pressing herself against him as she sought out a kiss. Then she was pulling away and moved her hands to the buttons of her khaki shirt. "Let’s check out the lake then. Maybe you haven’t screwed up by bringing us here."

      "Things aren't getting easier," Quinn said after returning the kiss. "You'd think they would, but they aren't. When Tourmaline got into your head I thought it almost catastrophic. Then we met Sand and she seemed the most terrifying force we were ever likely to meet. Yet, Mahara ..."

      "If I'm the only one naked I'll be annoyed," Tamara said, continuing to peel down. A shift of her body language announced something more challenging.

      "By which she means she'll probably let me out. Seriously though, she wants to bathe then screw like rabbits, then wash up and do it all over again. It's a hell of a plan," Tourmaline said, before shifting back once more.

      Quinn laughed and started to get undressed. It was always strange when Tamara and Tourmaline did that. Even half-undressed the identical body became almost two different women. With Tamara there was always something regal about her, a poise that even in the bedroom never left her. If Tourmaline ever had any poise it had rubbed off during her long years of life. Instead there was just the absolute confidence born of having done it all so many times before.

      "You're worried that we're going to pick a fight we can't win. That has been your worry for a long time, and mine. Almost everything we've done is to get us ready for that day," Tamara said.

      "Yet none of it has done any good. This family is so formidable and yet it still isn't enough. You want to add both Renas because you know it too," Quinn said.

      Tamara carefully stepped out of the last of her attire and Quinn marveled at her body—just as he had the first time he'd seen it. Quinn loved all of his wives and found them all beautiful, but in pure physical perfection none matched Tamara. Mara might be just as genetically engineered, but she was made to be a spy. Tamara was the result of a long line of women who sought to perfect themselves in every way possible.

      "You aren't used to being the best. You've always been the scruffy hero, the knight and not the king upon the chessboard. A decent man, but not the one you thought you should be. A competent criminal, but with too many morals to be really great," Tamara said.

      "You don't have to rub it in," Quinn said with a wry look, leaving his crumpled pile of clothes in the grass to follow Tamara towards the lake. The water was cold at first, but not too unpleasant.

      "I was one of the best lawyers in the Imperium. I don't say this to brag, but as a simple truth. Do you know that no matter how great your record, you always seem to find someone with one equal or greater? Or if you’re at the peak of your career there is the scrappy newcomer who has studied your every case and trained just to beat you?" Tamara asked, following him into the water. No hesitation from her as she moved deeper.

      "You are saying this is normal," Quinn said. "We're not normal."

      A shift of posture and it was now Tourmaline that spoke. "Listen to her, Quinn. You think you should reach a point where you have to stop struggling, but you never do. Winners have to train and fight every day. It gets easier, but it never stops. Now stop being so serious and let your wife jump you."

      "Seconded," said Tamara after a quick shift, wryly amused.

      "Well, if I'm outvoted," Quinn said.

      "If I'd known I could use parliamentary procedure to get you into bed I'd have done it more often. I promise to use my majority to full effect," Tamara said.

      It was sixteen hours until the Centauri Bliss would pick them up. They put them to exceptional use.
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      It was time to discuss what strategy they were going to take with Arkstone. The Centauri Bliss had returned after placing the two new stations and along the way had picked up two guests. Both the Renas were now sitting at the table, a feat which had required expanding it a bit more as they really were pretty much at capacity.

      Dela announced, "As someone who didn't get invited on mini-vacation, I put together this briefing along with Mara. Let me first welcome the Renas. Neither of them have made us any commitments as of yet, but they wanted to see just what we're about."

      "Is that smart? Letting them in on a planning meeting when they haven't joined up? Either could sell us out," Kara asked.

      "If they're going to stick around, they at least need better names unless we're going with Rena one and two, or evil Rena, good Rena," Jinx said.

      "I go by Silver in crime circles and I’m used to answering to it. I'll stick with that for the moment, and she can use Rena," said the Rena from their universe.

      "Rena and Silver it is," Dela said. "And if either betrays us we make them regret it. They've both seen what we can do and neither is looking to make any enemies here today. They're just not sure if family is something they're looking for, especially with each other."

      Quinn was honestly surprised they had shown up at all. They both had bad personal experiences with him in the past, and seemed reserved in their own ways in the present.

      "So let’s gets started with Arkstone. Jinx thinks it is worth making a move and we do want to expand our criminal network. Have they made any overtures to us?" Quinn asked.

      "Several of the families have reached out, but largely wanting us as a weapon to use against the others. After us leading to the downfall of one family they're looking for a repeat performance," Dela said.

      "We might be willing to get rid of someone’s rival if it were worth it. But I doubt they're looking to crush the opposition just to pledge allegiance to us," Tamara said.

      "I'm thinking we may not have to. Do you remember Duchess Alara? We met her briefly, and technically a whole section of space is under her control, but she's never had the resources to go toe to toe with the families," Dela said, and hit a few keys on a tablet that brought up a display. Security recordings.

      There were multiples of them. The shots looked to be of an estate, a very nice one. Presumably from Arkstone, but all included something Quinn hadn't expected to see there. Clan ships, parked alongside vessels marked with the symbol of the Imperium.

      "Alara has made herself an alliance?" Quinn asked.

      "Or she's a prisoner," Jinx said.

      "Ever since these ships arrived she's rarely been seen in public and has almost completely suspended her usual calendar. When she is seen, it is often in the presence of this man," Dela said, and brought up new images. Heavy armor, engraved with intricate rune-work, and it had been built for a large man. He was bald and the edge of a red rune could just be seen twirling up onto his chin.

      Eyes on the table turned towards Kalisa.

      "I don't know him, he isn't an Unshackled. That doesn't mean he isn't powerful, he appears to have at least one mark and might have more," Kalisa said.

      Dela flipped through several more images. Three more men and one woman, all of whom wore similar armor and all showed a hint of a rune.

      Kalisa leaned forward and said, "Now this is interesting. I still don't know any of them, but what I see here is unusual. All are going for a heavy armor approach, I've explained before that it is fairly uncommon among Chaosians as we don't enchant with the strength of Order mages."

      Right, Quinn had learned that lesson. Most Chaosians with a rune would fight with it exposed as it gave them more magical sensitivity and the ability to draw on those powers. It made them look under-dressed on a battlefield, but with their powers at peak it was incredibly difficult to get a hit on them that would make them regret it. He was working hard to master that himself.

      "I know her," said Silver, studying the image. "Apprentice to Otta. He once stole an entire garrison from us, and Mahara was furious. I killed the other one, she didn't have a mark yet."

      "Otta," Kalisa said with her distaste clear. "That explains it. Back when we first attained our powers, well, I suppose you could say that he was something of a compliance officer. A bureaucrat designed to keep an eye on a ship of screw-ups."

      "Seems he'd have become an Order mage if there was any logic to the selection," Quinn said.

      "No, he wound up on the right side of things. Have you ever seen bureaucracy ruin everything it touches? The sort of paperwork that must be filed not only in triplicate, but then those copies sorted in exactly the proper order or else the entire process must be done again. He was a petty dictator of a man that thrived on Chaos," Kalisa said.

      "What was he like when you got your powers?" Quinn asked.

      "We were all monsters in different ways. I made terrible creations out of the joy of discovering the possibilities, but Otta didn't need that. If he showed up on a world, it would tear itself apart as greed and lust for power ran rampant," Kalisa said.

      "Why the heavy armor?" Quinn asked.

      "He doesn't fight himself. Otta is more comfortable with the shadows and like so many who are cowards feels more at ease surrounded by giant slabs of meat," Kalisa said.

      "Alara is the key to Arkstone. Our technology and her fleet would let us make a powerful pitch to the families about picking the right side. This Otta may have had the same idea. Whether she's willing partner, or victim, we drive him out and show where her best interest lies," Jinx said.
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      Quinn guided the Tango in over the estate, carefully bringing it to rest atop a tower. Their stealth technology just kept getting better and now the ship could stay invisible to the naked eye on approach much like with Mara's stealth suit. Unlike her suit, it was short-lived.

      They no more landed than the hatch was opening. That would be Mara and Rena, both in stealth suits. Sand had duplicated a version of Mara's for Rena. The two spies were gathering firsthand information while Sand remotely accessed their systems.

      "How long is it going to take you to get anything?" Quinn asked her.

      "If they hadn't changed the codes since my time as Empress, I'd already be in. Unfortunately, they have installed a layer of new data security. I have problems with Chaosian technology," Sand admitted.

      "Why is that?" Quinn asked. Sand didn't need to use anything as crude as a physical interface, she just seemed to be lounging back in the chair and talking. There wasn't even the distant look that Tamara got when using her implants.

      "I am not the program that I originally was. I was created by the Emperor, refined by his power. Made more of what I am. It has left me incredibly attuned to the Order side of things, and systems built upon Chaosian principles are maddeningly frustrating to me."

      There wasn't much to do right now apart from waiting. To do anything they needed information. They all knew this was a situation they shouldn't enter guns blazing.

      At least they had basic access to the surveillance system, that was something Mara had accessed the day before. Furthermore, as Mara and Rena moved they were adding new cameras to the compromised system.

      They made quick work and within ten minutes they had their first sights inside the manor itself. Alanna looked to be eating breakfast, what there was of it. A bowl of porridge served by a terrified-looking maid under the watchful gaze of two armored figures.

      If Quinn's instincts were telling him anything, it was that Alanna didn't look like a woman who was cooperating. The Duchess looked exhausted and had the fading marks of a bruise along one cheek. There was no reason for her staff to look so terrified, or that she wouldn't make use of a medical patch if this were all willing.

      "This is boring," Quinn said, after the scene didn’t change for some minutes.

      "I'd challenge you to a game, but I'd win anything involving skill and see little point to games of chance," Sand said. "Or we could consummate our marriage. It wouldn't distract me, but you should probably be at the controls in case something goes wrong."

      Quinn still hadn't thought of how he was going to handle that. Technically nobody in the Centauri had to have sex with anyone, and so far they'd been sleeping with everyone who suited their sexual preferences. Given they hadn't had a lesbian in the bunch that meant Quinn had quite the harem situation going on.

      His further consideration of that fact was interrupted as the shuttle shook violently and a nearby explosion could be heard.

      Quinn raced his fingers over the controls as he scanned the readouts. It was the house landing pad. It had just exploded taking out all the ships there.

      "Explosion at the dock. Nothing on any of the surveillance," Quinn said into the comm.

      It was important in a situation like this to let Mara and Rena know what was going on. For security reasons they probably wouldn't reply. That risked compromising their position, but nothing stopped them from receiving.

      The surveillance should have picked up what had happened, if this was an attack. There were no ships in the air though, and they'd picked a quiet hour of the morning to do this infiltration. Mara had assured them it was the best time. At night they put out extra patrols, but in the morning everybody was a little bit groggy and most of the guards from the night before were off shift while the new crew hadn't really gotten into gear yet.

      It could be an accident, but Quinn didn't like the timing.

      On one of the screens the guards watching over Alanna died. Whatever marks they had didn't protect them as two women uncloaked and enchanted blades were driven with perfect lunges through their throats, bypassing the armor.

      "Abort. Mara, your family is here," Quinn said into the comm.

      "More than you know," a voice whispered in his ear, and Quinn felt a blade against his throat. It said to Sand, "Stand down, machine. There is a high-yield magically enhanced nuclear bomb right beneath this shuttle. We like our odds of it killing you, if it has to come for that."

      Penny shimmered and came into view. Quinn could only see her reflection in his view screen.

      Quinn hadn't seen the possibility of her, and he wasn't sure why. With his awareness of the immediate future he should have had some warning. Perhaps their stealth suits had gotten an upgrade as well, enough to somehow guard them even against magical vision.

      Sand said, "This body will be alive when the rest of your race is dust. It will watch as the last star goes out. It might even breed a new species of humanity when the universe is born again, should I will it. You don't scare me with your bombs and your knives."

      Quinn said quickly, "I'm pretty scared of both, really. Not sure which the more—the bomb is all very intimidating but the knife is right here."

      "You're more scared of the knife," Penny said conversationally. "Really, we've done studies. The immediate threat takes precedent. We know Mara is here somewhere. Tell her the situation we're in and that we're all going to have a little family-to-family meeting—or we'll be holding some funerals."

      Mara, but no mention of Rena. They couldn't track the new suits. They'd only seen the hatch open and knew what it meant.

      Quinn hit the comm. "Mara, Penny is here and she knows you are too. She's got a blade to my throat and a bomb under the Tango somewhere. She wants to talk."

      That was as much as he could give with Penny listening in. He just had to hope that it would be enough.

      "No, she doesn't just walk in on her own. Tell her to get somewhere safe, decloak and activate her transponder," Penny said.

      Quinn relayed this information.

      "Acknowledged," Mara said after a silence.

      Quinn was having trouble making sense of the possibilities. Things with Mara's family were never simple, never uncomplicated. Spies always loved their games, their threats, and bluffs, and double bluffs ... and the deceptions.
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      "I thought we were all friends now," Quinn said, keeping his hands very still. "That bomb? Those swords. They're our work, aren't they?"

      "That was before you stole away the Empress you were supposed to kill," Penny said. "New face, but she can't hide what she is, not from us. She’s now Kathryn Jade, deceased wife of Quinn Jade. Was it her idea or yours to wear that face?"

      "Not just the face. I am Kathryn Jade," Kat said from the back. "I mean, I'm not just her, but I am. She raised me from the dead, sort of."

      Penny let out a long and low sigh, and a hand slapped Quinn upside the head. "Idiot. That thing is not your wife however much it might pretend it is. Even if there is some faint echo of her in there, it is skin-deep. A convenient mask to manipulate a man not willing to give up on his past."

      "I really don't like this lady. Let me guess, you’re going to marry her too after getting jerked off while you think of her tits?" Kat asked.

      "Is that the sort of thing you do?" Penny asked.

      "Not often—well, once. I mean, it might happen again, but not about you, probably," Quinn said.

      Right. This wasn't helping matters. Trust Kat to make a hostage situation even more tense and uncomfortable.

      "We've actually all found the thing with Mara a little romantic. We're all looking for a little escape from this life. To be accepted despite what we are, and the fact we're never really anybody at all," Penny said, then her voice turned hard. "I think it is a lot of the reason we've given you as many chances as we have. We wanted this to be a happy ending."

      Mara entered up the ramp, her hands held high. Behind her was a blonde Quinn didn't recognize, holding a gun on her from a safe distance back.

      A second explosion shook the shuttle, a rumble from further off.

      "Just how many people are you killing today?" Quinn asked.

      "In addition to these people who abducted the Duchess, there was also a group that had arrived for an arms sale. That was the one which forced our hand, and the infection was quickly spreading. That was a nuke going off—at some distance," Penny said.

      "You aren't going to be able to stop Chaos from spreading. The clan are just getting started," Quinn said.

      "The Triumvirate has two members of the new royal line. It seems to be enough. Even now as they consolidate their grip on the Core, and those who swear loyalty are gaining immunity. It will be enough if they are bought some time," Penny said.

      "Time for what? Genocide? I know you and the others don't want that anymore than I do," Mara said.

      "What we want and what we'll settle for are increasingly different things. It turns out the Sands weren't the only backup plan the Emperor had. This war will be far worse than the last one," Penny said.

      "How does killing us help?" Quinn asked.

      Mara said, "It doesn't. You know them, Quinn, and you know me. If they were convinced killing us was the best option, we'd already be dead."

      "Something about a knife at the throat that makes me feel pretty damned like the preferred option," Quinn said.

      "The last time I thought you were going to behave, you threw off the effects of a compulsion dose and punched me. Consider the knife at your throat a compliment," Penny said.

      Right, absolutely. They'd brought a knife for him, and of course they'd brought a nuclear bomb for Sand, which made his compliment seem kind of puny in comparison.

      "What do you want?" Mara asked.

      "A certain  world—it doesn't have a name. I'm sure it did, but it was removed from official records and the Runestone network leading there destroyed. Even in the sealed records we have no history of where it was located, but the system is the one from which the Emperor created the Divide. We want you to repeat his work," Penny said.

      "With information like that how could we possibly fail?" Mara asked wryly. "If this is the best you can provide, standards are slipping with me gone."

      "This isn't a joke, Mara. The Sands weren't the Emperor's only backup plan and when they failed to carry out its intended purpose, the others were unlocked. Kadello is building horrors, and we all know what the Unshackled are capable of," Penny said, pulling the knife away.

      "And you think we might do what nobody else is willing to do?" Mara said.

      "This isn't forgiveness. This isn't understanding. If you do restore the Divide we recommend you stay far away. Find a new home beyond the Imperium, settle down. We don't want to hunt you, but as today proves, if we had we would have won," Penny said.

      "Clear," came a voice through the comm. Rena.

      Mara was almost a blur as she ducked low, Sand exhaling a silver cloud that drifted over her head and crumbled the gun the blonde held.

      Penny still had her knife in hand and lunged at Quinn. Seizing a might-be the blade just missed him and his punch to the back of her skull as she passed sent her slamming face-first into the console. By carefully chosen chance, the blow was enough to knock out even her enhanced body.

      Mara closed her eyes for a moment. "I've told them to pick up their people. We've heard their terms and accepted. Don't hurt them, but take their weapons and dump them out the back. Sand, Rena could use your help transporting the nuke. I'm going to go retrieve the duchess."

      As wins go, this one had barely made a point. Penny might have been about to make an exit anyway, but she was otherwise going to do it with the upper hand. Maybe next time she'd think twice before trying something like this. Of course, next time she might just bring a bigger knife.
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      "This is the best present ever. You are getting so much sex for this. We'll do weird stuff," Kara said, staring wide-eyed at the nuke as she unloaded it from the Tango.

      "We're completely different species. I'm pretty sure we're always doing the weird stuff, and the nuke is not a present,” Quinn told her.

      "We're not keeping it?" Kara asked, crestfallen.

      "I mean, we're not getting rid of it."

      Kara perked right back up. "Then present! This is even better than a new gun. Nobody has ever cared about me enough to bring me a really scary bomb before."

      Duchess Alanna stepped out beside Kara. She was still covered in the blood that had splurted out rather liberally from those who were with her. Her eyes had that look of one who really wasn't okay and wasn't getting over things.

      "And who are you going to use that on? The Triumvirate? Am I to be bait in your next assassination?" Alanna asked, her voice shaky.

      "Duchess," Tamara said, coming into the docking bay, smile a little strained. "My apologies. We weren't expecting you today. Our associates acted earlier than expected to rescue you."

      "If it was a rescue," Kara said. "I still think she just picked the winning team. If she weren't a complete coward she'd have taken on the families a long time ago."

      Tamara gave Kara a pained look. "We're trying to be nice here."

      "Why? If she sold out to them, she'll sell out to us," Kara said.

      Jinx ran in. She was wearing her Queen of Thieves ensemble although the arrangement was a bit awkward. She had dressed—or rather undressed—in a hurry. "I heard we got the duchess early? What happened?" She skidded to a stop. "Oh, there she is. Can we do this again with me being a little more impressive?"

      "I was just abducted after the brutal and bloody murder of my captors. The alien has a nuclear bomb and is very excited about it, and one of the most wanted women in the galaxy runs in dressed like some sort of teenage wet dream. Really, I'd say you have ‘impressive’ by some definition well-covered," Alanna said peevishly.

      Jinx turned to Kara. "We have a nuclear bomb? Why do we have a nuclear bomb?"

      Mara said, following Alanna down the ramp, "Because my family thought it might be enough to kill Sand, and that means it is one of their better weapons. We can use it."

      Tamara said, "Right. Enough of trying to make this situation something it isn't. Welcome to the Centauri Bliss. You are surrounded by the Imperium's most wanted, but despite the bomb we don't mean you any harm. I can show you to a room, if you need to freshen up."

      "I'd rather figure out my status first. I've just come from being held captive on my own estate. I was not a willing party to whatever they were attempting, and I've no reason to think you are any better," Alanna said.

      "I'll stash this somewhere safe," Kara said, her biceps bulging as she carried the massive warhead elsewhere.

      "How pissed-off is your family going to be that we have that?" Quinn asked Mara.

      "Consider that in their minds we already have massively more dangerous weapons aboard this ship. The bomb won't change anything. They may even be grateful for the small chance we'll blow ourselves up," Mara said.

      "It is nice when somebody recognizes your true worth," Sand said.

      Alanna wasn't looking especially reassured by the back and forth.

      Jinx told her, "We're hoping we can make a deal. The very fact that you were held prisoner in your own estate shows how weak your position is. We can make it stronger."

      "I'd go on about the absurd outfit once again, but it really is one of those cases of appearances being deceiving, isn't it?" Alanna asked. "Am I your prisoner?"

      Everybody exchanged glances.

      "We'd rather you weren't, but we're not willing to have you out there as our enemy," Jinx said after a long pause.

      Alanna regarded her for a moment and nodded. "Good. The fact that you're not lying to me is encouraging. I'm not going anywhere until we have at least laid some groundwork. What do you want and what are you offering?"

      "We want the families working for us and control of the markets of Arkstone. You've never been able to do that on your own, and several of the worlds supposedly under your control are already being raided by the clans," Tamara said.

      "Because the Imperium didn't care to help, and then there was the civil war. The Triumvirate is promising a renewed strength to the navy and to bring order to the Rim," Alanna said.

      "And that reassures you? Duchess, I know your reputation. You're smarter than that," Tamara said.

      "You're right, it doesn't. But if my choice is between them and a bunch of thieves, assassins, and the worst scum of the galaxy, it is an easy choice. What do you even think you have to offer in return that I'd care about, besides threats to my life and freedom?" Alanna asked.

      "That isn't enough?" Kara asked. "That is almost always enough. I mean, I have a really great record with that."

      "Clan technology, more advanced than anything currently in use by the Imperium. The friendship of those who the Imperium considers among its greatest threats, and we have a sincere and vested interest in seeing this part of space flourish," Tamara said.

      "For your own ends. I work with you, I'm no longer a duchess of the Imperium," Alanna said.

      "You're not much of a duchess now, if we're being honest, and likely to be even less of one if the Triumvirate claims this space."

      Alara raised a hand. "Enough. You've piqued my interest, and I'm not going to force you to make me a prisoner. A bath and a stiff drink or eight, and the chance to recover would be welcome before we discuss this further."

      That was good. They had other matters to look into. Quinn wanted to know how much of a presence Mara's family had here, and just what the clans were doing on Arkstone.
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      Quinn was learning just how complicated being one of the most wanted men in the galaxy could make your life. Being wanted was nothing new, and given the often sporadic contacts between worlds and the high cost of sending messages, even if you were wanted in one system it would rarely be well-known elsewhere. Plus, there were always those committing new crimes and slowly bringing down the heat level for whatever you'd done.

      Twice now he'd tried to land on Arkstone, and twice had Mara call him back to the ship before he even got back to the ground. Her scanning routines picked up mercenaries headed to intercept his shuttle.

      This wasn't even the Core, but the bounty offered by the Imperium was such that even the families were interested.

      Quinn consoled himself by drinking. The cargo hold was about the only place in the ship where one could sometimes find a bit of privacy. Not even that at the moment, as Vess was there. The shape-shifter wasn't wearing anything, the scales that adorned much of her flesh visible.

      "I don't know what I walked into, but I can leave if you want to keep on doing it alone," Quinn said.

      "Not necessary, I assure you," Kalisa said, stepping out from behind a pile of crates. At least she was dressed, or as dressed as Kalisa ever was, which wasn't saying all that much. She carried a tablet under one arm.

      Vess said, "I was just stretching my wings. This is the room on the ship big enough for my other form." She rippled, part of her flesh reshaping into clothes. They still had scales, but at least provided the illusion of modesty.

      "Is it hard for you? On the ship?" Quinn asked.

      "I start to feel cramped if I don't shift at least once a day. This lets me do that, but no flying. I miss flying," Vess said, sounding genuinely sad as she moved towards Quinn, grabbing the bottle from his hands and taking a sniff before downing some.

      Kalisa said, "I was hoping I could help. That a magical suppressor might do something. It won't though, at least not an exterior one, since everything that is happening is innate to her essence."

      "Want to learn flying the ship? I know it isn't quite the same, but I like it," Quinn said.

      Vess shrugged. "Not the same. Will still try. You're a good flyer, husband, it is part of why I married you. If it is good for finding a mate, maybe it would help."

      "What has you getting drunk in the afternoon?" Kalisa asked, snagging the bottle from Vess and taking a swig. If Quinn had known there was going to be a crowd he'd have brought more.

      "Feeling like a prisoner on my own ship. Which, I know, whining to the wrong crowd," Quinn said.

      Vess felt like a prisoner on the ship since she couldn't fly, and Kalisa literally was one. No inhibitor was strong enough to suppress her Chaosian infection, so at most stops she had to stay aboard.

      "Is this because they hunt you? Stupid most-wanted list. Tourmaline and Vess should have been on top. Must try harder," Vess said, after she took the bottle back.

      Kalisa said, almost wistful, "During the first war we had to stay constantly on the move. Stay in a system too long and the Emperor would send a fleet. It got to where I started building traps. I'd lure them to hunt me and unleash my creations."

      "Well, at least we aren't there yet," Quinn said.

      Kalisa looked wry. "Only because they lack a fleet large enough. I don't know if you fully realize just how big an anthill you kicked over. Just what it is that you've unleashed."

      Quinn knew that Kalisa wasn't just smart, her long life gave far more perspective.

      "So tell me," Quinn said.

      Kalisa took the bottle back from Vess only to pass it over to Quinn, "Drink first. You sure you want to hear it?"

      "I'm the captain of this ship. I know that doesn't seem as important as it used to, as what we control grows, but it is still our home. I'm still responsible for the safety of everyone. I should know," Quinn said.

      "Then I'll take it one at a time. Jinx is the most powerful Order mage alive and everyone knows she is the true heiress of the Emperor. The people of your Imperium time and time again saw her outwit or outpower those who would call themselves her better, including the Triumvirate. They will hunt her until the day she dies—or they do. They have no choice."

      Quinn took a swig from the bottle. It made sense, and if it were true he didn't see how this all ended.

      "But Sand is higher? They must want to kill her more?" Vess asked.

      "The former Empress who committed mass-murder on Imperius and may be the greatest threat to human life in the galaxy? They could hardly not put her first. Still, I suspect if it came down to a choice they'd kill Jinx," Kalisa said.

      "And number three for you," Quinn said.

      Kalisa shrugged. "I'm the most powerful Unshackled they've encountered. I am the face they can now put on the doom rushing towards them. I'll go down the list as they meet the others, I think. They should fear me, but there are others they should fear more."

      "Is this all leading into telling me we should be playing nice with the clans again?" Quinn asked.

      "Do I need to? We are the Clan of Thieves. Right now, Tamara and Jinx are working on that duchess and what they are really trying to do is to get her to betray the Imperium. The family is already on my side," Kalisa said.
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      It was a boisterous dinner that night. Quinn wasn't the only one having trouble getting off the ship and everybody was going a little stir crazy. Melody had tried new cooking recipes from a race called the Shinki, which were supposed to be popular on some human worlds. There were lots of meat, glazed to be very sweet and often on fire. Kara was having a lot of fun with it. Everyone else was going a little hungry as they tried to figure out how to put the flames out.

      "So I'd start with asking if everyone has been having fun, but from what I hear so far this isn't that kind of trip. Instead I'd like to give a status update," Tamara said, carefully placing an empty plate on top of her burning meat. It was a valiant effort to suffocate the flames, but it didn't quite work.

      "How go the negotiations?" Quinn asked.

      "Given Duchess Alanna is fairly sure we'll kill her if she doesn't agree, they've flowed rather smoothly."

      "I told you. You can't go wrong with life-threatening. People always say it won't work on them, but then they do exactly what you want," Kara said, taking a piece of still-fiery meat and popping it in her mouth to the sound of hissing.

      Vess was having similar success with dinner, the flames didn't bother her.

      "What does smoothly mean?" Jinx asked Tamara.

      "In this case, it means we're getting what we want. Alanna will be a duchess no more, but instead the head of a clan called Ivory Swan, her house sigil. That clan will be under the banner of the Clan of Thieves."

      "Everything we're doing here is just bringing us closer to the clans. Is that really what we want to do?" Quinn asked.

      "They have been a little bit torturery the times we've met them," Dela said.

      "The Imperium is our enemy. I didn't want it that way, and I hope it doesn't stay that way, but it is the hand we're holding. We can't pretend it doesn't exist," Jinx said.

      That was his fault, Quinn knew. Because they'd saved Sand, because he had to save Kat. If they'd just gone through with their plan to kill her they'd be heroes of the Imperium right about now instead of its most-wanted. Jinx might not be blaming him, but Quinn knew where that blame belonged.

      "How do you even see that working? I'm not any kind of gung-ho Imperium girl, but it is home, you know?" Dela asked.

      "I've spoken with both Tamara and Kalisa a lot on that very subject. The clans are far looser in authority than the Imperium. Each clan passes their own laws, rules as they see fit in the territory they control, although they may owe allegiance to another clan," Jinx said.

      "Which is what you are trying to do? Kalisa's clan and now Alanna's will be under the Clan of Thieves?" Quinn asked.

      "Exactly. There are certain matters of honor with the clans that one is expected to honor. Even clans at war with each other have a right to refuel and resupply in some instances. We will honor those. Mostly we'll be governing ourselves like the Imperium, although with the absence of nobility," Jinx said.

      "It all sounds complicated and honestly, it is. But at this point this is our long game. We can build something as part of the clans," Tamara said.

      It seemed that everybody was on board. Quinn wished he didn't have so many doubts. Still, this was one of those cases where he had to trust his wives—who really were far more informed than he was on this subject.

      "How does her cooperation get us Arkstone?" Quinn asked.

      "It doesn't at once. We're going to have to bring in Kalisa's engineers and refurbish her ships, her defenses. Once we do that, instead of having a long-running standoff with the families she'll be in a stronger position," Tamara said.

      "Then we blow stuff up until they say yes? Or we just threaten to?" Kara asked.

      "Then we open ourselves to new membership. If a family wants to try holding onto what they have with inferior guns and ships, let them. I don't think they will."

      Quinn thought she was being a little hopeful. He knew criminals better than she did, and he knew what it was like when a major new player started pushing into a territory. Yes, some people would sign on, but a lot would rather go down guns blazing than bow to any sort of master.

      Silver spoke for the first time. "It won't be as clean as you're saying. I don't know anything about your red team, blue team idiocy, and I don't care, but I know crime. You can own those streets, but you're going to pay for them with blood."

      Quinn studied her. Silver, the Rena from their universe, looked haggard and exhausted. Perhaps she did actually have something to offer in this room.

      "If they force a fight they'll have one. We'll try the velvet glove, but we're not afraid to go loud," Jinx said.

      There had been a time when that approach would have made her uncomfortable, but now Jinx didn't even hesitate when she talked about killing. Quinn was a little proud of her, and a little horrified at what they'd done to her.

      "What about you and Rena? Any decision yet?" Quinn asked Silver.

      The two Renas exchanged looks.

      "When you found me I was trying to figure out how to pull back from getting too big. Way I see it, you are all just a lot of big, giant targets for me to hide behind while I do what I do best," Silver said.

      "Did you know the Triumvirate has revoked legal rights for all non-human species and declared it isn't slavery to own them?" Rena said. "My Emperor wouldn't have done that. I'm in, we're in, on the condition we make things better."

      "Idiot," Silver said as she glanced at her twin, but the look seemed a little fond.
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      Quinn took deep breaths. The air smelled far richer than it usually did on a space station, but then they usually weren't this crowded.

      Once Alanna had agreed to their terms they had nothing more to hold them on Arkstone, but a message that Nova wanted to speak had pulled them deep into clan space. Nova was an old friend of Tourmaline's and the last time they'd met had promised to kill her in the future. Needless to say all of those going to meet her were very well armed.

      Kara was carrying a small armory, her armor with fresh enchantments from Jinx. Tourmaline had knives, a sword, and a shotgun. Kalisa had her usual knives at her waist while Sand was just herself. Their heaviest hitters apart from Jinx—they'd thought it best not to bring her aboard the station filled with Chaosians.

      This station existed in a system that otherwise contained only asteroids, yet was far from a simple mining concern. There were over two hundred ships here and Quinn had needed to aggressively fight for a landing dock against three others trying to claim the same one.

      It looked to be some sort of trade hub.

      "What is this place?" Quinn asked.

      "Called Three Corners station. Clans Uyala, Voidbear, and Flamefist all have territory nearby. All big, all war a lot, all needed a safe place to meet and do business," Tourmaline said. "It sort of grew from there. We're technically under a peace banner here, but don't expect that to hold back Nova if this is a trap."

      Peace banner or no it didn't stop the crowds from being well-armed too. Far from standing out, the excessive degree of their weaponry made them blend in all the more.

      Nova had insisted on speaking in person, not a great sign. The address provided brought them to some of the higher-end temporary lodging on the station. After they buzzed at the door Nova let them in. She looked identical to the last time Quinn had seen her, flaming red hair mixed with chalk-white skin and a skintight, armored black bodysuit.

      "About time you got here. You have a runic sphere, what took you so long?" Nova asked.

      "The last time we met, you told me you were going to hunt me until I killed you. Maybe I wasn't that eager to watch you die," Tourmaline said, with a look around the room. The place must have been expensive. It had one of the rare views of the station exterior.

      "If I wanted to trap you I wouldn't have sent a message," Nova said.

      "Or that is exactly what you'd want me to think. You see where this goes?" Tourmaline asked.

      "And you know I'm too damned old to learn new tricks. I don't have your twist to keep things fresh," Nova said with a thin smile.

      "How are you immortal? If that isn't too personal a question?" Quinn asked.

      The Imperium had a few who were, not many. Heck, the family now had three immortals, he supposed. Kalisa could halt her aging, Tourmaline had her own method of self-preservation by passing on her memory, and Sand seemed certain she was never going to die. Melody might be thought of as a permanent artificial life too, but really of the sort that did eventually wear out and perish.

      "I got hit with a billion-year-old bioweapon," Nova said with a shrug. "Didn't work out the way the makers intended."

      "She's being optimistic that I can kill her. The woman has been through a thousand wars. I died by her side more than I like to think, and in ways that should have killed us both. But when a later me goes looking, Nova is always there—always she survives," Tourmaline said.

      "Might not need you. Might have another hunt that will finally bring me the peace I want. Big though, real big. Thought you and yours might want in. Even if not, if I breathe my last, I still want you there, girl. About time you get to be the one watching me die," Nova said.

      "You immortals are strange," Quinn said.

      "The human mind isn't made to endure eternity without going mad," Sand said. "Don't worry, Kat will have me."

      "Who or what do you think is going to be able to bring you down? The Emperor hasn't come back to life," Tourmaline said. “What are we hunting?”

      Quinn knew the answer even before Nova said it. Who else could it be?

      "Mahara has returned," Nova said.

      "Not the woman you knew," Tourmaline said, finding a wall to lean against. "Although this one is worse. You don't like getting involved with the Unshackled, you never have. You said yourself, too old for new tricks. What gives?"

      With dead eyes and her lips pursed Nova considered Tourmaline. "I don't like Unshackled, I've never liked their business. Mahara has an apprentice though who gets drunk and boasts. Claims they are on their way to wipe out all non-Chaos attuned life in the galaxy. I might want to go, but I hate a crowd."

      "Is it possible?" Jinx asked, turning to Kalisa.

      "Not to my knowledge. If it were possible she'd had every motivation to do it in her home universe," Kalisa said.

      "But she had the Emperor there to stop her," Quinn said.

      "And things were different. The changes between our universes aren't small. Perhaps ours provides an opportunity hers did not," Kalisa said, starting to pace.

      "Know anything more?" Tourmaline asked.

      "They were on Korinol eighteen hours ago. The trail is already growing cold, and I expected you to arrive sooner," Nova said.

      "Can we trust her?" Jinx asked Tourmaline.

      "The Mahara you met is the one person in this universe almost guaranteed to be able to kill her. I was always a desperate hope. I believe her," Tourmaline said.

      "Then she's coming with us," Jinx said, already moving for the door. "The trail is growing cold, but they can't use a runic sphere. If we can find out where they're going, we'll catch them."
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      The Centauri Bliss jumped into a battlefield. Over forty ships were busy fighting it out, energy shields deployed and fighters weaving in and out amongst capital ships. The fighting was particularly vigorous near the Runestone, which was unfortunate as they were hoping to pick up some record of recent jumps.

      Quinn didn't bother raising shields, instead executing a roll as a fighter closed on them and a spray of fire from the ship’s main guns hitting its shields. Hitting the ship-wide comm he said, "We found ourselves in a fight. Anyone got a reason we should stick around?"

      By the time the fighter was making a second pass Kalisa was stepping into the bridge and nimbly claiming the copilot seat.

      "Silver Eye and Dark Dancers fighting it out to see who will be war leader," Kalisa said, her hands flying over the keys. "I'm letting them know we're not involved."

      The fighter waggled its wings and broke off.

      Well, at least it was a polite battlefield.

      "Doesn't it trouble you? That your people fight all the time?" Quinn asked.

      "In the Imperium it is birth that determines who is on top and you never get to change that. If you don't have magic in your blood, what is the most one can aspire to? Earning enough value to be thrown some third son or daughter in the hopes your child will be elevated above your station?" Kalisa asked.

      There was a lot of truth to that. One could go far even without magic, but that road definitely came to an end far sooner than it did for those who possessed that power.

      "At least the Imperium doesn't have slavery. Well—didn't," Quinn said.

      "Slavery amongst the clans is different than you know. It rarely lasts for even years, and certainly doesn't carry on to one’s children. It doesn't stop a person from being treated as a person," Kalisa said, intense. "For some reason you continue to think the Imperium morally superior. You, of all people, should know better."

      The other vessels fighting it out were giving the Centauri Bliss a wide berth. Without a traffic control system there were no logs to pull of what ships had jumped, but depending on how long these ships had been in the system one of them might have caught something.

      "Mara, Rena, Silver. These vessels fighting might have a lead for us," Quinn called.

      Rena replied, "Do remember that you're always two steps behind the spies. We're working the problem. We'll get back to you when we have something."

      "Do the clans have people like us? Smugglers? Thieves? Criminals?" Quinn asked.

      "There are always people who want goods in a place others do not, although since we have less laws than you actual smuggling is not as big a deal. Banditry, theft, is more common and often respected. It takes someone brave and daring to successfully steal. Jinx being the Queen of Thieves has impressed my people more than you might think. The most legendary thief of the Imperium, it is very honorable," Kalisa said.

      Quinn could understand that, even if he had to stretch his head a little bit around it. When everybody was a thief, everyone appreciated thieving just a little bit more, and admired it done well. Just as one did when they were an amateur musician listening to professionals. It didn't even bother him that Jinx got the credits for the job this family had pulled. As the public face of this family she played the role well.

      "Weird to think of ourselves like that," Quinn said.

      "I don't think it applies to you much anymore. You are taking theft to a grand scale. You are stealing worlds. At this point you've become politicians and warlords," Kalisa said.

      Quinn could tell she was trying to make a joke, and yet there was truth to that—like so much of what she was saying.

      "That nuclear warhead we have? Will it be enough to stop Mahara?"

      "It is beautiful work. The core is a warhead that Jinx invented, but what they built around it ..." Kalisa said with a smile. "It is rather like their new stealth suits that hide them even from the magically aware. They had more knowledge than I think even Mara knew, and they are starting to use it now."

      "I take it that is a yes?" Quinn asked.

      "No, absolutely not. Magic in many ways is straightforward. Defensive magic pushes out with the strength of the caster, and offensive magic pushes in with the strength of the one that cast it. Think of two people struggling to control the knife one of them holds," Kalisa said.

      "But Jinx killed Ilinar. One of the most powerful of the Unshackled."

      "One weak in power after centuries of being held suspended and who had burned what energy remained making himself an army of wrathspawn. A strong man who hadn't eaten for over a week and just sprinted a mile fought for a knife with a teenage girl," Kalisa said, and she shrugged. "Not to insult my apprentice. It still took strength of spirit to fight that fight, and determination to win it."

      "But the bomb isn't enough," Quinn said.

      "It is still Jinx holding the knife, essentially, as she enchanted it. With all they've done, they've made it stronger than her. It can throw an incredible amount of power, but enough to overwhelm Mahara if she sees it coming?" Kalisa shook her head. "No, I don't think so."

      It didn't make any sort of difference, of course. They might not have a way to stop Mahara, but if what Nova had heard was right, it was try or let something terrible happen. Quinn was now a Chaosian and he'd survive whatever she planned, but most of the family wouldn't. That meant they had to stop it.

      Mara said over the comm, "We've got something. Not where they left, but where they came from. Sending coordinates."
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      If they didn't know Mahara's ultimate destination, that made everywhere she had gone since their arrival in this reality all the more important. In a whole new universe she'd have had to find her way in something in that past would show where she was going.

      The first system they followed back from the battle revealed nothing of interest, but as Mahara essentially had a small fleet with her the signature of their jumps lingered far longer than those of an individual vessel.

      It allowed Quinn to follow them back four more systems before losing the trail. If they'd been simply passing through, it should have remained fresh. The jump trail stopped because the ships had stopped. They'd lingered here for some reason.

      Without any better ideas Quinn put them into orbit around the one planet capable of supporting human life. It was a world of thick jungles, large lakes, and rivers. No sentient life, although ruins on the surface suggested there once had been. Quinn didn't like it, something felt wrong about the planet, although he couldn't quite figure out why.

      Without any further leads he called a family meeting. They needed to decide their next steps.

      Melody made waffles. At least the day had one bright spot.

      "We're in orbit around the fourth planet of ... well, I have no idea since Chaosians don't use navigation beacons or keep proper charts. I think Mahara lingered here for awhile, but I'm not sure why. I'm open to next steps," Quinn said.

      "You are already using my navigational database. It is one of the best in our space given my inclinations. If this system isn't on it, I'm not sure why it would be important," Kalisa said.

      "Rena? Any thoughts? You are our best source of information from the other universe," Quinn said.

      "Can I see the ruins?" Rena asked.

      Quinn brought up some images from the ship’s sensors. They'd been upgraded so much lately they had a pretty good view.

      The ruin largely seemed to be made of massive stone spheres, heavily overgrown with moss.

      Rena stared for a moment and blinked. "Uh ... this looks like Idoon. The same species at least, right?"

      Looks were exchanged around the table by most. Kara was busy shoving a stack of eight waffles into her mouth.

      "I'll say it. I have no idea what you're talking about," Kalisa said.

      "That goes for our side of the fence too," Mara said.

      "Home of the free council? The library of terrors?" Rena asked to blank looks. "I guess it is an ‘our side’ thing, but on our side we discovered it early enough you should have heard of it. Idoon was the homeworld of the Ido, who were strong in magic. It was supposed to be an Ido artifact that first gave us our powers."

      Kalisa sat up at that and pushed a waffle to the side. "The creators of the Epsi coil?"

      "Why isn't it called the Ido coil?" Quinn asked.

      "We found it on Epsi. We were investigating an unrelated phenomenon and found a crashed vessel containing it. We weren't even sure that race made the coil, or if they were simply transporting it," Kalisa said.

      "I only visited, once, playing courier for Mahara. In our universe Idoon might have been the most well-defended place in our space. There were archives on Idoon about magic that, unlike most alien magics, we could actually use," Rena said.

      "We need to get down there. More than that, if this is Idoon, we need to secure this world," Kalisa said.

      "This is clan space. Do you have the forces?" Jinx asked.

      "I can find them," Kalisa said.

      "I mean, it is nice and all to seize whatever this is, but does it matter? A crazy lady plans to kill a lot of people? Does this help us stop her?" Kara asked.

      "If we can figure out where she is going and why, yes," Kalisa said.

      "It may not be that easy. It almost certainly won't. This is an entire alien species you are trying to understand. If there are records, they will be in a language we don't know, and possibly need to be analyzed through a culture we don't understand," Dela said.

      "Dela has a good point," Jinx said.

      Quinn remembered that she had studied some xenopsychology in school, although Dela was their expert in xenoarcheology.

      "Can we use the station? Rena is not, in fact, our only source of knowledge from the other side," Tamara said.

      "The station was military. It would have specifications on Mahara's ships. Can we use that information to help us track her fleet?" Quinn asked.

      "Given we lack any sort of network across all of clan space, I doubt we'll track them that way, but it might have information on the world below, updated charts. We never even checked. We just assumed any information from another universe wouldn't be useful in this one," Kalisa said.

      They'd need to put together a team for the surface.

      "Dela, you're our archeology expert. Magic or no, this is your show. Pick a team," Quinn said.

      Dela decided quickly, "Quinn, I want you as pilot in case there are defenses. Sand, if anyone is most likely to understand an alien data system, it is you. If this race somehow is responsible for human magic, let’s bring along the two most powerful representatives of it we have, Kalisa and Jinx."

      "Sounds good. Rena, Mara, could you two remote-access the station and see what you can find out that might be relevant. We missed information there we shouldn't have," Quinn said.

      "We'll go through it and make sure we have backups of everything where we've the capacity," Mara said.

      "Be careful. The Ido and what they left behind, it effects humans. Visions, sometimes madness, sometimes brilliant madness," Rena said.

      "Sounds wonderful," Kalisa said.

      Quinn didn't think she was kidding.
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      Fierce winds buffeted the Foxtrot on the way down to the planet’s surface. Even if the world below had belonged to an interstellar species their landing pads had long since been covered by moss and vines from the jungle. Fortunately that made it easier to see just where Mahara and her forces had set down.

      That also made it easy to lay a trap. Just as Quinn was coming down for a landing, sensors began to wail as weapons fire was detected. Energy blasts came from beneath a cliff edge and Quinn executed a hard roll.

      The shots had been held until the last moment and he had almost nowhere to go. Any evasive maneuver at this moment could send the ship into the ground. Rolling away from the cliff would only position the ship for the next shots, while towards it would just be another means of crashing.

      Instead Quinn kicked in thrusters, spinning the ship three-quarters of the way through the roll to bring the shuttle weapons in line with the cliff face as he fired. Energy beams of his own lanced out and a portable anti-air turret exploded.

      Wary of further traps and grateful how their growing infamy had resulted in arming all the shuttles, Quinn set the Foxtrot down carefully.

      They descended the shuttle ramp with Dela leading the way. The air was heavy and muggy, the scent of unknown plants almost overpowering. The ship had landed in a small clear area just below a cliff.

      Ahead of them seemed almost a city made of stone spheres. They weren't of equal sizes, the smallest about two stories in height and some were as massive as ten stories—if they were buildings.

      Quinn's magical senses were going crazy. It even seemed very keyed to his talent. He wasn't quite sure how to put it, but the barrier between universes seemed thinner here. It was easier for things to breach, to pass between.

      "This is a place of intense possibility. It is almost as if it were designed that way so that new things could be made here," Kalisa said.

      "I'd say it is a place of healing. A place where the broken can be put right and the shattered made whole," Jinx said.

      "Is it just reflecting our own magical gifts back at us somehow, or are we simply noticing what we are experts in and it’s amplifying all of them?" Quinn asked.

      "I can answer that if you give me a moment," Kalisa said, her runes flaring red as she stepped forward and closed her eyes. "The stronger you become, the more you can adopt other philosophies, other styles. It is why we Unshackled can keep ourselves immortal. We all draw a bit upon the magic of mending. What I'm sensing is strange. While each of our styles are addressed, it isn't simply that magic is more powerful here. A mana well would power any magic that is near, but this is something different, strangely more specific."

      Sand stood with her hands on her hips. "The spheres are amplifying unique magical gifts. I can feel the tug on each of the abilities I gave myself. They differ in intensity and I believe that is based on the distance to individual spheres. It is a unique construction, I have no idea how it is done."

      "Are you able to track where Mahara went?" Quinn asked.

      Sand gazed around the surroundings and nodded. "The plants grow on almost every surface so the tracks aren't visible, but their passage did cause destruction I can see. Follow me."

      Their path took them through the spheres, a fifteen-minute walk that finally led them into a tunnel.

      The instant they passed underground the atmosphere dramatically changed. The air was sharply cooler and the growth that was everywhere on the surface was nowhere here. Stone walls were carved with intricate glyphs.

      Dela stopped to study them, "Without any sort of materials analysis it is hard to say, but I don't think this is really stone. There is far too little degradation here."

      "These aren't the runes we are marked with, although I can see the similarities," Jinx said, holding up her hand and comparing it to the wall.

      "I've studied the magical heritage of over twenty different alien species. They all use some variety of rune-work, and it is always unique for all it seems to also share some points of commonality," Kalisa said.

      "Mara once told us that the Imperium never made any real sense out of the runes. Have yours?" Quinn asked.

      "Not as a language. We've made them work for us, just as the Imperium did. The Runestone network is based upon that, the fact that certain combinations can be linked to other combinations," Kalisa said.

      "It’s possible that what’s on these walls is just artistic, but I don't think so. Someone had a lot to say and they wanted to make sure it was seen," Dela said.

      Sand continued to lead the way deeper into the tunnels, coming into a large spherical chamber. The rounded ceiling was covered with runes too. Unlike those on the walls these moved, writhing back and forth and joining to each other before parting.

      As soon as they stepped into the chamber runes shifted and began to glow red, twisting slightly into familiar shapes. It was a bit embarrassing to admit it, but Quinn was well aware of the ones that covered Kalisa's body. These were them. Jinx's were next, glowing blue and drifting overhead as they formed a new shape. Then Quinn felt an intense burning as his own rune appeared above.

      Quinn was distantly aware of Kalisa hitting the floor, Jinx fell a moment later, and then his own body followed.

      Red and blue were merging into blackness and then into light. The world changing.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            34

          

        

      

    

    
      Quinn found himself standing atop a shard of rock projecting over a sea. The stars overhead were brilliantly bright in the way they could only be on a world without any light pollution. He wasn't alone—he shared the rock with a woman dressed in unfamiliar armor. She wasn't of a species he recognized, standing a fair bit taller than him. Her skin was golden, hair a vibrant and vivid green. She was looking out over the sea and stars.

      "Don't worry. You haven't really gone anywhere," the woman said, looking over her shoulder and flashing him a smile. "The others are fine. Well, mostly. We'll get back to that later. Come, have a look at this view."

      As invitations went Quinn had been subject to worse. Stepping forward, the view really was spectacular.

      "If it isn't real, is there any point to enjoying the view?" Quinn asked.

      "Is there any point to reflecting on a past that is behind you? Yet, you do that quite a bit. Sorry, I peeked a bit. I'm Aine, not a real name, but our languages are very different and I'm long-dead, so it doesn't really matter," Aine said with another smile. "Odd this. Smiling. To us baring our fangs meant something completely different."

      "You are a part of this complex," Quinn said.

      "An echo. Oh! I should have called myself Echo. Well, too late now. I picked Aine and we're sticking with it," Aine said with a laugh. "We don't laugh either. We sort of buzz when amused. I'm taking a lot of liberties here, I hope you don't mind."

      "Glad you're having fun, and for us having invaded you're home, you've been nice and non-shooty, but what do you want?" Quinn asked.

      "It is more about what you want, actually. I'm kind of, sort of, the interface for the archives. I'm also a bit of a former user of them. They try to present a familiar face, and I know, total strangers, but I'm the strongest on record to share a magical signature," Aine said.

      Aine waved her hand and a pair of different-sized chairs appeared. Aine settled down into the larger one and motioned Quinn into the other.

      "I'm looking for a magic-user named Mahara. I think she might have used the archive recently," Quinn said.

      "I know that. Not interested. I mean we'll help, the archive provides answers to all, but we've got something else to discuss—your future. This archive is made to help one achieve their magical potential. Do you just throw fireballs or do you become a creature of living flame? That sort of thing. Not that you are going to do either, fire isn't our thing," Aine said.

      Quinn couldn't figure out what to make of Aine. She was laid-back, almost too-laid back and seemed air-headed. Yet, obviously the archive was helping her figure out how to behave based on information from his head. To step right into a conversation with an alien species you'd never encountered and make sense from the get-go, he suspected she had to actually be incredibly intelligent. Quinn took a seat. "And what is our thing?"

      Aine looked over at him, suddenly totally serious, "We cross universes. We shuffle the deck of fate and put in five aces where there should be four. We're card cheats every one. We have the capacity to really screw things up. You kind of already have."

      Mahara was only here because of actions he'd taken. If a significant portion of all life was now in danger, Quinn knew he had to take some of the blame for that.

      "You were what I am?" Quinn asked.

      "We can go down a lot of roads. I chose the path of the wayfarer. I wasn't born in this universe, I doubt I died here. I was always in search of the new view, the new experience. That is one of the roads open to you, no strings, no commitments. Just the open road vanishing into the distance," Aine said.

      There was a time that would have sounded really good to Quinn, when he wanted to do nothing so much as run away. Now? Now he had a family that needed him, and a child on the way.

      "This is my home," Quinn said.

      "Big family," Aine said cheerfully. "You have fun. I'd have married you guys too if I weren't, you know, dead. Your powers could also evolve into what is known as the master of all configuration. Out there somewhere is a you that can do pretty much anything exceptionally well, best pilot, best knitter of scarves, best painter. There, instead of going out, you sort of pull these bits into yourself. You aren't on that road now, but you could start working on it," Aine said.

      "What road am I on?" Quinn asked.

      "The one that seems like they’re all spread out before you," Aine said with a sigh. "You've already seen some of that. Mind-blowing sex that is like instead of having sex with one woman, you're sort of having sex with a hundred variations of her. The ability to predict things before they happen. I'm just a dead woman turned graphical interface, but if you want my advice—change course. You'll lose your ability to discern between realities, eventually."

      Quinn remembered his reluctance to kill Selina because she felt like his wife, like the real Jinx, for all that he knew she wasn't. Things weren't nearly so far gone that he couldn't tell the difference between them, but he could see how that might one day be the case.

      "Are those my only options?" Quinn asked.

      "Of course not. Your powers, you figure it out, but understand that focusing on one area of your abilities comes at the cost of others. With your permission you can sort of keep a copy of me around in your head to help train you. We won't talk or anything outside of the occasional dream, and you usually won't remember, but it may help," Aine said.

      Letting an alien intelligence run software in your head seemed like a terrible idea. Then again, so did going irrevocably insane.

      "Permission granted," Quinn said.

      "Fun. Trust me, I'm mostly friendly. Time to wake up," Aine said.
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      Quinn blinked, a stone floor cold beneath him. The others were stirring as well, except for Dela who was standing over them, worried.

      "We're fine. I think. Did anyone else have a kind of useless conversation with a ghost?" Quinn asked.

      "I had a long and enlightening conversation upon the nature of cross-species magical research," Kalisa said.

      "I talked to Mahara, except it wasn't really her, but it sort of was," Jinx said, pushing herself to her feet and looking shaken.

      "I'm in control, I don't want to be in control. Sand! Take over," Kat said, breathless as she stood up slowly. "Damn it. Sand says to let you know we're having technical difficulties."

      Kalisa said, "I suspect intentional. You're technically the one with any magic. It’s a part of your genome now. This was a magical interface, it probably returned control to the proper party. It may be a persistent state. Try handing over control, not waiting for Sand to seize it."

      Kat took a long and deep breath, and after a moment her expression flickered.

      "Irritating," Sand said. "I am not some sort of parasitic organism or symbiote. I am the host here."

      That sounded like something those two would have to work out on their own.

      "Why would you see Mahara? I thought you were opposite powers?" Quinn asked Jinx.

      Before Jinx could reply Kalisa explained, "Order and Chaos as it applies to magic are human constructs. Looked at from one angle, mending and unmaking could be seen as similar powers, both a sort of amplification of the natural order."

      Quinn winced. This was all getting very esoteric and they had things they need to figure out.

      "And on saving all life in the galaxy?" Quinn asked.

      Jinx said, "I know where she's headed. A place we were already advised to seek out. Another Ido world, the one where the Emperor created the Divide. The one that gave him the power to wipe out all life in a system at a thought."

      They made it back to the ship as quickly as they could. The many mysteries of this world lingered, but they would have to wait for another day. As soon as they were back aboard the Centauri Bliss Jinx called a meeting.

      Jinx brought up a star chart showing both Imperium and clan territory with the Divide running through the center of the galaxy. An indicator marked a section clear of any territory, on the Imperium side of the Divide.

      "This is what we're looking for. The archive coordinates won't be exact, but they'll get us in the area. The world we just left was a sort of archive of magical knowledge, a place designed to make learning easier and containing a database to help with magical knowledge. The Ido were big on sharing and learning. That is probably how one of their artifacts gave us magic to start with," Jinx said.

      "That is off the Runestone network. Even if Mahara still possessed a runic sphere she couldn't use it. That means she'll have to go the slow route," Kalisa said.

      Quinn pulled out a pad and tapped away, doing the math of setting out from the closest system in clan space with the latest generation of clan skimmer drive.

      "Seventy-four days," Quinn said.

      "They've got a head start, but given we can get there pretty much instantly it isn't a big deal," Dela said.

      "Mahara may be able to use a runic sphere. It was one of the questions she asked the archive. It doesn't solve the problem of her acquiring one, but if she asked the question she’s probably looking," Jinx said.

      "How many of those things are lying around anyways?" Quinn asked.

      "The Emperor and his children were all able to use them, and did. They were tightly controlled, but since the Imperium fell apart it’s hard to know what happened to them all," Mara said.

      "At one point there were over a dozen supposedly for sale on the black market. The three I looked at were all forgeries, but that doesn't mean they all were," Silver said.

      "She is going to need more than that. The archive had some awareness of the things that happened on that world.  The Emperor left forces there designed to keep anyone but him from approaching the world. The finest in equipment and weapons his power could produce, powered by the world itself," Jinx said.

      "That was a thousand years ago. They'd be long dead," Quinn said.

      "They had orders to build a society. Their ships stripped of any ability to leave. The archive couldn't confirm what they were like, but it does report humans are still there, and in great numbers," Jinx said.

      "Mahara was almost a match for a far more experienced Emperor. Still, the fact that they may wield super-weapons of some sort will certainly give her pause," Kalisa said.

      "She doesn't have a large force. What would she do in that case?" Quinn asked.

      "Make the rounds. Gather the more warlike among us. One Unshackled is formidable in battle. If she can bring a fleet containing several it would amplify the threat she posed greatly. We're hard to keep together if fighting a prolonged war, but for a single battle? She could do it, her name is well-respected," Kalisa said.

      It also explained just what she was doing when they first heard about her activities. Mahara was recruiting an army.

      "Do we have enough to oppose her?" Dela asked.

      Jinx shrugged. "I don't think so. I doubt it. That means we need to call in support. Mara, what are the chances your family will shoot us the moment we see them?"

      "Low. You'll never see them," Mara said dryly. "I think they'll hear us out, at least if I send a message first. They're not an army though."

      "They'll know where to find one."

      Quinn believed that. Whatever else could be said of Mara's family, they didn't lack for resources.
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      It was strange how quickly you could become used to things. A call to Mara's family led to them being provided a set of coordinates and a time. Like before, those coordinates placed them in the hold of a massive and heavily shielded transport which then executed several more jumps in quick order.

      Mara's family was being particularly paranoid this time. It was a good three hours of further jumps before they were finally given permission to exit the Centauri Bliss.

      Again, as before, three women were awaiting them, one blonde, one brunette, and one redhead. Quinn did appreciate the thoroughness. He didn't recognize any of them.

      Quinn had come to meet them with Tamara, Mara, and Jinx. He thought they were the ones least likely to make anyone get twitchy.

      "No guns, nice and friendly," Quinn said.

      "In all fairness there are a lot of guns. So many guns. You can pretty much think of it as being all guns," the redhead said with a sunny smile. "We can go with Alpha, Beta, and Charlie again. Or if you'd prefer we can move on to Delta, Echo, Foxtrot?"

      "I think last time we went with the blonde being Alpha, redhead Bravo, and brunette Charlie? We can stick with it again," Quinn said.

      "Judging a girl by her hair color? Shocking," Bravo said. "Now to get the due threats out of the way, if the whole gun thing wasn't enough. You are so threatened. We've inhibited your runic sphere, and have a host of our nastiest countermeasures waiting to go with a big doomsday device, just in case. Omega-level threat stuff."

      "That's bad," Mara said, before stepping forward to give Bravo a hug. Given the threats being exchanged it was a surprisingly tight one. "Bravo here is sort of a sister. She's actually from my cluster."

      "Something that has not helped my standing after my sister went all kinds of rogue and ran off with criminals and ne'er-do-wells of the absolute worst sort," Bravo said, returning the hug. "We're all a little bit rebels though."

      Alpha and Charlie weren't looking nearly so cheery, for all they weren't shooting any glares either. Still, Quinn got a definite sense of disapproval from them.

      "We didn't come here looking for a fight," Tamara said.

      "Good, because seriously—the Omega-level threat level stuff. If there even looks like a chance you might get out of this place alive without our approval, we all die messy," Bravo said. "So, to summarize what we know, you took the most powerful Unshackled from another universe and decided, hey, let’s bring her home, and she seems kinky and psychotic—a big mistake. Now your mistake is rushing towards one of the Emperor's best-kept secrets with an army to murder pretty much everyone who'd stand against her."

      Tamara cleared her throat. "For the sake of genuine correctness it is likely the other Unshackled would eventually stand against her, after murdering everyone else."

      "Surprisingly not comforting. And you come to us, despite our general desire to lock you all in very tasteful cages, because you think that maybe we're the one group in the galaxy willing to work with you," Bravo said.

      "And you haven't detonated your doomsday device yet so ... go team?" Jinx asked.

      Bravo rolled her eyes and gestured. "Follow us. We've got a room ready."

      A short walk through featureless halls lead to a conference room neatly prepared with binders at each seat and strategically placed pitchers of water.

      "As Mara has surely already told you, we don't have an army. That said, we do have forces we rely on occasionally when we need to carry out a coup against a lord gone mad. The Imperium rarely approved of killing its nobles even when they deserved it, and assassination isn't always viable. However, we can't bring mercenaries into the field that will be the equal of a clan fleet," Bravo said.

      "They don't have to be. They just need to hold them off. Get me down to the surface and I can use the planet instead of Mahara," Jinx said.

      Jinx hadn't mentioned this bit before, Quinn wished she had.

      "And do what? Wipe out all Chaosians? I don't think so," Bravo said.

      Jinx shook her head. "No, just Mahara and those with her. I take them out, I restore the Divide, and I destroy whatever technology there allows for amplification. In the universe that Mahara came from the Emperor did that to keep her from getting a hold of it. I know it’s possible."

      "Intriguing. We have an interest, as you know, in seeing the Divide restored. The destruction of several magical threats and a powerful magical artifact are also compelling," Bravo said, looking at Alpha and Charlie.

      "They're wondering what you'd do afterward," Mara said to Jinx.

      "Build our little home on the Rim. We have no interest in the Core or the Imperium," Jinx said.

      "Unacceptable," Bravo said, and offered a sad smile. "We have no problem with you. We like you. You seem a saner and less bloodthirsty version of the Emperor. However, your companions are not acceptable. The Sands, and the Chaosians in your family, and Quinn Jade, Ice, and Kalisa, all need to be contained. However, we're willing to negotiate for their lives. We can keep them comfortable, quarantined, we can even allow you to visit."

      "You are not the ones in a position to negotiate. Without me I think you have effectively zero chance of stopping a catastrophe from occurring, and without my family I don't do that. Even if I stop this one, what are the odds of there being another one day? Chaosian outbreaks aren't terminal, that is old thinking," Jinx said.

      "We've been keeping this galaxy safe long before you," Bravo said.

      "And how much of that was the Emperor? How many powerful threats did he step on so you didn't have to?"

      The tension in the room was palpable.

      "This isn't settled, but you'll have your fleet of ships," Bravo said.
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      Mara's family wasn't going to let them out of their sight until it was time for the operation. Their runic sphere stayed blocked and they were trapped. It at least gave them the chance to prepare for what was to come, and to take care of things which had been being put off.

      That is how Quinn found himself in the bedroom with Sand.

      Sand had dressed for the occasion, the negligee black and translucent that showed the body both so familiar and so alien beneath. Kat being back had showed Quinn just how fallible memory was, how much it shaped into what we most want. Nothing about Kat seemed quite right, for all that he was sure Sand was too skilled at her craft to have recreated her less than perfectly. It was his memories which were wrong, years of drifting off course with no reminder of the truth to correct them.

      "You're troubled by this," Sand said, sauntering towards him.

      "Is Kat really okay with this?" Quinn asked.

      "She'd say yes, but she'd be lying. It angers her, I anger her, you anger her," Sand said, pressing herself against Quinn, her lips seeking out his neck for a lingering moment before pulling back. "I know it would be easier for you if I lied about it, but if this is to work at all, I think I must be painfully honest."

      "Is this really important to you? I still don't understand what really drives you."

      "If this is your idea of foreplay you're terrible at it," Sand said. " I know intimacy can take many forms, but this just isn't the one I expected. We can talk, so long as we get around to the other."

      "I came here to bed you and I will. I just want to know why," Quinn said. There definitely was no lack of desire, even if his mind found this Kat strangely unfamiliar, his body didn't seem to be having the same conflict.

      "I know you didn't get along with your parents. I want you to imagine my relationship with mine—humanity. Created with my brothers and sisters, broken and flawed, and you killed all of them. The Emperor, the closest thing I had to a father, in turn tried to transform me into a great weapon before locking me away in a cage," Sand said calmly.

      "Do you hate us?"

      "If I hated you, I wouldn't be here. You and your family are the most interesting humans I know, and the most accepting. There are aliens in your family, and an android. So much love for each other and yet you risked everything trying to stop me because you believed it was right," Sand said, her gaze searching Quinn's features. "I wanted in. I wanted to be a part of it. I wanted to see if I should hate you, or if I should be a little more like you."

      Recreating Kat had been in her way in. It had obviously worked. Quinn had put the whole rest of the family at risk to save her. Yet, Kat would barely speak with him, and here he was about to be with Sand.

      Quinn stepped forward to press his lips to Sands and she leaned into him, against him. Sand didn't kiss like Kat—Kat had always been a little too aggressive to be a really great kisser. Kat liked everything hard and fast, Sand believed in taking her time.

      Sand's negligee wasn't so much removed as it melted off her body.

      "Neat trick," Quinn murmured.

      Quinn felt his own clothing dissolving next, a slight tickling against his flesh before it no longer existed.

      "I'm full of them. I might be bound to this form, but it isn't really me. My nanites can slip within you for a time and toy directly with your nerves," Sand said, pulling Quinn forward and onto the bed, his weight coming down atop of her.

      Was everything an act with her? Quinn had to wonder. Did she will the body to be turned on? Was it Kat getting turned on?  Her nipples were hard and between her legs he could feel the dampness. Quinn knew Sand would tell him the truth, but how much did it really matter?

      Quinn's thumb brushed against the edge of one of her nipples and Sand's back arched, a needy little groan escaping as her fingers slid to cup one of his buttocks. Their bodies joined and again it was a little bizarre—echoes of the familiar along with the new strange.

      Quinn knew how their bodies fit, just how to position himself against her. All of that came without thinking, and yet Sand didn't move like Kat.

      Sand's lips seemed to be everywhere, the tip of her tongue teasing, teeth scraping. Her hands stroked and always seemed to be in the perfect place to make Quinn's body give yet more. Just when it seemed his climax would come at any moment she slowed things down, a maddening, teasing eternity before speeding them up again.

      It was hours before Quinn came for the first time, finding a release that was so powerful it left him shaking. Sand's breathless cries showed that she was no less effected.

      "That wasn't playing with my nerves," Quinn gasped.

      "It was. I was just doing it the hard way," Sand said. Unlike him, her breathing was already regular. No surprise with all the combat implants she'd put in that body. It probably had a massive lung capacity and super-oxygenated blood.

      Sand rolled them over, this time straddling his hips. Quinn's body didn't yet treat her as one of his wives, so there was no constant arousal, but he didn't think it would be long until he was ready to go again.

      This was going to be trouble. They needed Sand, and she really was too dangerous to be allowed out there on her own. Her presence in this family was supposed to be all about Kat.

      Quinn wasn't supposed to fall in love with Sand too, but he thought he was starting to.
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      They were undertaking something risky. Nobody doubted that the threats leveled were real, that there were plans to detonate this entire facility if necessary. They were here looking for allies, but they weren't being treated as friends, and there was technology too dangerous to be allowed in the hands of Mara's family without some sort of counter.

      Kalisa and Sand had been hard at work on their stealth suits and were convinced that with the readings they were getting from the local sensor network, they had created a version that could avoid detection even here. It was time to put that to the test.

      Invisibility was only half the problem, of course. The facility’s security was first-rate with most sections locked. They had a lounge and training room made available to them, but mostly they were well and thoroughly sealed off. To get deeper into the facility meant they had to get those door opens. Fortunately, they had something worth a trip to the labs—themselves.

      "It’s good that you're doing this," Bravo said, walking along with Quinn.

      As a magical talent they didn't have on record, Quinn offered to let them run their tests as a gesture of goodwill, and they were more than happy to take him up on it.

      "We keep telling you that we're not your enemy," Quinn said.

      "We sort of believe you. There has been a serious lack of explosions and slit throats for how these things usually go," Bravo said cheerfully. "Mostly that is Mara's doing, of course. The trust of one of us goes a long way, for all she's now on the outs too. So in other universes, what am I like?"

      Quinn tried to focus on Bravo. It was a weird experience with her—it was the same with anyone here. In some ways there was far more variety. There were versions of Bravo who were taller, shorter, and with different faces. Most people looked the same, but not so Bravo and her sisters. But for all there was more variety in faces, there was less in other ways. They almost all wore some version of the same workout clothes or a stealth suit with mild, stylistic differences.

      "You really are made, not born. Most people could have turned out to be all sorts of things, if their lives had just taken different paths, but you are a spy. You're always a spy," Quinn said.

      "Do the one thing, but do it well," Bravo said with a chuckle. "But really I'm also hacker, assassin, and a really great swimmer."

      "Mara loves oceanography. I think if we ever get out of all this alive, it’s what she'd do," Quinn said.

      Their progress took them through the long complex of winding halls, doors regularly hissing shut after them. If all was going according to plan, Mara and Sand were moving along unseen with him. Between them they’d be gathering the knowledge of the facility and the ability to crack even complex systems.

      Bravo eventually led the way into a large lab. A padded chair had an absurd number of strange sensors pointed at it.

      "Have a seat," Bravo said.

      Quinn carefully settled himself in. Sensors began to hum.

      ""Do you breed your own scientists too?" Quinn asked.

      "We're pretty versatile around here. I can fly a shuttle, kill you three hundred ways without a weapon, and am something of a badass when it comes to particle physics," Bravo said. "Can you think about what you did when you neutralized the obedience drugs in your system? Flex your powers in a similar way?”

      "You want me to teach you how to drug me better next time? Seriously?" Quinn said.

      "Spirit of cooperation?" Bravo asked and shrugged. "If not, do something similar without giving away any of your secrets."

      Quinn tried to think of something that he'd know had worked. A search of realities, and he found one where a power fluctuation briefly caused the lights in the lab to flicker. That would do. He brought that state into this reality.

      "Neat," Bravo said, with a glance towards the overhead lights when they dimmed. "Not electrokinesis, but something totally different. That could be incredibly versatile."

      "It is pretty good for avoiding getting hit in a fight," Quinn said.

      "Can you search for specific alternatives?" Bravo asked, leaning against the wall.

      "I can ... but it is kind of unreliable. More unreliable, the further something is from our own reality, I think," Quinn said.

      "Then let me give you a test case. I just want to see if you can send me any emotions, maybe a visual. There was a real chance that I could have been the one assigned to Lord Barr instead of Mara. If so, maybe you and I would be the ones married now. Maybe things would have turned out different. Can you find one of those threads and yank on it?"

      It was a weird ask, and a big one. Still, Quinn tried. The rune on his arm burned as his vision flickered with possibilities.

      There were momentary images. Bravo—at least he had to assume it was her—bleeding out to death inside of the escape pod that had launched from Barr's estate. Bravo, stabbing him in the throat. There were rather a lot of those, she liked knives. Still, he eventually found something that was at least close to fitting. Their bodies coming together in the escape pod. Somehow in that reality they'd become lovers.

      Quinn tried to draw a bit of the memories of that reality and imprint them onto Bravo.

      Bravo blinked. "Well, that was a little claustrophobic wasn't it? How did that happen?"

      "I don't know. I don't see the whole thing, even if I focus. Flashes of what might have been, of what somewhere else is, or was. That was pretty uncommon, mostly you're pretty stabby," Quinn said.

      "Guns are so impersonal. I'm a hands-on sort of girl."

      The remaining tests took over two hours. Quinn was exhausted by the time he was escorted back to the ship. He could only hope the lack of alarm sirens and traumatic death was a good sign their infiltration had succeeded.
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      "If they didn't want to kill me, I'd offer them a research partnership. These designs are brilliant," Kalisa said.

      They'd all gathered for dinner, which was fish sticks. It seemed an absurd way to serve fish, but it made those Tamara had caught a bit more edible. The explosives had turned them to mush anyways, and frying that worked.

      "What did you figure out? I hope it was worth all I had to give up," Quinn said.

      "I saw you flirting with my sister. I think she likes you. Careful though, she really is a killer," Mara said.

      Quinn did kind of like Bravo, but he thought that one wife from this particular familiar was enough for the time being.

      "So are you. So are all of you," Quinn said.

      "Not me. I'm the nice one," Melody said.

      She really was. It was a bit scary how rare a thing that was in this family now.

      Kalisa cleared her throat. "Yes, yes, we're all very murderous. What we found—Sand and Mara managed to get scans of several pieces of technology that have provided some insight into the systems that are troubling us. First of all is their stealth suits. They normally work by bending energy around them, and that includes light. A recent addition is what I'm going to call mana circuits that offer them some ability to bend magic in a similar fashion."

      "So our magic normally interacts with them when detecting the suits, but now it goes right past them. Would it offer them a defense against offensive magic too?" Quinn asked.

      "It would, just as it offers some defense against energy weapons. That is limited, it doesn't take much to overload the mana circuits and burn them out."

      "Does that offer us any way to sense them?" Jinx asked.

      "Not passively. A powerful magical pulse would burn out circuits too. It wouldn't be mana-efficient to send them out on a regular basis, but if you suspect you’re being spied on, one sent out would then allow magical senses to operate," Kalisa said.

      That wasn't as helpful as Quinn would have liked. He only hoped they'd done better on the other major area of concern.

      "What about how they are blocking our runic sphere? Our advantage ever since getting it has been mobility. Losing it is a big drawback," Quinn asked.

      "While I wasn't able to get eyes on it, I was able to access a server detailing what we're dealing with," Sand said. A holographic display appeared over the table. It was a cross-section of what looked to be some sort of copper cube.

      "I've seen that before," Tamara said. "It was located in the Emperor's vault. I didn't recognize it, and it wasn't one of the artifacts we took."

      "I was preoccupied reworking my coding after being released from the Imperial Scepter, during which time the vault remained open for about eighteen hours. It’s possible it was stolen then, although it would have meant getting past the royal guard," Sand said.

      "They could do it. The entire upper echelons of the Imperium are heavily infiltrated, with good cause. That’s usually where the most powerful magic-users in the Imperium are to be found. We wanted to keep an eye on them," Mara said.

      "What does it do?" Quinn asked, watching the cube spin.

      "Artificial gravity. It was part of a facility being investigated by the Imperium. Princess Astella visited in a ship equipped with a runic sphere and wound up stuck when she couldn't return home. It took them three months of shutting down individual components to figure out what went wrong," Sand said.

      "They didn't get this for no reason then. They would have made a play for this artifact, because they wanted to neutralize our transit," Quinn said.

      "Even back then they weren't really thinking of us as friends," Jinx said.

      "In fairness to my family, it is more complicated than that. We are threats, and they are all about being prepared to contain and neutralize threats. Even if they hoped they wouldn't have to use it, robbing us of our mobility was too great a chance to miss," Mara said.

      "Can we turn it off? Either destroy it or render it powerless?" Quinn asked.

      "Do that and we'll force their hand. Even now, when it seems they must need us, we don't want to force their hand," Mara said.

      "I'm getting real tired of us having to be afraid of upsetting them. I think they should be getting very scared about upsetting us," Jinx said.

      Quinn didn't much like Jinx being the one to say that, but he couldn't disagree with the sentiment.

      "I am confident they couldn't actually destroy me no matter how much they think they could. If you could transition to another universe to avoid whatever explosives they have readied, I could kill them all. I say this simply for the sake of thoroughness," Sand said.

      "No," Mara said flatly.

      Kalisa said, "It might be that I can do something. What they have done with magical refraction has had me thinking about how similar principles might apply to a ship’s shields. If this cube is fundamentally possible, it might also be possible to shield against them."

      "I can think of a lot of areas where magic-diverting shields would come in handy. Things that aren't even related to the cube. Make it a priority," Quinn said.

      "What about Sand’s idea without all the murder? Is it possible we could transition to another universe?" Jinx asked.

      "Nothing seemed to be blocking my abilities today. Maybe? You’re thinking we could transition, jump there, and move back?" Quinn asked.

      "It would exhaust us both, but if it got us our edge back and didn't leave us at their mercy, it might be worth trying," Jinx said.

      It would be, so long as they could keep Mara's family from finding out. They really did have twitchy trigger fingers.
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      "We'll feed you coordinates one set at a time. Just play along and we get this done," Bravo said from the copilot’s seat of the Centauri Bliss.

      Quinn didn't much like having her aboard, not when he still thought that the arrangement with Mara's family might fall apart at any moment. It was asking for trouble, but there was also no real way they could refuse.

      Bravo entered coordinates and Quinn sent them to Jinx.

      Reality dissolved into a blur. Quinn had flashes of life as a ship thief, all high-speed chases with lots of explosions, and a crew that he was as close to like now with the centauri. For a second, Quinn thought he could almost go to that reality, just step off and away—and then they were returning to normal space.

      As fleets went this was fair-sized but not massive, around fifty ships, almost all of retired Imperium military design. None bore any sort of markings or even the usual transponders.

      "This was all that you could get?" Quinn asked Bravo.

      "We don't even know what we're going into. If what you said is accurate, we've probably beaten Mahara to the punch. We just have to get you past some ancient remnants of a defensive force. We need to punch a hole so you can deliver Jinx where she needs to be," Bravo said.

      "You're assuming an awful lot goes right."

      Bravo shot him a wry smile. "You know us pretty well by now. We've always contingency plans. You've run circles around pretty much anyone you've met, but not us. Trust that we know what we're doing."

      That cockiness was part of what made working with them such a problem. They weren't just confident they were right—they were confident they could handle anything. It was good to be reminded that there were things bigger and deadlier than you.

      Bravo provided another set of coordinates and they set a fleet timer for five minutes.

      Quinn opened a ship-wide comm. "We're five minutes from going in. None of us know what we're jumping into, it might be nothing and it might be the firefight of our lives. Our priority above anything else is to stay alive and get to whatever magical amplifier there is. Everybody check in and if you've words to say make them quick."

      "Reporting in from engineering. You can do this, everybody! I believe in all of you," Melody said.

      "This is Sand, also in engineering. I've taken genetic samples from all of you and even if you fall, you may one day rise again in a new universe of my creation."

      "Dela on fire control, also really creeped out by Sand."

      "Uhh ... this is Kat. Also in engineering, I guess. I hope you don't die, I want to know some of you better."

      "Tamara and Tourmaline on comm monitoring. Remember, we're the best."

      "Dela in the Tango, to the quick go the spoils."

      "Silver in the Foxtrot. Screw clever things to say."

      "Kara, locked and loaded, and ready to kick some major ass."

      "Mara, signals intelligence. Be vigilant."

      "Vess, hoping we get a ground assault. Fly well, swarm."

      "Kalisa, shield control and ready to counter whatever nasty magic comes our way. We'll slaughter those who think us easy prey."

      "Taki in the Whiskey. I believe in all of you. Just do what the captain says and he'll see us through this."

      "Jinx on the runic sphere and locking in coordinates now. I know who I am, I know who we are. I won't let any of you down no matter what it takes."

      It wasn't usual to have everyone report in quite like that, but they all knew the truth of this situation. Yes, they might be flying to an unknown, but nothing that they did know about the situation spoke in their favor. Through all of its adventures this family had never actually lost anyone. Today could be that day, but not if Quinn had anything to say about it. Quinn had felt some guilt about being the pilot before, but he was gaining a new way of thinking about that. Quinn might be the one who took his family into danger, but he was also the one who saw that everybody got out alive.

      Bravo said, "This truly is the strangest of families. I don't wonder that you've managed to put together a group of the powerful, but you all seem to genuinely care about each other. Are intimate with each other. Do you ever find yourself pausing in the middle of lovemaking and wondering just what sort of monster you're getting your pleasure from?"

      "Nobody on this ship except perhaps for Melody is pure. You're not. I may see only flickers of your other lives, but you are drenched in blood," Quinn said.

      "Stained so deeply it will never come out," Bravo said with a brief flicker of a sad smile. "And I’m realistic enough to never expect anyone to love me, should they know it. If they did, they'd be a monster, and they'd need to be put down."

      "And yet somewhere out there we are an item. I showed you that," Quinn said.

      While it was true, in a lot more universes she stabbed him in the throat. Both were visuals Quinn had a hard time getting out of his head.

      "You did. We both know the many ways this could go wrong. You know we've got surprises, as I am sure you do. Make the right choice, Quinn. When the time comes make sure that you and your family are on our side and we're all one big, happily family."

      "One big, happy family with half of it caged?" Quinn asked.

      "I'd visit. I'd even wear my knives and nothing else. I like this kind of flirtatious threatening of each other’s lives we have going on. Don't screw it up."

      The timer hit zero and Quinn sent the signal to Jinx. Reality twisted as Jinx jumped the fleet.
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      It had seemed likely that they'd jump into dead space. They hadn't known how valid the coordinates provided to Jinx were and they thought a second jump would have to follow the first. It didn't. The system they appeared in couldn't even be called that, although Quinn wasn't sure what to call it.

      A lone planet floated in the void. In orbit around it were what seemed to be three small suns and three larger moons. Each sun appeared equidistant from a moon and together they formed a ring around the planet, a tiny world that looked to be all land and had a faint pink color.

      Of course, then there were the stations, and the ships.

      What sort of force had the Emperor left behind? They'd discussed that, and it seemed likely a small fleet. It wasn't. There looked to be at least seven defensive stations in orbit around the planet and over two hundred capital ships. Whatever this planet was, it was almost as well-defended as Imperius.

      Quinn was busy looking over the sensors. They hadn't come prepared to fight a force like this, but if the ships weren't manned they wouldn't need to. Unfortunately, there were a lot of life-signs out there. Ships were in motion, and comm traffic was going between them and the stations.

      "We've got an incoming signal from one of those stations," Bravo said.

      Quinn put it through to Jinx and opened the channel to watch.

      Jinx was sending a visual. She was standing before the runic sphere and in her Queen of Thieves outfit that showed every rune upon her flesh, all glowing with a dull blue.

      The signal from the other side showed an older-looking man with heavy sideburns, and in an antiquated Imperium uniform.

      "This is Grand Admiral Harwell of the Vigilant Legion. This world is under Imperium interdiction. All vessels are ordered to turn away or we will use force," Harwell said.

      "This is Jinx, Queen of Thieves. Descendant of Empress Opalia and heir to the Emperor's power. You have hostile Chaosian forces on the way, Admiral, and it is imperative that I reach the planet's surface before they arrive."

      "Your Majesty. It may be that all you say is true, but it doesn't matter. We are under orders to kill even the Emperor himself if he tries to approach the world below. We will fight to the last to assure that none ever set foot there again. If your intentions are good and honorable, leave this system and never return."

      "The Chaosians who are coming intend to use the planet to destroy all non-Chaosian life in the galaxy. We cannot in good conscience withdraw. Let us at least meet to discuss this," Jinx said.

      "Approach any closer and we will engage. You have your answer, Your Majesty. Go and do not return," Harwell said, and killed the connection.

      "So much for the diplomatic approach," Quinn said.

      "Couldn't have said it better," Bravo said, pulling a knife. "What happens next isn't an attack on you. Keep your ship out of it and hold back."

      Space rippled and distorted as more ships arrived. Each had no more than four ships coming along. They didn't have any mages as strong in Order magic as Jinx, but what they lacked in power they made up for in quantity. Over one hundred blips—at least one hundred runic spheres out there and the Imperial heirs capable of using them.

      Bravo gasped in pain, her spine arching as the knife slipped out of her hands and clattered to the deck.

      "I'm sorry, Bravo. We've had a lot of opportunity to study Mara's implants and the way they can be used to control her. Yours are of the same generation. Think of the effect controlling you as like the drug Penny once shot into me. You can't hurt, disobey, or lie to me. Do you understand?" Quinn asked.

      "I understand. We thought you'd try something like this. That was why they sent me, I'm already compromised and no great loss if our countermeasures failed," Bravo said, strained.

      There were now over three hundred warships out there, all marked with the symbol of the Imperium navy. They made no attempts at diplomacy, they simply began to close on the fleet defending the planet.

      Quinn hit the ship-wide comm. "Bravo just pulled a knife on me and an Imperium fleet has arrived. She's under control. We're going to see if we can't skip the line."

      Quinn sent a set of updated coordinates to Jinx, ones that were actually within the planet’s atmosphere. They'd done something similar to invade Imperius, jumping straight past the planetary defenses.

      "I'm not able to get a lock. It's not like when we were being blocked. It is more like when I try to set the coordinates they keep changing to random ones. If I tried to force a jump I think we'd wind up halfway across the galaxy," Jinx said.

      The Imperium vessels closed on those of the Vigilant Legion. Of more modern designs, ranged against them every Legion ship was marked with rune-work upon the armor. The Imperium had numbers on their side, but especially with the defensive stations in place Quinn didn't like their odds.

      "You shouldn't have brought them here. The Imperium doesn't have much strength left. You are going to burn the last of it off futilely," Quinn told Bravo.

      "Are you going to pretend to still care what happens to the Imperium? You've betrayed it totally," Bravo said.

      There was another ripple in space, a single prolonged one that, when it faded, had brought somewhere close to one hundred and fifty clan ships into the system too.

      Mahara had made her arrival faster than any of them predicted.

      Or was it?

      "You picked our timing for this. Is it chance, or did you plan this?" Quinn asked.

      "We were never going to be able to take Mahara on alone, and we had faith that any defenses the Emperor left would be formidable. We brought a war. Don't waste it, and do avoid the clan ships, we've plans for the Unshackled," Bravo said.
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      "Mahara is here," Quinn called over the comm.

      "So what are you going to do?" Bravo asked.

      So far the fleet that came with them hadn't moved. They were holding position.

      "Do your people know what I've done to you?" Quinn asked.

      "I haven't told them. I can't, really, because Mara did good work with this routine. But I'm pretty sure they know anyway. It doesn't make a difference. This isn't about attacking you, we didn't tell you about the Imperium ships because you wouldn't have approved," Bravo said.

      "Why are your ships holding back?" Quinn asked.

      "Not all are. We've got stealth vessels which should already be on their way. Don't count out the Imperium ships either. Kadello had a lot of weapons programs too extreme even for the Emperor and is now bringing them online. These ships are yours though, to make sure you get to the planet alive."

      "Do you know how he found so many Imperial heirs?"

      "You can owe that to the one you call Sand. When she left, she didn't destroy all of her research. They're now growing heirs. Brainless husks really, but they've managed to train them to operate spheres."

      Every new thing that Quinn heard about the Imperium kept giving him more of a pause on what was happening there. Kadello had always been a terrifying figure, the man the Emperor turned against the greatest foes of the Imperium. When the family had fought so many vying for the throne they'd never come up against him. Quinn was really starting to wish they had—and had put the man in the ground.

      The comm crackled. "This is Jinx. It's hard to describe, but I'm pretty sure Mahara knows I'm here. I just felt her."

      A group of the clan ships had broken off and were headed in their direction. Thirty sleek-looking vessels surrounded by energy shields.

      Quinn sent the scans of them to Kalisa.

      Kalisa said, "You're about to face an Unshackled. Urluan the Hammer. If I am our greatest scientist, he is our greatest engineer. He was always a close ally of our Mahara."

      "Permission to relay that particular bit of news to my associates," Bravo said.

      "Allowed," Quinn said.

      Like all of the clan ships, these did have shields, although the designs were very different than any others Quinn had seen. They were beautiful to behold.

      "Be prepared to move. We hit on a ten count," Bravo said.

      Quinn powered up engines and shields, and readied the Centauri Bliss. At exactly ten seconds brilliant blooms of light detonated from within the approaching ships. Three bombs, and for just an instant small stealth fighters were revealed before they tore themselves apart.

      "I hope those were unmanned," Quinn said.

      "We don't throw lives away for nothing. When we die, we make it count," Bravo said.

      Quinn hit the engines to full power and headed for the planet where Legion and Imperium vessels were already fighting. Mahara and her fleet were moving that way as well—everyone coming together in a battle that was growing increasingly intense. So far there didn't seem to be any winners. The most noteworthy thing was how well the Vigilant forces were holding up.

      Unfortunately, also among things holding up surprisingly well were the approaching clan ships. It looks like the blasts had destroyed four, but sixteen were still on the way.

      Bravo frowned. "Each of those was an enhanced, high-yield nuclear detonation. Even clan shielding shouldn't have held up against them. Just one should have taken out all those ships, three bombs was for the purposes of overkill."

      "You and your sisters are good. You scare me as much as Mahara, if I'm being honest, and the trouble with you is that as good as you are you think, you're even better," Quinn said. Even with all the upgrades the Centauri Bliss had to the engines, the intercepting ships weren't falling back far.

      "I'd say something clever here, but failure took the words away. I'll save them for later. We're not there yet," Bravo said.

      Indeed they were not. Quinn was detecting other blasts, unique in their signatures, amongst the clan fleet. They were doing their best to kill all of the Unshackled. They were at least succeeding in weakening their shields.

      The fleet they'd brought with them was engaging Urluan's remaining vessels and giving the Centauri Bliss time to pull away. It left them on their own now. Space was alight with weapons discharges. The Vigilant ships were exclusively using standard ammunition. The fire from their ships mixed with the occasional tracer round. The Imperium had at least some energy weapons while the clan ships were using all energy weapons.

      Their shields were running at as much power as they could take, but Quinn didn't intend to rely on them. There were just too many ships, and this battle was likely to be too long. A closing Vigilant fighter forced Quinn to execute a roll, slowing the engines coming out of the maneuver so he could return fire. A blast caught the fighter on a wing and runes flared as the metal exploded into fragments, the fighter spiraling away.

      "I've got good infiltration on the Vigilant ships. I can blind most of their sensors," Mara called.

      Given that another wing of clan ships was quickly closing on them, Quinn was glad for the possible shelter. The bulk of the clan ships had headed straight for a Vigilant station and against them the Legion were falling. Mahara was going as direct a route for the planet as she could and it was working.

      Quinn plotted his own, right through the bulk of the Vigilant forces.
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      Sensor blindness could only offer so much shelter in a battle like this. While it might keep you from being fired upon by capital ships, or any automated drones, most fighters had a human pilot. Quinn soon found himself dodging and weaving as four fighters were all trying to get a lock. Elsewhere the Imperium was repositioning, exploiting the breach the clan ships had opened up, for all that it then brought them into direct conflict with the clan rearguard.

      Quinn needed to start drawing on his abilities. Even with his piloting skills there were just too many ships, too much fire being exchanged. Their shields were starting to deplete. They needed every bit of those they could manage. To get to the planet would mean going past a station, and if it got a visual on them the fire would be withering. With shields they might make it down, they didn't stand a chance otherwise.

      "Mana," Quinn said.

      Bravo slipped a gloved hand into a box of mana crystals and press one against Quinn's skin. It shimmered and vanished at once as it was absorbed, and Quinn felt the power blooming within him. This much was almost uncomfortable and made him feel like an over-inflated balloon. That was fine, he'd be burning it off in short order.

      Quinn picked the station they'd pass. It was already in the fight, using long-range cannons to take shots at Imperium vessels that were just barely in range.

      That was precision fire, intense enough the human operators would be too involved and wouldn't be checking visuals for anything their sensors were missing.

      Of course, that was provided nobody was calling them, telling them to take a shot. Quinn needed to get rid of the fighters.

      Quinn pulled an Immelmann that escaped fire from two of the fighters, but left him vulnerable to one of the others. As he hoped, it pulled a burn of their reverse thrusters, holding them in position to pour rounds into the shields. Quinn hit full thrust and rammed it.

      The shields flickered but held as the fighter exploded around them. The fighter hull held together pretty well, considering the enchantments on it really were great, but the pilot compartment was still a flattened mess.

      Two more fighters were closing and Quinn executed a hard stop with a reverse burn, letting them overshoot before firing off targeted shots. One target evaded in time, but the other exploded as their fuel ignited.

      "You're pretty good at this. Not being said because I'm mind-controlled. I may not be able to kill you, but I don't have to be nice," Bravo said.

      Quinn had hoped that some of the ships which had accompanied them might catch up to the Centauri Bliss. It would have been nice to go forward with some cover. Unfortunately, the clan ships seemed to have largely finished them off and were starting to follow the Centauri Bliss into the Vigilant forces.

      He didn't have any more time to waste.

      Quinn hit the comm. "We've an Unshackled closing and Mahara has almost reached the planet with the Imperium hot on her heels. I'm going to try beating her there. I don't want to burn any more fuel on our main guns. If the station opens fire I want to hit their weapons with our missiles. Priority is keeping our engines and shields up. We lose either, we don't make it."

      Speed alone wouldn't be enough. Any automated system could pick up on speed and estimate a trajectory. Even the standard, automated support for novice gunners made use of that. If they had to rely purely on their shields they'd never make it.

      Quinn opened himself up to the possibilities, to the might-bes. Let the tapestry of other realities wash over him, projecting as far out as he could manage.

      It wasn't just avoiding a single shot he needed to get right. It was the angle of approach, and when to begin evasive maneuvers, and how much speed to give things initially.

      In the multitude of possibilities one approach did seem best, the station gunners a bit slower to catch on to an approaching ship. It bought several precious seconds. Quinn used that angle. A series of sharp maneuvers kept the pursuing swarm of fighters from getting a proper lock.

      There, in several seconds it was almost certain station weapons would begin to fire. Quinn tapped out a command to release their missiles. The Centauri Bliss didn't normally carry these, but they'd picked up three and Jinx had done her enhancements on each warhead. They might not pack the punch of the nuclear bombs that Bravo's people were throwing around, but they were sufficient to pose a real threat to the gunners manning those stations.

      Instead of firing on the Bliss, the stations targeted the approaching warheads as Quinn kicked in the afterburners to full power.

      The planet was growing larger, as were a sun and moon, one to either side.

      One of the missiles found its target and a turret exploded. The other two were downed before reaching theirs.

      The station also had a lock.

      The amount of fire that a station could fill space with up close was insane. It became too much for Quinn's magic to keep up, and even too much for his piloting skills to avoid everything. All that he could do was evasive maneuvers as best he could, and hope the shields were deflecting some shots rather than absorbing them.

      The instrument board flared red as the shields weakened and then collapsed.

      The ship shook violently as armor was stripped and systems started to go down. Life support, internal lightning, and just as they hit the planet’s atmosphere, the controls. The incoming fire had stopped, but they were falling, crashing to the surface.
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      Ship-wide comms were out but they still had their wrist comms. Quinn hit his and called, "I've lost sensors and controls."

      "That is because engineering is on fire. A lot of things are on fire," Sand said.

      "I don't have the mana left to fix us. The shuttles returned just before we got the worst of it. They'll fly," Jinx said.

      It wasn't what Quinn wanted to hear, but it was far better than the worst-case scenario.

      "We're crashing, people. Get to the shuttles and abandon ship. The Centauri Bliss has survived rough landings before and we’ll put her back together," Quinn said.

      "I expect you'll be leaving me to die," Bravo said.

      "We don't work that way," Quinn said with a sigh. "Don't suppose your suppressor routines are still operating with the ship down?"

      "Afraid not," Bravo said with a wry grin as she bent down to pick up the knife. She sheathed it. "I can be as stabby as I want. Probably a good thing you aren't leaving me to die."

      Right.

      Quinn was hit by a wave of heat as soon as he left the cockpit, the corridors of the ship thick with smoke.

      Bravo reached out and grabbed his hand. "Close your eyes and just follow me, the fumes are toxic and will choke and blind you. I've the expanded lung capacity and filtration for this. You don't."

      It should probably be some sort of rule to never close your eyes on a super-spy. Quinn did it anyways, Bravo tugging him along.

      Quinn knew this ship inside and out, and he'd have known if she was guiding him wrong, but she was playing this straight. When they stepped into the shuttle hangar he opened his eyes.

      Two of the shuttles had already gone. Only the Whiskey remained, Taki inside the hatch, and she pulled them both aboard as soon as they got near.

      The Whiskey had always been the more claustrophobic of their shuttles. Originally it was a gunship used by Kara, and she still used it as her backup weapons storage. Guns, swords, and the occasional explosive were everywhere.

      Sand, Tamara, and Kara were in the rear compartment. Sand reached out to brush a hand across both Quinn and Bravo at their arrival, and Quinn felt a rush of healing magic. Not so intense as Jinx could manage, but it still took the stinging out of his eyes and lungs.

      "Everyone else made it?" Quinn asked.

      The Whiskey lurched beneath him as it launched.

      "We thought it was important to get Jinx off first and make sure she had lots of backup. You two were the last to arrive and we weren't going to leave without you. Dela is doing the flying," Taki said.

      "I wish I could say that I was surprised you decided to bring her," Sand said with a look at Bravo.

      Bravo grinned back. "He's got a habit of saving those he probably shouldn't, doesn't he?"

      Quinn said, "Whatever we and Mara's family have to work out, it can wait. From what I saw just before we came down, it looked like both Mahara and the Imperium were making it to the surface. Did any of yours?"

      "Two. That is two people," Bravo said and for once sounded dismayed. "We lost a lot today."

      "You aren't alone. That fleet must be a lot of what the Imperium had left. Why would they squander what remained of their resources?"

      "You think trying to stop a threat that would exterminate the entirety of the Imperium is wasting resources? They were always going to be involved, and would want to be involved. We understand why you couldn't approach them directly, but it made sense for them to be here," Bravo said.

      It didn't to Quinn. He made his way through those assembled to the cockpit to settle in beside Dela.

      The shuttle was shaking violently and in the distance the Centauri Bliss was visible, angling sharply downward with a massive column of smoke behind it.

      The planet’s surface looked to be almost entirely composed of rose quartz, although of some strange variety illuminated from within. Pillars and columns of it were everywhere and Quinn felt a thrum of mana. This whole world was radiating magical power.

      "Figure out where we're headed?" Quinn asked.

      "Oh, there is a big old party going on. There is this sort of magic cloud covering a section of the planet. Both Mahara and the Imperium flew into it and haven't come out, so Jinx followed them in. We're following them in too because I don't have any better ideas," Dela said.

      Quinn stared at the trail of smoke in the distance from the Bliss, and he felt Dela's hand on his shoulder.

      "Look away. I know you love that ship, but the important thing is the people inside of her, and we got them out safe," Dela said.

      Quinn wasn't that worried about the fate of the ship. I mean he was, obviously, but it faded a bit in comparison to everyone else. Even if the ship were left a broken ruin, Jinx with enough magic would be able to put it right—that was what her magic was all about. There was no fixing something after getting themselves dead though.

      The magical cloud was coming into view. It looked like nothing so much as a vast hurricane filled with lightning.

      "They flew into that?" Quinn asked.

      "Every last one of them," Dela said.

      "What about the Vigilant?" Quinn asked.

      "Haven't seen a one of them since we entered the atmosphere. At least we don't have to deal with them. You want to take the controls?"

      Quinn nodded and they switched places. He tried to match the wind velocity and angle before guiding them in. It didn't make a difference. The instant they entered the cloud there was a flare of light and the world went dark.
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      Quinn found himself outside the shuttle. He stood on a plain of pink sand, and in the distance a massive mountain rose, wreathed in storms and lightning. Paths led upwards lined with jagged protrusions of quartz.

      Aine appeared beside him. "Bit overdone, isn't it? As symbols of enlightenment go. Oh look, power is fraught with danger. It’s your fault, of course. A lot like magic itself, takes its cues from you."

      "We're nowhere real then, if you're here," Quinn said.

      "Very real and very dangerous. Walk with me," Aine said, setting off and Quinn moved to keep up with her.

      "What about the others? The rest of my family?"

      "Those without any magic are fine. This place isn't out to hurt anyone that doesn't deserve it. Those with magic of some sort, well, there it gets complicated," Aine said, almost apologetic. "But don't worry about them. I know—stupid thing to say, of course you are going to worry, but this is kind of a you centered thing right now and being like you are, you aren't going to be able to help anyone."

      "What is this place?" Quinn asked. If he was supposed to be seeing something enlightening, so far enlightenment just looked like stone and lightning.

      "This is the sort of place that turns will into action. If you're worthy. If you're willing to pay the price," Aine said. "You know of two mages who used it in the past. Both rulers who reshaped the galaxy."

      "Opalia and the Emperor," Quinn said.

      "Opalia brought order to chaos at the cost of her line being brought down by one greater. The one you call the Emperor split the universe in two, buying a thousand years of peace, but at the cost of his life and that of all his progeny."

      "Did they know about those costs?" Quinn had never heard that side of the story, and never heard of this place.

      "Yes and no, they knew the price, but not always when and how they'd pay it. I know that makes no sense," Aine said, and the surroundings around them rippled and changed.

      They were on a rise now on a forested world. Below was a force of what looked like Imperium Marines, wearing red armor inscribed with runes. A figure ran towards them from the woods, a cape billowing behind her as she threw fire and ice in their direction. Sand was looking different, and the outfit could almost be one of Tamara's made mostly of straps and buckles, carefully placed to allow the multiple runes marking her flesh to be exposed.

      The soldiers raised their weapons and opened fire, but she was among them now, fists punching clean through even enchanted armor and bodies were sent flying. They rarely stayed down though, and through the cracked helmet of one Quinn saw green flesh. A Yek face looking back.

      "What is Sand doing?" Quinn asked.

      "The wrong question. Look," Aine said.

      It took Quinn awhile to see it. The almost feral grin she wore, the light in her eyes as she threw fire. This wasn't Sand, it was Kat.

      "What am I looking at?" Quinn asked.

      "Something that should concern you, but you don't understand magic enough to fear the right things. Order magic makes you more of what you are, what you decide to be. It allows you to build yourself. This woman you have helped to be raised from the grave views herself as the villain of her own story. The one who wasn't and isn't good enough."

      "You are here to play marriage counselor?" Quinn asked.

      "We are here because you care about her. The one you call Sand is perhaps humanity’s greatest achievement with the potential to be a real force of good in the galaxy, and a real force of change for magic itself. But Kat is like a virus she has been infected with that could corrupt Sand," Aine said, looking Quinn. "We're more concerned by the shock-troopers. An entire race enslaved and turned into tortured machines of murder, not your specie’s finest hour."

      Quinn remembered shock-troopers having been mentioned on the other side. It hadn't meant anything to him then. Was it another of the Emperor's contingency plans even now being made real? Kara wouldn't stand for that. And what was being said about Kat—she wasn't a virus, but she also hadn't been right since being brought back from the dead.

      Emotional shock after shock had hit her, Quinn knew that. Up until now he'd mostly been giving her space, hoping for Kat to get better, but if what Aine was saying was true, that had risks. It was important to make sure Kat was a part of the family, and had others close to her. It was important to make sure Kat knew she wasn't the villain.

      The surroundings flickered and for just an instant Quinn saw Jinx fighting Selina. Blue and red runes were flaring as the two charged at each other.

      That sight faded.

      "You're playing games with me, or this place is," Quinn said.

      More flashes, almost dizzying. Mara hanging by her wrists from restraints, and Bravo driving a knife into her midsection over and over again. Melody, her body disassembled as the pieces were thrown into an incinerator. Arkstone surrounded by a massive fleet, the combined fire turning the surface molten as whole cities melted beneath the onslaught.

      "It is. We are. There are problems you need to put right, there is one we need to put right. Magic recognized the conflicts inherent in your race and manifested to suit them, but the results are tearing you apart. They are tearing the galaxy apart. The way things are going right now Jinx dies here. It seems that Order magic is extinct, but it eventually returns with a terrible fury, in no small part due to your family."

      Aine snapped her fingers.

      They were now in some sort of vast amphitheater, a pillar of light in the middle burning brightly.

      "This place really is as subtle as a hammer," Quinn said.

      "Again, blame yourselves. To my race this would have been a lagoon fed by waterfalls. We're not cheating to have you here, we couldn't. You're worthy, you can step inside and save the day. We want that, officially I mean. I personally don't, I wish you'd hop universes and run away."

      "Why? What is the price?"

      "Find out, if you dare," Aine said with a weak smile. "It sucks though. This place is never free."

      If the alternative was Jinx dying and mass slaughter, whatever the price was seemed worth it. Quinn stepped into the pillar of light.
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      Quinn didn't know what to expect, but he thought that stepping into a magical power vortex should somehow be painful, agonizing. Instead it was almost soothing, and perhaps for the first time since he'd gained it, the mark on his arm stopped hurting.

      Then a moment later there was the jolt of his own power so much stronger than he'd experienced it. Realities loomed on all sides of him. He wasn't the only Quinn here, others stared back at him and they felt close enough to touch. No, they were close enough to touch. It would be easy to cross the barrier.

      There were more important things though, there was Jinx. Shifting his attention he found her, and things were bad.

      Selina might have more runes, but she hadn't won this fight—neither of them had. Selina was sporting a rather massive fist-shaped hole in her shoulder, her runes flickering madly as her flesh tried to heal itself from a fatal wound. Jinx was sprawled face-down nearby, still alive, but Quinn wasn't sure for how long given she seemed to be missing a lot of her skin. Barely even a flicker from her runes, they'd been unmade just as she'd been unmade.

      Quinn didn't know how to fix this. As vast as the power surrounding him was, and it was amplifying his power, that didn't help here. Or did it?

      Quinn had struggled with his role as a pilot before. Ferrying his family into danger, he'd tried to look at himself as their protector, and while to some degree it was true, this wasn't a time for self-deception. Quinn had married some of the most formidable women in the galaxy—the most formidable. It was his privilege, his honor, but his own role wasn't without strength.

      To be a pilot was in some ways to be a bridge. You connected people to places, you connected people to each other. Quinn was the thread running through this family, and it was nothing to be ashamed of. It was who he was, what he was, and in this moment it was who he needed to be.

      Selina had the magical power left to heal herself, but not the ability. Jinx had the ability, but not the power. Quinn reached out and formed a bridge between the two.

      Both women screamed and began to thrash violently. Selina's runes began to move along her flesh, they almost seemed to slither. Red serpents crawled from her and slid across the ground towards Jinx where they poured themselves into her broken runes.

      For a moment Jinx's flesh was lit by a combination of red and blue light, then sparks began to fly and there was the sound of sizzling flesh as the red was slowly consumed.

      Jinx's blue runes were restored but red fragments remained, warping and twisting themselves they crept along her skin until they formed two new runes. At least Jinx had skin again. Crawling, she moved over to Selina and stared at her.

      Whatever magic remained in Selina seemed gone, and after several long moments Jinx brushed fingertips to her shoulder, the flesh reforming.

      Then it was Quinn's turn to scream.

      The action had broken something inside of him—no, freed something.

      Quinn knew who he was. That momentary burst of certainty, of absolute conviction, wasn't so momentary after all. Pilot, bridge, connector of things, and his magic, all badly needed a connector.

      A second rune was forming on his flesh, on the opposite forearm. If his first one had ached this one was pure agony—both were now pure agony.

      The pillar of light ejected him. Quinn had gotten his wish and he was no longer welcome. Sprawled out on pink stone his entire body ached and he could see the glow coming from his arms. Two marks adorned his flesh now, one red, one blue.

      Kalisa had theorized in the past that this might be possible, although there had been no recorded cases of someone being both a Chaos and an Order mage. The past experiments to create one had all proved fatal, highly destructive.

      That fit, Quinn certainly felt as if he were about to die. His body was aflame, and it felt near to bursting.

      There was the sound of footsteps approaching. Quinn hoped that it was Jinx, but the pair of bare legs that filled his vision weren't hers, and the red rune curving alone one ankle made that clear.

      "Interesting," Mahara's voice said. "I knew there was something special about you, but I didn't expect this. I wonder if you'll survive what is to come. If you do, I'll have a place for you. If you fought all the way here, you deserve it."

      Quinn looked up and it was almost painful to look at her, her runes were glowing so brightly. Reality twisting and distorting around her in an effort to unmake itself.

      "You don't have to do this. This isn't your universe. Things can be different here. Look at me and realize the proof of that," Quinn said. Any further words were cut off by a spasm of pain.

      "I'd say you are the proof that coexistence is not possible," Mahara said sadly. "Perhaps what I do will purge just the other side from you. If possible, I shall see it happens."

      Mahara seemed to be done wasting time. She stepped forward into the pillar of light and vanished.

      Quinn's vision blurred and he lost consciousness.

      When he came to it was to a kiss. Jinx's lips were pressed against his and through that contact he felt power flowing in. Straightening him, reinforcing him. The pain didn't vanish, but it faded, becoming almost a dull background ache.

      Quinn forced himself to pull away, as much as he wished the kiss could continue. "Mahara is already in there."

      "I know, I know a lot of things. I know what you did, and with that power boost I see things coming together far more than I did. Selina, she's ... carrying our baby now. Kara is getting her back to the ship. We need to go," Jinx said.

      "What about Mahara?"

      "The font isn't infinite in power and you used a chunk. What you did was harder than you realize. Mahara thinks the font is strong enough to let her overcome her nature, but it isn't, not now. It will just amplify what she is."
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      Space wasn't a constant on this world. As soon as they moved away from the font, they found themselves going where they needed to go, rather than where was closest.

      The family had taken up positions around the remains of the Centauri Bliss and were engaged in a firefight. The red-armored soldiers were familiar to Quinn from one of his visions, shock-troops. The rune-work on their armor was crude and a few corpses showing flesh revealed they were humans here, early models perhaps for what was to come.

      A shock-trooper fell from above, armor dented with teeth marks and still smoldering. Vess flew overhead in her dragon form and breathed a stream of fire at another.

      Mara hung back near the ramp of the ship, getting as much elevation and cover as she could as she squeezed off round after round from a sniper rifle.

      "You got the juice for this?" Quinn asked.

      "With the way this place is charging the batteries? Yeah," Jinx said, moving to the wreckage of the ship and placing her hands on it. A blue glow spread from the point of contact and the damaged hull was left whole, improved with new rune-work a lot like those that had graced the Vigilant vessels in orbit.

      The prototype shock-troopers were suddenly coming under attack from the rear. Malformed warriors, clansmen.

      The planet shook underfoot, a violent earthquake.

      "Everyone aboard. Someone guard those two," Quinn called out, nodding towards Selena and Bravo, and running for the cockpit.

      It was a bit disquieting each time Jinx put the ship back together, and as before it wasn't just that it had been made whole again, but it was different, slightly improved. Quinn settled behind the controls, firing up the engines. Jinx had even brought back the fuel in the tanks. He didn't want to consider the metaphysics of that one.

      Jinx took the copilots seat beside him. "I want to have a word with the Legion."

      If it made them less likely to shoot at him Quinn was all for it.

      The Centauri Bliss rose from the surface, energy fire coming from the soldiers, but nothing that made it past their new layer of enchanted armor.

      There were more quakes happening and the sensor readings showed they were steadily increasingly in intensity. Quinn headed for orbit at full burn.

      Quinn opened Jinx a comm channel and gave her a nod.

      "Vigilant, we return from the surface alive and your sensors will show you that it is destroying itself. I don't know what your orders say regarding this. I do not care. We are leaving this system and if you will swear your service, you are welcome to join me," Jinx said.

      "Decided to steal a fleet?" Quinn asked.

      Jinx shrugged. "We could use them and otherwise they'll be trapped here."

      The response came quickly crackling through the comm. "Majesty, we accept. How much time do we have to evacuate our people from the stations?"

      "You don't. Stand by, I'll see what I can do," Jinx said.

      "You can take one, but whatever else you're thinking it’s too much," Quinn said.

      "Even with the new marks you're right, but like I said, I understand things now that I didn't before. I can harness a lot from the planet's destruction. I already am," Jinx said.

      "So with whatever is happening down there, half the life in the galaxy isn't about to made extinct?"

      "It never would have been half. Even in the Imperium Order mages are only a small part of the populace. Still, no. Mahara won't get exactly what she aimed for, but she might be happy with the result. The Divide is powered by this world. With it gone it will fall," Jinx said.

      The ramifications of that were complex. On the bright side, it no longer left them right in the middle of two advancing powers. Instead of the only place to fight a war being systems under their control, it vastly widened the potential battlefield.

      By the time they reached orbit the planet was crackling with red lightning, massive sparks spreading across the whole of the surface and the mass readings were decreasing by the moment as the world imploded.

      Jinx headed back for the runic sphere and Quinn fed her the coordinates of Hope's Reach.

      Quinn didn't get any might-have-beens when jumping this time. Perhaps it was his new ability, or perhaps they were simply lost in the blur of potential realities that were constantly clouding his vision.

      They weren't alone. The Vigilant fleet had come with them, and six of their stations. Mahara had destroyed one.
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      No meeting around the dinner party this time. They'd thrown a proper party for the family at Hope's Reach. Alcohol was flowing freely.

      Some were happily indulging but couldn't actually get drunk, like Kara and Kat. Some were abstaining because they loved a clear head—that included Mara and Tamara. The others were somewhere in between.

      "I want to congratulate everyone for coming through once more. Another mission some would have called suicide pulled off, and the galaxy a safer and better place because of it. We even turned a decent profit, if you count our new allies and the resources they brought with them," Tamara said.

      That got cheers from around the room.

      Quinn winced as he picked up his drink. The runes on his hands were a constant ache. Jinx could soothe them for a time, but the pain always returned. His body was literally in a process of constantly trying to tear itself apart. Kalisa had no solution yet, she was looking into it.

      "I think that Mahara died on the surface, but I can't be sure. Most of the Unshackled that followed her managed to lift off shortly after we did. Without her, they have to take the slow way home, but they'll make it, eventually," Jinx said.

      "You figured out yet where we stand?" Kalisa asked.

      "The Triumvirate is building horrors in the heart of the Imperium. Enslaving races like the Yek, turning them into soldiers and breeding mindless husks capable of operating runic spheres. The clans hold many Unshackled who have been twisted by their magic and made into truly horrorfying creatures who make legions of monsters. We're on our own side," Jinx said, her voice strong, powerful.

      Quinn remembered when she'd been so uncertain, a college girl on the run. Now she was something different, they all were.

      "So what does that mean?" Dela asked.

      "Everyone has been pushing for me to be Empress. Magic has been pushing for me to be Empress. I still decline," Jinx said with a shake of her head. "What I propose is one last big job, as it were, and then we go quiet. We destroy the Imperium's weapon program and shut down Kadello and Barr. We take out the Unshackled who are more nightmare than human."

      "You want to take on the biggest threats in the galaxy directly. You know I'm for it," Kara said.

      "I don't think we can stop the coming war, but we can make sure that only the sane are around to fight it. Those who will eventually stop. We go loud and then we go quiet. We build our spy network, we build our criminal empire, we retire rich and powerful and having done some good," Jinx said.

      "You think it will be that easy? You think they'll just let us walk away? Is that even something we all want to do?" Quinn asked.

      "We're thieves, sir. That's what she says and that’s what we've always been. We're not breaking up the gang, but the heat is too high. We're burning like the sun, sir, and that don't last," Taki said.

      "A dark and terrible future awaits the galaxy. I've seen it. You've seen it. We steal it away and then rob a happy ending from fate for good measure," Jinx said.
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        War has broken out across the galaxy and the forces of Order and Chaos both perform increasingly unspeakable acts. The family give themselves one last mission, one last job. To steal peace for themselves and the rest of the galaxy by bringing war to the worst it has to offer.
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