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CHAPTER ONE
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He never used to call it “murder.”

He had killed dozens of people before this, of course. The vast majority of which he had been proud to call “assassinations.” Sometimes he liked the word “execution” when he was feeling especially profound. Murder was for thugs and criminals, and that younger version of himself would tolerate no such base motivations for the grand task of ending a life. When his mind rolled back to those halcyon days, it bothered him to realize there was always a different word, a better word, for the simple act of killing. There was a weird sort of sorcery to words. A kind of magic where merely changing the label of a thing could shade its connotation without altering the unpleasant facts. An older, wiser, far more jaded man knew better.

It was an older, wiser, and much more jaded man who stalked the dim corridors of the Steelport Station engineering level wearing a dirty coat and a tight-lipped frown. The narrow hall squeezed his perceptions to a pinpoint, and the smell of gear oil and ionized air assaulted his hypersensitive nostrils in persistent waves. A few million extra olfactory receptors helped him identify the specific scent of his quarry from within the mess, and the information was routed to his dull orange eyes in the form of subtle magenta wisps. Years before, in a time and place where “murder” was beneath him, hard-learned ideological rigidity had led this man to eschew biotechnological enhancements. He was well beyond that kind of silliness now. No longer chained to ideas of biological purity, the lean man skulking through smelly corridors had since invested in his body with an expert’s attention to detail and craft. His myriad modifications remained new and strange, though he grew more comfortable with them every day. Seeing what his nose was smelling had been one of the hardest adjustments to make. It had surprised him just how much bionic enhancements relied on each other to work. The doctors made it all sound so simple, when in truth each alteration he underwent necessitated other alterations to make them effective.

His body was muscular without being bulky, the result of a life spent in rigorous training and dedicated practice. Though his fitness regimen might kill a lesser man, copious quantities of MyoFiber supplemented his natural gifts with superhuman strength as well. All this extra force production had in turn necessitated the installation of OsteoPlast skeletal reinforcement. Otherwise, his new strength would tear his own joints apart and shatter his bones. He went from 180 pounds to 275 overnight, and subsequently found all the great agility and skill of his youth gone due to the sudden changes in mass and power. This necessitated the purchase of agility enhancements, and since his skull was already open for the procedure, why not improve his reflexes while they were poking around in there? Because the human brain evolved to rely on visual stimulus, the input from his other enhanced senses worked best when translated into visual data. For this he of course needed new eyes.

And so his metamorphosis progressed in increments, each new modification requiring subsequent changes to make the whole of it work. They wove microfilament into his skin to make it stronger and mask him from scanning, filled his cavities with reservoirs of helpful pharmaceuticals, and rewired the very nerves of his body to drive all this technology without killing the host. When the biotech team finished, he had lost count of all the things changed or replaced. The process reforged him, baptized him to a new life. A life devoted to the purity of killing.

A life of murder.

The wafting pink trail of spoor guided him to a door. The metal rectangle would have been easy to miss were he not led directly to it. Painted black with no signage, it stood quiet and still in a shallow recess where shadows might lead a less wary man to walk past. His eyes twitched in their sockets, absorbing ambient light like the event horizon of a black hole. They pulsed orange and picked out tiny details with only the scant illumination available in the poorly lit station sublevels. He did not need to try the door to know it was locked. Nor did he need to fuss about with lockpicks or subterfuge to get inside. His nose told him that the prey went through this door. His eyes picked out the mechanical latch and the tiny hidden alarm sensor on the handle. His ears told him that his target hid beyond, cowering alone. Once, a stalk like this might have taken much longer and required a surplus of care. Now, it all came together so damned easy.

Did he miss the old days? He could not say. He missed something about them, though exactly what even he did not like to think about. He inhaled, savoring the rot and the stink and the pollution of the filthy air. It tasted of hopelessness and mediocrity. He wanted to spit it out. Instead, he held the breath, clearing his mind and grasping for the objective calm of mushin. As with so many times before, the emptiness and detachment eluded him. He had lost it, and now it was gone. In its place he took zanshin. Zanshin was always there, and he knew why. With zanshin, a man could hold on to his anger, use it to hone resolve to a razor’s edge. The killer needed his anger.

His foot struck the door just beneath the latch. Reinforced muscles akin to steel cables drove bones as dense as granite into the unsuspecting panel like a battering ram, snapping the locking bolt with a loud clang and few pathetic orange sparks. The door swung inward with a crunch, revealing a dark room and its lone occupant beneath the dying light of a single guttering lamp. The target was a large man, and he attacked without hesitation. A pistol rose, much too late to make a difference. The weapon flew off into the shadows unfired, hurled by a single knife-hand strike that shattered the radius bone of its wielder. The heel of one palm followed, dislocating the jaw. The big man turned and started to fall, but the killer caught him by the jacket with one hand and hauled him upright. Then more blows came.

Once, the killer had believed it an act of the highest conviction to kill an enemy. Each dead victim represented a solemn demonstration of ideological superiority manifested through physical superiority. Ending the life of those who stood in opposition to all that one knew to be good and right was the ultimate expression of righteousness. The kill itself should be a somber ritual, an honor, and a sacred responsibility.

Or so he had once thought. The magic of the act died long ago, and now he knew better. Shame swelled in his chest, fueling an incandescent rage not easily sated. Remembering the naïveté of his previous life sent his guts roiling with humiliation. How stupid he had been. An entire life wasted killing in the name of something no longer real, and likely never had been. Nearly thirty years spent as the unwitting tool of two-faced liars and false leaders gnawed at his pride like a writhing swarm of hungry centipedes. All his skill, all his training and talent, every bit of what made him exceptional reduced to weaponized hypocrisy. It stung enough to make a strong man puke, or a lesser man weep. He struck more, faster and harder now. Each impact broke something, ruptured something. He maimed with indiscriminate precision, his only goal to brutalize his prey and satisfy the darkness in his head with someone else’s suffering.

Rage made a mess of the task. His work had once been clean to the point of surgical. A master of his craft, the victims he terminated often died never knowing he was there, and never feeling a thing. Somewhere along the line his attention to finesse had been deposed by a need to punish those he hunted. It got worse each with each sniveling victim and he no longer cared to resist these urges. He stopped hitting when he ran out of bones to break and let the man fall with a wet squelch.

Beneath his feet, the twisted remains of what had once been a human man gurgled in pain and sluiced blood in red rivers onto the dull gray deck plates of a remote frontier station. Even in the dim, inconsistent light of these smuggling tunnels, the killer’s lip twitched at the sight of his own handiwork. He could have killed his mark with a flick of the wrist, but tonight he indulged his rage instead. This work was beneath him. Murdering one drug-addled slaver insulted his abilities and what it had taken to acquire them. The shame of it pricked at his ego with white-hot needles. It did not help his mood to know that the dying pile of flesh trading in slaves. This ought to have calmed him. With this murder, he saved sixty-one children from being sold as cheap labor to work the domes—or worse, the brothels—of these lawless enclaves drifting in asteroid fields between the Anson Gates. Sixty-one young lives stolen just as his had been. Now saved from the sickness of human depravity and the allure of large profit margins. Hunting the captain of a drifting rust-bucket full to bursting with human cargo stank of a righteousness he used to crave. He should have been satisfied. The killer could remember that feeling, though he found its memory fading with each gruesome kill.

The bounty for this mark was a pittance, further enraging the assassin. If this captain had embezzled a few million credits from a corporation, there would be dozens of pursuers from multiple Lodges on the chase. Since human beings of meager means were the only thing being stolen here, the offered bounty would barely pay for the expenses of tracking him down. Grimes found the call sheet on the Steelport Station bounty boards, posted by a local charity group incensed by the lack of intervention from the local constabulary. Grimes would have done it for free, but a man needs to eat, after all. The profit for this hunt would cover a few more days of lodging and the jump to another station for more of the same. Part of him understood that this should bother him more than it did. A flicker of disappointment sprinted across the surface of his thoughts and then disappeared, ending his moment of self-doubt. All that mattered anymore was the killing. Nothing else made any sense.

It was enough.

He pulled an identicator from a coat pocket with one hand while securing his victim’s wrist with the other. The broken man groaned and vomited a glob of blood and bile with the sudden motion. It splattered down his cheek to pool on the deck. One eye remained open, the other ruined beyond repair beneath a smashed orbital. The killer ignored the silent plea in that one eye and pressed the identicator to the captain’s index finger. The screen came to life with a rotating mug shot of the captain’s head while relevant information about the man scrolled along the bottom. Grimes claimed the bounty with a swipe of his thumb, leaving a greasy red streak in its wake. The screen flashed a question:

Contract resolution: alive/dead?

A thin lip twitched, and he looked back down to the mangled body at his feet. It moved and breathed still, though he knew that beneath the skin more than a dozen bones were fractured and several organs bled from numerous punctures. The pain had to be excruciating, and the tortured gasps and gurgles blowing the collected blood in the mouth into frothy bubbles told the assassin that this man would be dying for a while yet. He scowled at the question on that screen, blinking red like an angry accusation. The captain’s wounds did not need to be fatal. With prompt medical attention his bones could be mended, and his organs repaired. People across the galaxy survived this much and worse every day. This did not have to be yet another murder.

He swiped his answer with an angry flourish and stuffed the device back into his coat pocket. His gaze returned to his victim and the glorious carnage he had wrought. He squatted onto his haunches, peering deeper into the bruised face of the erstwhile slaver captain.

“I used to be a righteous man, Captain.” His voice was barely more than a whisper. “But there really is no such thing, is there?” His hand moved beneath his coat, reaching around to his back and reappearing with a long black dagger. The captain’s one good eye went wide, and the ghost of a smile touched the killer’s lips at the sight of it. “It’s intoxicating, being righteous. You can do absolutely anything when you think you are doing what is just. No sin is unforgivable, so long as you know you’re right.” The killer leaned into that last word, savoring the taste of it, dragging the single syllable out for just a touch longer than necessary. “But then again, I suppose intoxicating isn’t the best word for it. Words are strange, magical things, don’t you think? ‘Intoxicating’ makes it sound... I don’t know, romantic? I think a better word might be ‘addictive.’ Nothing romantic about that, is there? What do you think?”

If the captain had any thoughts at all on the strange question, his collapsing lungs and shattered jaw prevented him from responding. In truth, the killer was not really looking for an answer. Not from one dying slaver, anyway.

“Addiction is a disease, Captain. I was addicted to my own righteousness for a long time. Very long...” His voice drifted off, and his eyes seemed to be staring at something off in the distance. Catching himself, he shook his head with a rueful smile. “Too long, if I’m being honest. I think perhaps I still am. Do you know why?”

The captain did not, and so the killer answered his own question.

“Because I’m going to kill you instead of bringing you in. It’s going to cost me twenty-five percent of the bounty, but I just can’t help myself.”

The captain wheezed and tried to move. His limbs twitched and flopped against the floor, accomplishing nothing. Tears leaked from his surviving eye, and blood ran anew from the corners of his mouth. A sharp pop startled a squeak of pain and terror from the captain, and the edge of the killer’s dagger began to glow orange in the dim tunnel. A soft hum filled air, a buzzing like the wings of a mechanical insect. The killer held the blade before his victim’s good eye, let the heat of its edge just prickle against the blood-soaked stubble. “Do you know why I’m going to kill you, even though it will cost me money?” He paused, head tilted as if waiting for an answer. The captain’s struggles increased in fervor. The killer shook his head, and this time the smile was easier to see. “Because it just feels right. And I guess I still want that feeling. Silly, isn’t it? We both know very well that there is no such thing as right and wrong, don’t we? You, a slave trader, and me, a murderer? Oh, I think we know that much for sure. Yet here I sit, chasing that feeling even as I admit I can never have it. Like I said, it’s addictive. I suppose I need my fix.”

The blade descended, driving through the captain’s sternum with no resistance whatsoever. The dagger sank to its hilt, pinning the captain to the deck like a butterfly. The man heaved one final time, coughed blood across his killer’s clenched hands, and collapsed. The killer withdrew the blade with a wet hiss and wrinkled his nose at the familiar stench of burning meat and the coppery tang of boiling blood. He wiped his hands against the dead body’s pants and stood. For ten seconds, the killer basked in the memories of a time long past. A time when killing meant something. All too soon, the moment ended, and reality returned the permafrost to his expression. The humming stopped abruptly, and the dagger disappeared beneath his coat once more. His comm handheld chimed from within a pocket, and assuming the sound indicated that his funds had been transferred, he ignored it.

Yet as he turned to leave, the chiming continued. With a scowl, the killer fished an earpiece from a pocket and inserted it.

“Yes?” he replied while walking.

“This is Alex Fleming, I’m a senior project manager for OmniCorp—”

“I know who you are.” The killer’s voice had the edge of danger.

“I wasn’t sure if you would. The last time I saw you, you were in a surgical suite. I was wondering if you were interested in doing a little job for me.”

“Why in all of time and space would corporate scum like you think I would be interested in any job you had? OmniCorp is no friend to me. Not after what you did to my home.”

“OmniCorp didn’t do anything to your home that it wasn’t already doing to itself. Isn’t that why you left?” Fleming did not wait for an answer. “And you owe OmniCorp a great debt whether you like it or not. We’re calling in our favor right now. We’ll wipe your ledger out entirely if you are successful.” A moment of silence followed while the killer considered the magnitude of this. Fleming pressed on when the moment stretched. “Unless you’d like to return all your fancy new biotech, that is.”

The killer was glad his caller could not see him flinch. “I’m still far more inclined to kill you than work for you, Fleming.”

“Is that so? What if I told you that the job involved Roland Tankowicz?”

The killer stopped walking. “What?”

“That’s right. I want you to steal something from him, and I do not care who ends up dead in the doing. Kill Tankowicz, kill his girlfriend, you can even kill that former partisan pal of yours too. As long as we get the item, you can do as you please with our full support.”

The killer began to walk again. “I’m listening.”

“I thought you might come around, Mr. Grimes. Call me back when you are in a secure place, and we will discuss the details.”

Killam Grimes ended the call without saying anything.

––––––––
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CHAPTER TWO
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Knifing through the blank void of space like a silver dart, the Free Ship Exit Wound hurtled toward the safety of a lonely gate station. Her jump drives pulsed dim blue light, having already spent more than fifteen hours pushing the sleek craft to more than sixty million miles per hour. Driven to their very limit, the engines still glowed with residual energy though they had been silent for more than twenty-four hours. Within the bowels of the sleek warship, crew and passengers moved between compartments, simultaneously bored and nervous. Seasoned spacers kept their attention to the heavily armed Frigate in pursuit. They focused on maintaining and increasing Exit Wound’s lead over the following vessel with military precision and intensity. The exhausted engines were checked and rechecked by wide-eyed engineers. Tactical teams ran weapons drills every other hour. Command staff filed and examined tactical briefings with the kind of frequency normal people would find maddening. The air itself seemed thick with poorly concealed tension. While the crew fussed about with the tasks of maintaining a warship underway, the passengers wrestled with their own not-inconsiderable problems.

In a small compartment, one aging biotechnologist frowned and muttered garbled expletives at a black metal disk the size of a serving plate.

“What do you think, Don?”

Roland Tankowicz tried very hard not to loom. Peering over the shoulder of Dr. Donald Ribiero, the towering cyborg failed to mask his apprehension. Beneath his insistent gaze, the small balding scientist sat hunched over the unassuming black metal circle. A flat monitor had been placed across its surface, and the screen blinked and scrolled with data inscrutable to Roland’s uneducated eyes.

The old man twitched with irritation at the question. “I think this is going to take a longer with you staring over my shoulder like some kind of brooding gargoyle.”

Roland recognized that tone. His daughter used it too, on occasion. The inflection warned others that the Ribiero in question was not in the mood for interruptions. Roland decided to press onward despite the risk. “Is he still in there?”

Donald Ribiero sighed and looked up from the screen. “Something is still inside there. I see bits and pieces of organic code contained within the larger matrix. Could be memories, could be experiences or heuristics, I can’t tell yet. But you need to understand something, Roland...” 

“And that is?”

“Chapman’s brain is gone. Destroyed by OmniCorp’s orbital weapons. There is no John Chapman left to recover, save what pieces were stolen and preserved by this...” he waved a hand in frustration, “this thing the Prospectors built to contain them. I hate to say this, but there are artifacts in this code that are making me very suspicious.”

“Suspicious? What do you mean?”

“I’ve seen some of this work before. In Lania Watanabe’s notes and in Chico Garibaldi. This ‘Sleeping Giant’ of theirs is much cruder, but I recognize the organic nature of some of the stored code. It’s her, Roland. I’d bet the house on it.”

Roland inhaled sharply and ground his teeth. A host of ugly memories wriggled at the mention of Lania Watanabe. Then a thought occurred to him, and he spoke without thinking. “But wait, can’t that be a good thing? Watanabe was able to preserve whole personalities as... ah, templates, right? Is Chapman’s template still swimming around in that thing?” Roland realized the moment the words escaped his mouth how ridiculous he must sound.

Dr. Ribiero said aloud what Roland had already realized. “Her systems do not preserve life, Roland. They preserve code. Anything this Sleeping Giant AI took from Chapman has already been incorporated into its own matrix. The result will not be John Chapman, any more than Chico Garibaldi was Torvald Haraldson or Roger Dawkins.” The old man looked up, and his face softened. “I’m sorry, Roland. I really am. I know what saving Chapman probably means to you. Maybe better than anyone. But I won’t lie, either. Chapman is gone. What he was protecting, the secrets he stole, however...” he tapped the black rectangle, “are still in here. It’s an enormous amount of data. You can make it right, in your own way. But sadly, we cannot save him.”

Roland felt his shoulders sag. “I suppose I figured that much already. I just sort of hoped, you know?”

“Hope is good, Roland. But...”

“Hope is not a plan,” the big man replied. “I know. You think you can crack all the encryptions?”

“The encryptions aren’t our problem at the moment. My job right now is to identify the important bits and pieces of information in here so we can eventually find what needs to be decrypted.” Ribiero shook his head and snorted in disgust. “This is very rough work by Watanabe’s standards. It lacks the organization and sophistication of the Garibaldi model. It’s an ugly mess if I’m being honest. It looks like somebody else got their hands on her code and only thought they understood it. The result is,” he bared teeth, “criminally stunted compared to what we know she can do.” As if catching his own deteriorating mood, the old man pressed his lips together and shook his head once more. With visible effort, Ribiero sucked in a long breath and released it over several seconds. Roland could see the tension leave his neck and shoulders and reminded himself for the hundredth time that the old scientist carried as much of the horror of their shared history as he did. If Roland was a monster, then Donald Ribiero was the mad scientist who created the monster.

As if now more centered, Dr. Ribiero’s face relaxed, and he re-assumed the affect of a patient professor. “I suspect that’s why Chapman was able to thwart the AI for so long. The AI could not parse useful information from emotional noise with any real success, and he hid the important bits behind walls of interference. The problem for us is that this interference is complete static. To both me and the Sleeping Giant, it’s pure noise. Nothing to decrypt, really. It’s impenetrable, which is why it worked. Unfortunately...”

“It’s working on us too, then?”

“Exactly. I know everybody is counting on me to just know how to unravel all this, but Watanabe’s systems are radically different from any other biotech I’ve worked on.” The old man pushed himself back from his improvised workstation and rubbed his face with both hands. “We took fundamentally different paths in our research. Take the Golems, for instance. What I achieved with you bears no resemblance to what Watanabe accomplished with Chico.” He struck his palm with a fist for emphasis. “My approach was always operator-oriented. I took a healthy brain and nervous system and replicated the existing physical and neurological structures with superior materials. I simply gave the existing brains more bandwidth and resilience with which to manage the added mass and sensory input of your armatures.” He jabbed a finger at the towering cyborg. “Your body works as well as it does because your brain does not know it’s piloting a half-ton of synthetic muscle and armor. You don’t crush everything you touch because your entire nervous system believes you’ve always been this strong, and magically has enough resolution in its feedback loops to regulate all that power as if you were born with it. You can catch a fly in flight because your reflexes enjoy superior architecture, not because I rewired your brain. Do you know why I took that path?”

“Because it worked?”

“Because I gave a shit about the people we were modifying, idiot.” The tone had returned, and Ribiero’s face vibrated with emotion. “My way preserves everything, including the humanity of the operator. We did not have to make you look or feel human, you know. I could have mounted your brain to any chassis at all. My nanobots would have rebuilt your brain to handle wherever you ended up physically with no trouble whatsoever.” Roland thought he might have heard a touch of professional pride there, though he knew better than to point it out. “You could be driving a ten-ton assault armature on some frozen backwater world right now. Just one little issue with that, though.”

Roland took the bait. Not because he needed the answer, but because he knew his friend needed to say some things out loud. “I’d probably go insane, eventually?”

Ribiero sneered and wobbled two hands. “Maybe. Maybe not. It’s hard to say. But you’d never be a human being again. I refused to go that route, and thankfully the military agreed with me. The UEDF did not need another giant war-bot, Roland. They needed enhanced human operators that could be deployed in a variety of environments and engagements, so we took great pains to preserve the human parts of our subjects. It’s the only reason I went along with it for as long as I did.” Ribiero’s eyes went to the floor. “The more fool I, I suppose.”

Roland, in a moment of uncharacteristic empathy, realized he need to steer Ribiero in a more productive direction. “And Watanabe didn’t?”

It worked. Ribiero met his eyes with a look both intense and angry. “Dear Lord, no. Human brains are merely templates to her. Things to be copied and pasted as needed, in part or in whole. She kept Chico’s brain operative with extremely invasive implants that corrected the strokes, seizures, and psychotic breaks he was prone to with chemicals and competing electrical signals. That this was probably painful and terrifying to her subjects seems not to have bothered her one whit. In Chapman’s case, the implants governed more than ninety percent of his total neurological activity most of the time.”

“Until they didn’t,” Roland said, and the rumble in his chest betrayed palpable satisfaction with the statement.

“Exactly. Chapman cut off access to his deepest levels with all this emotional static. The AI probably tried to counter it, and I suspect later versions probably could have. But in Chapman’s case, the AI had to back off or risk permanent damage to the one thing it was programmed to preserve.”

“Combat skill?”

“Yes. The Prospectors did not understand soldiers very well at all. A fact that will surprise no one, I’m sure. They could not understand that Chapman’s prowess in war was directly related to the emotional connection he had for those he protected.” Ribiero gave Roland a pointed look. “Especially his wife. When Chapman discovered that the Prospectors were putting his charges in danger, and then murdered his wife over it?” Ribiero smirked. “Let’s just say that the emotional feedback was far more intense than that poor undercooked AI could manage.”

“Fuck,” Roland said with a head shake. “They really screwed that one up.”

“Yes, well, no one ever wanted to listen to me when I’d point out that sort of problem back in the day, either. Too many academics don’t understand anything outside their fields of expertise.”

“But you were different, huh?”

“You’re forgetting why I got into synthetic neurology in the first place, Roland. Keeping Lucia alive and healthy was my only goal when I started working for the UEDF. The same technology that let you live in a powerful new body is what saved her life. I had to understand a soldier’s mind better than they did themselves, because preserving the mind was literally all I cared about at the time. Her mind, specifically, but the government did not need to know about that, right?” He smiled, and Roland nodded back. “Once my machines were working well enough for prototyping, we selected promising volunteers from the Expeditionary Force. You made the list, naturally.”

“What was left of me, you mean?”

“It was enough. Even so, they rushed me. We still lost far too many of them.”

“Nobody on the list had long to live, either way, Don. You gave us all a fighting chance.”

“I suppose that’s true, but I might have saved them all if I had more time!” The touch of vehemence in his voice no longer shocked Roland. Donald Ribiero had demons to rival his own, and Roland did not begrudge him that. “But getting your bodies up and running was really just the first bit. You remember those days? Lots and lots of trial and error at first. When I began to treat Lucia, I had to be extremely careful, as she did not have an armored body to protect her. I needed a steady stream of biofeedback to cultivate the right kinds of adaptations.” He shook his head at the memories. “I often wonder why it had to be all that fist-fighting with her. But I had to calibrate her progress somehow, and we both know she does not like to dance.” Ribiero shrugged, a faraway look in his eyes. “I spent years watching her train with martial artists, prizefighters, and ex-soldiers. I saw how their minds worked and used those observations to improve my process for both her and your unit. I credit that attention to detail with the success of the project.” His face sagged. “I guess we were a touch too successful, weren’t we, Roland?”

“Neither of us had any control over what they did, Don. And we’ve made them pay for it.”

“I suppose that is true. It’s all so surreal now. Back to my point, Watanabe just plucked what she needed from the neurological source code and shoehorned it into wherever she wanted to because she and so many others do not see the difference between the weapon and the wielder. The point is that I do see it. It’s why you keep winning and everything that has followed you fails. It’s why this Sleeping Giant abomination never broke Chapman’s mind. What has me furious is that she—and by extension I assume the Prospectors—deliberately damaged the brain in the process of extracting what they wanted.”

“Wait. His brain damage was not a side-effect?”

“No. When the Sleeping Giant identified an action potentials and neurological feedback loops related to combat skills, it would copy those and augment them. When it identified code or activity that had no relationship to fighting?” Ribiero made a snipping motion with two fingers. “Snip! It would interrupt and neutralize the signal with a competing signal. This created extra action potential for those tasks it wanted to improve upon. His reflexes and instincts for combat actually improved, but at the cost of memories, feelings, daydreams, interests, and really anything other than how to kill efficiently.”

Roland needed a moment to take in the enormity of that revelation. “So instead of building a computer that could think like a soldier, they were turning a living, breathing soldier into a computer?”

Ribiero’s jaw flexed while he considered the question. “That is something of a gross oversimplification, but yes. They were killing every part of Chapman’s brain that they did not feel improved his combat skills.”

“Which brings us back to his wife,” Roland sighed.

“Exactly. Chapman’s fighting skills were interconnected with many things the Sleeping Giant did not understand, such as his relationship with his wife.” The old man’s frown deepened. “In some ways the Sleeping Giant is a brilliant piece of technology, and in so many others it turned out to be staggeringly stupid.”

“That’s what happens when a bunch of self-righteous academic pacifists decide to try their hand at a war,” Roland grumbled. “They did not even know how much they didn’t know.”

“Dunning-Krueger effect,” said the old man.

“What?”

“Dunning-Krueger effect. It’s a cognitive bias where people with low mastery of a subject overestimate their competence because they do not even see all the ways they are wrong.”

“Sounds about right for the Prospectors, then. Speaking of which, has Dr. Freeman been any help?”

“Some, though to be honest he is still extremely traumatized by the nature of his escape from Prospectus. He can’t figure out if he is in awe of my accomplishments or disgusted by my libertine ways. What with the drinking and working on weapons systems and the like. Either way, he’s being aggressively medicated for PTSD at the moment.”

“He had never seen a violent act before two days ago, Don. The worst he could imagine was a stern talking-to from his manager. A prolonged gunfight was probably a bit too much for him.”

“Suddenly you’re the empathetic one?”

“Just making a point, Don. What’s next?”

“Next?” Ribiero’s eyebrows rose. “Next I bang my head against the desk trying to reverse-engineer this heap of garbage before I die of old age in the small hope we can exact some semblance of justice on behalf of one dead soldier.”

“That bad?”

“Roland,” said the old man with a withering glare, “Watanabe spent years, maybe decades, designing this system. I’ve been at it for about two days. What the hell do you think?”

“I think you’ll figure it out, eventually.”

“I suppose I will. It will be easier when we are back on Earth and I have access to better tools. Are we close to the gate yet?”

“Captain Fischer really pushed the engines hard. The good news is that we’ve added two days to our lead on that frigate. Fischer needed to shut the engines down for maintenance, so we’ll coast for another three hours while they make sure we don’t explode. Because we’re running at ludicrous speed, we’re gonna be in de-cel for fifteen hours, Don. De-cel looks like almost 50-G, so you’ll need to be in a G-pod soon if you don’t want to go home in a bucket.”

“So we gate in eighteen hours, huh?” Ribiero sighed. “That puts us home in three days, then.”

“Not exactly. We’ll need to layover at Enterprise for a day or two. Pike wants to secure the memory core, drop off wounded, and re-arm before burning the candle back to Earth.”

Ribiero sighed. “Well, so long as he has access to decent facilities, there’s a chance I’ll be able to accomplish something while stuck there, I suppose. I’ll do what I can here until then. But it won’t be much.”

“I have faith in you, Don.”

“Faith and five credits will get you a beer in Dockside, but not without the credits.”
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CHAPTER THREE
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The Enterprise Gate Station welcomed Exit Wound with little fanfare. A flash of light, a burst of gamma rays and Hawking radiation served as the only announcement. Undaunted by the lack of notice, the ship nestled into the local holding pattern exactly like a dozen others did every fifteen minutes. The arrival of a warship wearing the obvious scars of a recent battle raised a few curious eyebrows, though not much else occurred to mark the event as interesting.

Roland Tankowicz and his team wasted no time in disembarking. Lucia Ribiero kept to his right, sharp eyes dancing from unfamiliar face to unfamiliar face while millions of nanomachines in her brain parsed the infinite details of their surroundings into discreet categories. Roland trusted her to spot trouble long before he did. Her bionic brain excelled at these tasks, and he had learned to sit back and let it work. She had dressed for work, wearing snug pants and a fitted shirt suitable for combat. He did not bother pretending not to notice how the outfit accentuated her athletic curves. Roland might have taken a clandestine moment to enjoy the view if the pistol on her hip were not there to shatter the mood. To his left, a tiny blond woman of ludicrous proportions moved with a tense bounce in her step. A pistol and a long dagger rode on either side of her belt, and despite her obvious good looks, the pretty face wore an expression of pure feral focus that Roland had learned to take seriously. In an instant, that voluptuous frame, proudly displayed by her tight blue armored jumpsuit, could explode into a living tornado of violence and death. Having the galaxy’s premier assassin on the team was often convenient, though Roland found Mindy’s personality to be grating at best and infuriating at worst. To the rear, a young man kept pace with the group. His own mask of wary tension stayed firmly in place, a tight-lipped frown to match the others. With his long dark long hair pulled back in a tight ponytail and his casual clothes, Manuel Richardson might have been any other tired traveler making his way through Enterprise Station. Roland could feel the young man’s intensity, though. Manny had been down this road many times as a scout for Venusian separatists. Moving valuable contraband through a hostile urban environment was the sort of thing he had trained for long before most other boys learned to ride a bicycle. Roland realized that Manny might be the only member of the group who had practical experience in this kind of operation, and he kicked himself for not giving the young man point for this piece of the operation. As it stood, Manny had the unenviable task of keeping their VIP from wandering off or getting killed.

To call Dr. Connor Freeman a fish out of water strained the very concept of metaphor to the breaking point. Until recently he had enjoyed a peaceful existence as a senior scientist for the Prospectors. Because he grew up in that selfsame enclave of fanatical pacifist scientists, the shuffling academic possessed no experience or context for the greater universe of violence and excess he now found himself a part of. His expression oscillated between complete wonder and unfettered horror at a frequency that risked spraining his facial muscles. A man who had never even seen a weapon just one week prior marveled at the garrison soldiers and the arrayed ordinance strapped to their hips or slung across their backs. The cold ill humor of massed humanity, punctuated with brisk shoves and rude glares made him shrink, even as his naked gawking irritated those around him. Manny kept a hand on his shoulder, guiding Freeman through the crowd in the wide wake left by Roland’s girth. Every so often, Manny would tug at the jacket when Freeman’s pace slowed so he could take in some new wonder or assess a fresh horror. Freeman started each time, shaking his head like a surprised cat, and then continue his shuffling walk with eyes glued to the expansive back of Roland Tankowicz.

Mercifully, the trek to receiving was a quick one. Flanked by a contingent of Privateers known as “The Rejects,” all obstacles dissolved into empty air before the intimidating quartet. The four rough-looking mercenaries formed a glowering wedge around their charges, knifing from the airlock to the receiving and customs areas with no courtesy wasted on the needs of other travelers. The entire journey passed with little more drama than the occasional perfunctory shove and an air of poorly restrained menace. Those haughty passengers taking umbrage at the rude treatment wisely chose to log their complaints via InfoNet and not with the soldiers themselves. At the VIP receiving station, they found two uniformed soldiers seated behind a screened panel. Despite their looks of boredom, each wore a sidearm and sat within easy reach of a rack containing conspicuously clean mag rifles. The Privateer manning the kiosk scowled up at the group and barked, “Orders?”

Their squad leader, a strikingly handsome man, smiled back at the bored sergeant. “Lieutenant Will Patton on VIP escort, Sarge. The boss is still on board, so we got stuck with the babysitting detail. Moving a hot asset that needs prime priority and maximum discretion.”

“Authorization?”

“Varsity Prime, zero-zero-zero.”

The sergeant looked up, no longer bored and no longer laconic. “I’ll need that verified, Lieutenant.”

“Open the screen, then,” Patton said.

The sergeant made a show of releasing the retention arm on his holstered sidearm before keying the clear panel open. He rested his hand on the butt of his pistol without taking his eyes off Patton. Roland approved. Even Pike’s desk jockeys kept themselves squared away.

Patton extended his hand. Between two fingers he held out a thin black cylinder no longer than three inches. He smiled. “Encoded to Pike’s personal identicator, Sarge.” The sergeant reached out with a tentative hand, as if afraid to even touch the device. When his fingers closed over the data stick, Patton held on for second, preventing the man from taking it. Their eyes met, and Patton’s voice went cold and flat. “I’ll need that back promptly, Sergeant. Copy?” 

“Of course, sir,” the man said. He did not stammer, though his voice wobbled just enough to be noticeable. Patton released the data stick, and his grin returned. A quick swipe of the stick across a terminal sent the sergeant’s eyebrows upward. He looked up to Patton, then over to another soldier directly to his right. “Swanson, you have the desk. I’ll get this group stowed; you scrub the logs while I’m gone. Copy?”

“Copy,” said the man. “Will you need escort?”

The sergeant handed the data stick back to Patton. “Negative. Lieutenant Patton here has the escort detail, and more uniforms won’t be any help. Run covert overwatch, though. All the way to Section Eleven.”

“Copy that,” said Swanson. His fingers danced across his terminal. “Running silent and deep to eleven.” Swanson looked at Patton and gave a curt nod. “We’ll scrub the decks clean, sir. Just get to eleven.”

“Copy that,” Patton said. “What’s in deck eleven?”

“Secure quarters, comms blackout, and asset storage.”

“Good,” replied Patton. “That’s what we’ll need. Lead on, Sarge.”

The sergeant rose and gestured for the group to follow. As one, they resumed their formation and fell in line behind him. “Is that the asset?” the sergeant said, gesturing to Roland and the black box he carried. The seven-and-a-half-foot cyborg clutched the case containing the memory core of the late Captain John Chapman under one arm. Even beneath the sleeve of his jacket, the thick muscles bulged, betraying a tension he could not conceal behind his impassive scowl.

“It’s part of it. The scientist is the other part.”

“Copy,” said the sergeant. “Is it ordnance? Any special storage considerations I need to know about?”

“No.” The single syllable rumbled from deep in Roland’s chest. There would be no further questions.

“Copy,” the sergeant repeated with a perfunctory nod. “Let’s go.”

They walked. After several tense seconds, Lucia could take no more. “Relax,” she whispered to Roland. She blew the magenta stripe of hair off her forehead and patted Roland on the arm. “We are well ahead of them. Even if they relayed messages ahead of us, we are surrounded by mercenaries and on Pike’s home turf. Stop squeezing that thing like it’s going to disappear.”

“This is the most dangerous part, Lucy,” he replied. The space seemed to close in around them once they left the vaulted ceilings and open areas of receiving and customs. Moving to the tighter confines of the transit tunnels should have made them all feel better, but the close quarters of the access corridors reminded Roland of livestock being marched to the slaughterhouse. “OmniCorp will have every operative on their payroll looking to steal this from us.” His jaw flexed with certainty. “We’re going to get hit. I feel it.”

“Then we’ll just need to hit back,” said Mindy to his right. Though her chipper tone and thick country drawl made the declaration uncomfortably cheery, anyone who knew her understood the effect was artificial.

From the rear, Manny shook his head at her comment. “Please, Mindy. This is not a running gunfight anymore. We are well into the realm of espionage now. Rules are different, tactics are different. Roland is right to be nervous.”

“Manny gets it,” Roland rumbled. “I’ll fight anyone you care to put in front of me, but...” He looked left and right, seeing ghosts and assassins in every alcove and around every intersection. His frown deepened. “This isn’t a fight anymore. Goddammit, I’m not built for this shit.”

“I am,” said Manny. “Feels a little too familiar, if I’m being honest.”

Lucia nodded. “Then you’re on point, Manny. What do we need to look for?”

“Every shadow, every unfamiliar face, every out-of-place element. OmniCorp will be using freelancers and deep-cover assets to track us. When they think we’re ripe, they’ll move on the football.”

“The what?” said Mindy.

“It’s an old term,” Roland answered. “It means any important item that more than one side in a conflict wants to possess.”

“These references make no sense.” The remark appeared rhetorical, and Roland wisely declined to explain the origin of the term. Lucia shook her head as if to clear it. “But whatever. Is the ‘football’ the memory core or Dr. Freeman?”

“The core,” Manny replied without hesitation. “Freeman is merely a target of opportunity.”

“What?” stammered the scientist.

“Sorry, Doc,” chirped Mindy with a bright smile. “They’re not gonna want you back. They just need you quiet.”

“You mean...?”

“What the fuck did you think was going to happen?” Roland grunted. “The only thing they are worried about is you blabbing on the record to DECO or some other agency. Can’t do that if you’re dead.”

“They wouldn’t!”

Roland turned his head to look down on Freeman with a single glowering eye. Whether it was the tension of the unfamiliar situation or his frustration with Freeman’s obtuseness that put the snarl in his voice, no one could say. Nevertheless, his anger at so stupid a statement coated his reply with derision. “They murdered an eighty-year-old woman, Freeman. Wise up.”

“Oh my...” Freeman whispered. “But I’ve already been debriefed by DECO, why would killing me matter now?”

“DECO is going to want you to testify before the Planetary Council,” Lucia said. “Prospector autonomy has always annoyed the integrated systems, and if that memory core has any evidence of Prospector wrongdoing, they’re going to use it and you to build a case for creating a multi-system coalition to bring them all to heel. How much bad acting have the Prospectors been up to, Dr. Freeman? How much will be in those stolen memories?”

“Oh my,” Freeman repeated. “Oh, dear.”

“Exactly,” Lucia said. “This runs much deeper than new Gate tech or the murder of an old woman.” The group slowed to listen to Lucia. Her voice took on the faraway distracted tone of someone thinking and talking at the same time. “OmniCorp is playing too hard, and Gateways is rising to the bait too easily. I don’t buy it. I’m trying to find the right threads, but...” She bit her lip and shook her head. “I just can’t get there from here.”

“Are we getting jerked around, boss?” Mindy asked.

“Aren’t we always?” was Lucia’s cryptic answer. “My little friends up here,” she pointed to her head, “won’t let it lie. Everyone is acting strange, and I need to know why.”

“Then we’ll have to find out, then,” Roland said. “Step one is getting the data from this memory core before OmniCorp steals it back.”

Their path took the group deep into the garrison area of the station. The further from the reception deck they traveled, the quieter the halls became. Soon the constant stream of travelers thinned to a trickle. Once they were beyond customs and the main concourse, the group descended into the bowels of the station where few travelers ever ventured. The motley array of humanity in transit fizzled to nothing in short order. Roland’s team soon found the oppressive crush of travelers replaced with the gruff bustle of soldiers and guards at their leisure. Pike’s Privateers were the contracted security detail for the station and had been since it’s construction. The familiar uniforms and military comportment of the people they passed calmed Roland’s nerves, though Freeman’s agitation took on a noticeable air of panic.

The largest of the Rejects, a hulking man named Barton “Bubba” Riley snickered. “Don’t worry, Doc. We won’t let no one hurt ya.”

“Thank you?” It was clear Freeman did not know if Riley joked or not.

The big mercenary shook his head and rolled his eyes. “Fucking pansy.”

“Stow it, Bubba,” Lucia barked. “Not the time.”

“Yes, ma’am,” Bubba replied with an even bigger eye roll.

“Through here,” said their guide, gesturing to a double sliding door marked “SECURE QUARTERS” in glowing green letters. “There will be VIP accommodations in here, as well as hardened storage for material assets.” He pointed to a flat black panel. “Palm scan here. It will only open for you and select personnel once you’ve done so.”

The sergeant waited while each member of the group scanned their palm. Roland noticed that Manny scanned his left palm. The smooth white of his prosthetic looked strange against the black of the scanner. Roland’s brow furrowed, but Lucia poked him with an elbow before he could say anything. Confused, Roland said nothing. When it was his turn to scan, Roland shrugged and waved an enormous palm before the sergeant’s face. “No DNA to codelock, Sarge.” He wiggled his fingers. “Skin is armor mesh.”

The sergeant blew a low whistle. “Well, aren’t you special?” he said with admiration. “You got retinas?”

“Yeah.”

“Not as secure, but it’ll have to do, I guess. Look into the screen.” Roland peered into the screen and waited. A green light flashed twice; then a chime indicated the scan was complete. “Okay, big guy. That’ll be the only way for you to open that door, so if you find yourself in a hurry, you might be out of luck.”

“If I find myself in a hurry,” Roland replied, “you can bet your ass the lock won’t be an issue.”

“Why does that not surprise me?” the sergeant mumbled. “I took the desk job here to avoid this kind of bullshit too.” The door slid open, revealing an open area with tables and terminals. “This is the rec area for you guys. It’s not much, but it has food, showers, beds, and InfoNet. I’ll go confirm with the commandant the protocol for the rest of your stay, but my orders are to keep you here pretty much no matter what.” His gaze went to Roland, towering over even the largest Reject. “I’m going to just ask you politely to do that, all right Mr. Armored Skin?”

“I’m happy to sit here,” Roland said with a shrug. He pointed to Mindy. “It’s her you gotta convince.”

“I don’t see why I have to hide here,” Mindy said. “I figured I’d check in with the Lodge and scan the boards to see if we’re up on them yet.”

“You can check the boards from in here, Mindy,” Lucia said, her tone brooking no arguments. “I doubt they require your physical presence.”

“They don’t,” Manny said, earning himself a glare from Mindy. He feigned innocence. “What? Did you forget I have a Lodge card too?”

Mindy breezed through the doorway with an irritated huff. “It’s kinda easy to forget considering how pitiful your numbers are.”

“Inside, kids,” Lucia sighed. Manny and Mindy swept inside, Manny dragging Freeman like an afterthought while still bickering with Mindy. Roland waited for Lucia, who turned back to Patton. “Will, I assume you are heading back to the garrison?”

“Yes, ma’am,” said Patton. “We’ve been assigned to your group for the duration, but you’re safe enough here that we have time to check in with the quartermaster for resupply and refit. When we are done there, we’ll be taking shifts guarding the door.”

“Fucking guard duty,” groused Bubba. “Shit.”

“Stow it, Riley,” barked Patton.

“They don’t even need no guarding! The LT can handle whatever, plus they got that assassin, the tech kid, and the big ugly one already.” He gestured to each in turn. Roland did not even have the energy to bristle at being called “the big ugly one.” He simply stared at Bubba, who whined, “It’s not like we add much. It’s a waste of manpower.”

Tom Winston shook his head. “Bubba’s just mad that we aren’t going to get any rec time on-station. He says Enterprise has the best strip clubs in all of space.”

“’Cuz it does. And don’t act like you don’t wanna go, neither.” The conviction in Bubba’s voice made Roland suspect that the big mercenary had made a thorough study of the topic.

Patton confirmed this suspicion with a throaty laugh. “You two creeps would be the experts, I suppose. Come on, Bubba. Mary and I will take the evening rotation so you and Winner can go spend all your pay on women who would never otherwise give you the time of day. Just don’t get drunk, arrested, or engaged, okay? And for the love of God, no fighting with the locals.”

Bubba’s face brightened. “Shit? Really! Thanks, Will!” He slapped Winston on the shoulder with a meaty paw, and the two turned to stalk down the corridor with what could only be described as childlike glee.

Lucia raised an eyebrow at their retreating backs. “That’s mighty nice of you, Will. But now what about your evening?” To Roland’s practiced ear, it sounded like Lucia had some suspicions of her own about Patton’s motives.

Patton smiled his most devastating schoolboy grin. Roland was unaffected, but he had seen that kind of grin shred the inhibitions of women across multiple star systems. Patton stepped close to Lucia, putting Roland’s girth between himself and Mary, still disassembling her rifle in a corner. Satisfied that Mary could not see him, Patton jerked his chin in her direction and whispered. “Well, LT, now that Bubba and Winner are going to be out killing time with women they have no chance with...” His eyebrows waggled.

“You cad!” Lucia said, her eyes sparkling. “I guess you’ll be stuck here all alone with Mary all night, huh?” Roland felt that Lucia was speaking a touch too loud for secrecy, and he figured this was intentional.

Sure enough, the sniper looked up at the sound of her name. “What’s up, ma’am?”

“Just sorry to hear you got stuck with the night shift.”

Mary sniffed and slung her rifle with a shrug of one shoulder. “I don’t mind. Off-shifts pay extra, and I get to look at Pretty Boy’s ass all night.”

Patton winked at Lucia, then stepped around Roland. He fixed Mary with his best attempt at stern disapproval. “That’s hardly appropriate, Sergeant.”

“Neither is that ass, Lieutenant.”
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CHAPTER FOUR
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“Any reason you chose to use the funny hand on that scanner, Manny?” Secure in their quarters and after a thorough check for hidden listening devices, Roland felt safe asking the question. 

Manny tilted his head and smiled. “Scanners know lots of interesting things. Sometimes old lefty here—” he wiggled his white prosthetic fingers “—learns some of these things when it gets too close.” He held up his right hand as if making a vow. “Entirely accidental, I promise.”

Roland grunted. “And did you accidentally find anything interesting?”

“I’ll need to upload the, ah... potential accidental data to my DataPad. Give me a few minutes and I’ll tell you.”

Lucia frowned at him. “Why do you think slicing the door scanner was worth the effort?”

Manny sat at a plain white table in the center of the main area and pulled out his DataPad. “Paranoia? Experience? One or the other, probably both.” He began to swipe at the screen. “I mean, we are fleeing the second largest corporate entity in the galaxy, right? Roland is carrying evidence capable of incriminating them in at least one interplanetary crime, possibly more. We also know that they have access to industry-breaking technology that hinges on them not having their charter dissolved and their board imprisoned.” He looked up from his swiping. “Call me crazy, but I’m not leaving anything to chance. How much does Pike pay his garrison troops?”

Lucia nodded sagely. “Less than what OmniCorp could pay them for turning on us.”

Manny winked. “Far be it from me to cast aspersions on the loyalty of a band of mercenaries...”

Roland hissed. “Pike would murder anyone who did something like that.”

Mindy could not restrain a derisive snort. “Please, Ironsides. Chris Pike gets a lot less scary once the zeroes start piling up at the end of a bribe number. OmniCorp can do zeroes all day long.”

Roland sighed. “Fine. Everyone is a potential piece of shit, then. What are we doing about that?”

Manny replied without looking up. “Well, it seems I may have accidentally broken that door scanner. My left arm is the only way to alter the codelock now, and it appears that I might have deleted everyone else’s access by mistake. Oops.”

“So clumsy,” Mindy said with mock disapproval.

“Also. It looks like I inadvertently scooped up the garrison roster for this section and the duty rotation. Not sure how much help that is, but I suppose if someone who could read 3600 words per minute and process several dozen cognitive strings simultaneously got a hold of those files, said person might be able to identify potential problem children rather quickly.”

Lucia blew the magenta stripe of hair off her forehead and extended a hand. “I guess I know what I’m doing for the next few hours. Give me that thing, Manny.”

Manny handed his DataPad to her. “Have fun, boss.”

“How did you get all this grunt work done before you had me to bother?”

“I’d start weeks in advance.” He dipped his head with a cocky grin. “So glad you’re here, boss.”

“You’re welcome.” 

Lucia’s dry tone did not go unnoticed. Her father chuckled at her obvious consternation and gestured to the box still under Roland’s arm. “Give me that thing, Roland. I suppose I should use the time as best I can. Dr. Freeman, I could use your assistance if you are up for it.”

“What?” The scientist started as if just waking up. “Oh. Yes. Of course.”

Roland’s growing frustration with Freeman’s mental state boiled over, and he growled at Freeman. “For fuck’s sake, man. Get your head out of your ass and into the goddamn game! I’m sick and tired of this stupid wide-eyed terror gimmick. Welcome to the universe. Surprise! It’s full of assholes. So was Prospectus. Get over it.”

“Roland,” Lucia’s tone held a warning. 

“Sorry, Lucy, but I’m about done with this. We are deep into some serious shit, and every time we need something from this flopping invertebrate, he’s wringing his hands like a jilted teenager and mumbling, ‘Woe is me.’ Fuck! We do not have the luxury of waiting for you to grow up, Freeman.”

Freeman shrank before the giant cyborg’s ire, wilting like warm lettuce. “What... what am I supposed to do? I’m not equipped for this...” his hands flapped, “...whatever this is!”

Roland’s glower fell upon Freeman like a merciless shadow. “Get. Equipped.”

Freeman tried to meet the glare. He failed. “I’m trying, all right?”

“Try?” Roland laughed. “Hah! Try all you want, Freeman. But keep this in mind while shit falls apart around you. It does not matter how hard you try. When they find the pieces of your dead body in a recycler, no one is going to say, ‘Gee, that guy really tried!’ Stop fucking trying, dumbass. Do.”

The room had gone dangerously quiet. Roland’s sudden vehemence thickened the air with enough tension to choke upon. Freeman trembled before his scorn, at last acknowledging his dressing-down with a nod. “O-Of course you are right,” he said. “I am going to die if I don’t figure out how to operate in this new...” his face twisted while he searched for the right word, “...paradigm? Sure. Paradigm. I don’t want to die, Roland. I don’t want Halstead to get away with what he has done, either. I’m sorry, and I will do better.”

“Good,” Roland said, and held the case out to the shivering scientist. “You and Don have a few days at most to extract every little thing hiding inside this memory core. I assume that’s manageable, considering how you helped build it.”

“I’ll—”

“If you fucking say ‘try,’ I’ll kill you where you stand.”

Freeman took the case without meeting Roland’s eyes. “I’ll get it done.”

“Now you get it.” Roland seemed satisfied with that. He left Freeman to shuffle over to Don Ribiero with the case, then turned to find himself the target of several pointed stares from the others. “What?”

“A word, please,” Lucia said in her most businesslike voice. Her arm indicated a private sleeping chamber attached to the main area.

“Sure.” Roland understood he was about to receive yet another of Lucia’s famous lessons on demeanor. Normally, he went to great lengths to avoid Lucia’s disapproval. She tried to make him understand their role as a business entity, and that his occasional bouts of brusque ill temper almost never improved a situation. When the door slid shut behind them, leaving the pair alone in the bedroom, Roland braced for Lucia’s ire with a set jaw. Mentally, he prepared his defenses.

“You want to talk about it?”

Roland’s defenses melted. “Huh?”

“Do you want to talk about why you chose to break Dr. Freeman’s spirit even more than it was to begin with?” She held up a hand to forestall his reply. “Don’t get me wrong, I think you were justified. It just felt a little... excessive, I guess. What’s wrong?”

Roland found himself unprepared for a surprise discussion of his emotional state. He turned away from her to buy time. “Without his help, Don will need months to sort out what’s in that black box. With Freeman’s head screwed on straight it’ll go a lot faster. We need that data, Lucy. We need it fast. There’s no more time in the budget for Freeman to spend letting his philosophy get fucked by his reality. He can get all the therapy he wants when this is over. Until then he needs to pull some goddamn weight.”

Lucia placed a hand on his back and turned him to face her. “You don’t think he’s going to make it, do you?”

Roland knew better than to lie. “I don’t think we can protect him, Lucy. They’re going to throw everything they’ve got at us. He’s too soft. Too helpless. I’ll do my best, but...” His shoulders rose and fell in a huge expressive shrug. “We need him to do as much as possible for us while he’s still around. He needs to be more afraid of not helping than he is of helping. So I scared him.”

Lucia continued to study his face. Meeting her gaze was like trying to stare into the sun, but he did it anyway. After a few seconds, she nodded. “It hurts, doesn’t it?”

“What?”

“Knowing that people are going to die no matter what you do? You’re supposed to be the knight in shining armor. The cyborg super-man. The technological marvel that can do things no one else can. But even you still can’t save them all.”

“Or defeat all the enemies. No. I don’t like knowing it, and I don’t like making decisions that revolve around all the deaths I know I can’t prevent. This thing is going to get hot fast.” He began to speak faster, dire predictions tumbling from his lips as fast as he could imagine them. “What if they send someone like Mindy? What if they send ten Mindys? We’re good, Lucy, but protecting someone like Freeman on an operation is like trying to keep mice out of a storage shed.” The big bald head shook. “If they really want in? They’re getting in. If it was one of us, I’d feel better about it. We all have things we can do that even the odds. You’re a hyperkinetic genius with a bulletproof boyfriend. Mindy would probably find getting hunted by assassins amusing. Manny has already proved that if he decides to hide, nobody is ever going to find him. Freeman? Freeman has no relevant skills. He thinks the concept of money is barbaric and that strong language is a kind of violence. Who needs assassins? Leave him unsupervised at a spacer bar for two hours and the locals will do the job for free! Shit. If OmniCorp pulls out all the stops like I think they will, Freeman is almost certainly going to crack under pressure and get killed at some point. If that happens before we get what we need from the core, it slows us down.”

“And?”

Roland uttered an effusive yet silent curse at her flawless intuition. “Or maybe—just fucking maybe—I can scare him enough to get his head out of his ass and he’ll survive. Who knows? Miracles can happen.”

“That’s the Corporal Tankowicz we know and love.”

“So you’re not mad at me?”

“No. I was just worried about you.”

“That’s cute. The tiny fleshbag is worried about the... what did you call me? Cyborg super-man?”

She gave his arm a playful swat. “Watch who you’re calling fleshbag, mister!”

“It’s a term of endearment.”

“It’s a ticket to sleeping on the couch is what it is!”

Roland shook his head. “I weigh half a ton, you know.”

“So?”

“And where does a thousand-pound gorilla sleep?”

Lucia’s brow furrowed. “What? I don’t know, the zoo?”

“Anywhere he wants,” Roland said with what he was reasonably sure was a smile. 

Lucia’s pained facial expression indicated that his smiles still needed a lot of work. “How long did it take you to come up with that one?”

“It’s a very old joke.”

“I thought jokes were supposed to be funny.”

“I thought it was funny.” 

“You think Marty’s jokes are funny too. I think they removed your sense of humor to make room for more muscles.”

Roland shrugged. “You might be right.”

Lucia ran her hands through her short hair and exhaled a noisy breath. “Ugh! Okay. Let’s get back out there and try to set ourselves up for success. If we are smart and cautious, it might be possible to keep Freeman alive and get what we need from that core sooner rather than later. We have a defensible position here, and thanks to Manny we are even more buttoned up than Pike’s people realize. That works in our favor. The question is, do we stay here to work or make a run for Dockside?”

“Dockside,” Roland said without hesitation.

“I agree. We control the turf there, we know all the players, and we have allies. We are just as likely to get sold out by an informant there as we are here, but I’ll take homefield advantage any day. As soon as Exit Wound is ready, we’ll jump back to Earth. We are likely to get hit as soon as we land, so we need to be ready for that. I’ll call the guilds and make arrangements.” 

“You sure that’s a good idea? If you let them know we are coming, the junkies and snitches will start selling the info to whoever wants it. Might be better to sneak in unannounced.”

“I thought of that, but there is no chance that OmniCorp does not know where we are and where we are going. They’ve had enough time to relay instructions ahead of us. I suspect the ambush is already in place. I think it will be better to have Sam and the Guild heads sweep the streets for new faces before we land.”

Roland could not deny the logic of that. At this point in their relationship, he was accustomed to being out-thought by his partner this way. He assumed Lucia had run several dozen scenarios in her head to get to this plan, and any arguing from him just delayed the inevitable final conclusion. “Makes sense. Between Sam’s cops and the rest of the guilds, it will be damn near impossible to hide a strike force of any size. We’ll hit the ground with a reasonable chance at a clear lane. Where do we hole up?”

“At the office. It’s on The Drag, defensible, and well protected by our local assets.”

“Local assets?”

Lucia’s lips peeled back in a mean and predatory smirk. “Everyone you’ve ever helped or done a favor for is going to repay that debt, big guy. We are calling in all the markers.”

“I don’t think there is as much good will as you think floating around.”

“You’ll be amazed, trust me.”

Roland conceded the point with as much grace as he could muster. “I usually am.”

“Time to inform the troops, then?”

“Your job, boss.” Roland tried to sound flippant. “I’m just here to carry the heavy stuff.”

Lucia stalked back into the rec area with Roland in her wake. Mindy looked up and huffed. “That was the lamest lovers’ quarrel I’ve ever eavesdropped on. You two should be ashamed of yourselves.” The blond head shook in a slow, judgmental arc. “Very disappointed in both of you.”

Manny raised his eyes from the screen of his DataPad. “I told you, Mindy. Those two don’t fight. They discuss things like adults. You should try it.”

“Too boring,” Mindy replied, flopping onto a long couch. “I thrive on drama.”

“Moving on,” Lucia said. “If Mindy has not already briefed you on our conversation, here is the gist. We will be moving on to Dockside as soon as possible. We are going to set up at the office for a long siege. Our plan includes leveraging all our local relationships to ensure plenty of warning when OmniCorp comes looking for us.”

Manny raised his hand. “By ‘local relationships,’ are you referring to the drug dealers, snitches, addicts, thieves, and assorted thugs?”

Lucia’s reply was as dry as a desert wind. “Yes, Manny. Also, the enforcers’ guild, the local Registered Order of Privateers, and the Dockside Police.”

“The super trustworthy and famously ethical Dockside PD!” Mindy added with a theatrical wag of a finger. “We’re saved!”

Lucia rubbed her face with one palm. “You know what? I’m just going to let Roland finish this briefing while I sit in the corner and remember when I worked with adults.”

Roland sniffed. “Shut the fuck up, kids. Sam Parker’s people are plenty trustworthy, and every guild in Dockside owes us. The snitches can snitch all they want. It’s not like we’re hiding. I want every merc, bounty hunter, and assassin working our turf to be on our side by the time we hit the ground, Mindy. That’s on you.”

“Assassins and bounty hunters hate you, Roland.”

“Not my fault. They should know better than to take bounties on me if they want long careers.”

Lucia chose this moment to jump back in. “Dockside is some of the most profitable hunting ground in the system. If the Lodge is unwilling to assist us, they’ll find the cost of doing business in Dockside much steeper when this is over. Play hardball, Mindy.”

“Okay, boss. If you say so.” Mindy did not sound convinced.

Lucia moved to the next topic without acknowledging it. “Manny? You’re going to be actively scouting the whole time. Let my dad and Freeman handle the tech. I need you on the pavement doing what you do best.”

Manny looked nervous. “What about Catrina? She’s going to be in a lot of danger.”

Mindy snickered. “Look who’s worried about his girlfriend now?” She winked at Lucia.

Lucia, again, ignored the assassin. “Catrina is Christopher Pike’s niece and a senior project manager for the wealthiest megacorporation in the galaxy. She will be up to her neck in mercenary bodyguards and high-dollar security tech. She’ll be fine, Manny.”

Manny did not look convinced. “I guess you’re right. I’ll get started on the scouting as soon as we touch down.”

“We will probably get hit early,” Roland said. “They won’t want us to get settled. Buckle up for a rough ride, kids.”

Mindy clapped like an excited child. “This is gonna be fun!”
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CHAPTER FIVE
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Alexander Fleming no longer heard the incessant low-frequency hum of a ship underway. If he was being perfectly honest, he felt the subtle vibrations in his bones far more than the ears. The sensation tingled at the base of his skull and tailbone. It pulsed in the pit of his stomach, soundless yet ever-present. He likened it to a bizarre new kind of inverse tinnitus that droned instead of whined. At first maddening, then fascinating, and ultimately forgotten as one became accustomed to its presence.

The captain of Maid of Orleans explained that the feeling had as much to do with artificial gravity as it did the quarter-million tons of equipment that kept their frigate moving. Sufficient to prevent unpleasant biological adaptations over long periods underway and necessary for preventing acceleration inertia from liquefying organs, the interlocking fields of anti-gravitons had a way of tweaking the inner ear in just the right manner to drive a traveler mad if they were not acclimated to it. Fleming’s initial bout of deep-space sickness had been a memorable week of vomiting and headaches, though he could hardly remember it now. Now his nervous system and inner ear were as seasoned as any dust-crusted spacer’s, and the drone and hum went unnoticed.

He blinked in the darkness of his cabin while the fog of sleep retreated and cognition slowly asserted itself. Something moved next to him in the narrow bed, and he felt the bare thigh of Captain Miranda Sloane slide along his hip. Memories returned, and he smiled. Fleming considered himself to be a sophisticated and cosmopolitan man. Educated, urbane, and well-traveled, he never missed the opportunity to sample the delights this vast universe took the occasion to offer him. Until recently, he could not say that he had ever known the amorous touch of a feared warship captain, and he regretted every moment of his life wasted getting to that singular experience. Sloane combined the ferocity of a warrior, the passion of an artist, and a military attention to detail in ways that made the most expensive escorts in the galaxy appear rather pedestrian in comparison. Fleming suspected himself to be quite ruined for other experiences now.

Sloane stirred again, rolling to her back and stretching with a sigh. “We’re about to gate into Enterprise,” she said without a hint of drowsiness. Fleming decided the captain must be far too highly tuned for sleeping. He suspected that Sloane merely closed her eyes at night and waited. “I need to check the relays and see where that corvette is.”

Fleming let his hand rest on her thigh. “Right away? They were here before us, and one can only assume that they have left for Earth by now. I don’t think we need to leap up and get right to work, do we?” He let his hand wander. Sloane’s hand closed over his and locked it with a firm, but not ungentle grip. “Work first, then play,” she said. “This is a warship, not a pleasure barge. Lights.” The cabin lights began to glow.

Fleming threw an arm across his eyes to shield them from the growing brightness. “It’s starting to get hard to tell the difference, Captain.”

“I don’t care how hard it gets, Alex.” She rose and rolled over Fleming to escape the sheets with a smooth, agile turn.

Fleming could not tell if her double-entendre was a deliberate jab, or accidental. Sloane’s inscrutable delivery left ample doubt as to either conclusion, though clever wordplay seemed out of character. He laughed out loud. “That’s not what you told me last night.”

“I talk a lot of shit when I’m trying to get laid, Alex.” This time, Fleming could hear the flinty humor in her voice.

“Of that, I have no doubt, Captain.” Now he started to rise. “Might as well get up and get after the day, then.”

“Exactly.” Sloane wrestled her way back into her uniform. Fleming watched the process without shame. Her muscles stood out against her skin without bulging, her frame both lean and strong. She kept her dark hair closely cropped. Long hair and 0-G were a bad combination, she had explained. To call her beautiful by any standard of fashion would have been inaccurate, yet she glowed with a strange intense sexuality. It was not her looks, though no heterosexual male would ever call her ugly. She possessed a certain presence that demanded you look at her and listen when she spoke.

In all things, Sloane acted with a sort of inexorable purpose. No matter how trivial, every task she undertook bore the sort of brusque alacrity of prior deliberation. The uncanny calm and aura of utter self-control surrounded her like a forcefield. Fleming understood why seasoned spacers followed her into battle. She simply never lost, and that made her a legend. Friend and foe alike called her “Sloane of Arc” when they thought she could not hear, and they said it with respect.

Miranda Sloane did not command this ship and crew because she was their captain, Fleming realized. She was the captain because she took command. The distinction seemed like no distinction at all until you witnessed the woman in action. After two months on board, any fool could see that her title and uniform were meaningless accoutrements to the inevitable conclusion. Fleming saw her power, a power he did not understand but could feel all the same, and his desire for her followed with an intensity that astonished him. Why she reciprocated he had not figured out yet. The mystery only heightened his desire.

Once Sloane finished covering the more appetizing parts of her body, Fleming gave up on his leering and began his own morning ablations. He tried to catch Sloane peeking in the same manner he enjoyed and found the captain entirely indifferent. The woman was a maddening, fascinating enigma. With a sad internal sigh, he went straight to business. “I have already secured a key asset to retrieve the memory core. I expect to hear soon that he has been successful.”

“What kind of asset can handle the cyborg and his crew?”

“One who has dealt with them before. A former Red Hat out of Venus. Highly trained assassin. One of those crazy killer hermits they train.”

“A Balisong?”

Fleming was not surprised to find her familiar with the group. “Yes.”

“Well, then competence won’t be an issue. But aren’t they rabidly anti-augmentation? Skilled or not, that cyborg is close to indestructible, and Mindy Carter is a known threat across the galaxy. Those fixers will eat him for lunch, Alex.”

“I said a former Balisong. This gentleman has changed his stance on biotech since leaving his order. His tab with OmniCorp’s bio-enhancement division is well into seven figures at this point. I assure you, he is very much equal to the task.”

“You extended that kind of credit to this guy?” Sloane cocked her head. “He must be very good, then.”

“Good? Miranda, this man is pure magic. Even before his enhancements, he had numerous kills against augmented targets and even armatures.”

“Have I ever heard of him?”

“I doubt it. He’s been working as a bounty hunter for the last year or two. He’d be top of the boards if he bothered to go for juicy targets.”

“He doesn’t like big paydays?”

“I think he’s working through a lot of residual psychological damage, Miranda. He’s limiting his hunts to slavers, murderers, terrorists, and con artists for the most part. None of those pay particularly well compared to corporate espionage and political assassinations, but he’s quite obsessed with killing scumbags.”

“He hardly sounds reliable, Alex.”

“Oh, he’s reliable all right. Just angry, too. He was a pure zealot until he discovered that his Red Hat masters were just as duplicitous and evil as the people he fought against. He was there when Lincoln Hardesty sold the Red Hats out to OmniCorp.”

“I assume he did not take the news well, then.”

“Hardesty’s wake was closed-casket. In truth, by the time my man Grimes had worked through his disappointment, they could have buried the man in a shoe box.”

“This is why I do not deal with zealots, Alex. Too unstable.” She straightened the seams of her jacket and cracked the bones in her neck. “But if you want to use insane terrorists as operatives, who am I to argue? When do you expect results?”

Fleming zipped his shirt and turned to face her. “I do not like to tell my contractors how to do their jobs. I hire experts because they know what to do without being managed. Grimes will move when he feels success is probable, and that might be today, or a week from today.” Fleming shrugged. “He will succeed, and I expect sooner rather than later. He is a man of singular drive and purpose.” Fleming winked at Sloane. “You’d like him.”

“I hate assassins as much as I hate zealots,” she replied. Her face locked into what Fleming liked to call her “command scowl,” and she turned to key the cabin door. “I’m headed to the bridge.”

“I’ll see you up there, Miranda. I’m going to log in and check the progress and intelligence reports first.”

“Suit yourself. We’ll be gating soon, and I expect a not-so-warm welcome from Enterprise Station. Pike’s people will keep trying to slow us down, so prepare for lengthy inspections and legal objections.”

“Will they be a problem?”

“No. This is a free trade zone, and our papers are in order.”

“Then the delay will be immaterial.”

“I figured,” said the captain and stepped through the door into the passage beyond. In a moment, she was gone, leaving Fleming somewhat bewildered by his situation. He shook his head and stepped into the bright light of the corridor himself. He made his way to a small office that Sloane had set aside for his private use and sat down at the terminal there. It took several minutes to navigate all the necessary encryptions and security protocols, and Fleming used the time to fix himself a cup of terrible coffee from the room’s ancient coffee machine. By the time he forced the first acrid sip down his throat, the screen lit up with the day’s reports. He scowled as he swiped through the boring and banal reports. He knew he should pay closer attention, but he simply did not have the energy to read about the other initiatives in OmniCorp’s multifaceted plan for reinvention.

He stopped scrolling when his eyes fell upon an urgent communique from Prospectus. Dr. Halstead remained his customary combination of brusque, condescending, and shrill. Fleming would have been inclined to ignore the message, except Halstead had a tendency to reveal more than he should when fear colored his thinking. The Prospectors were a treasure trove of profitable technology, and every time the good doctor felt the sting of panic, he would inevitably dangle another carrot in front of OmniCorp to secure greater assistance.

This time proved no different. The message was abrupt and unsubtle. In no uncertain terms, Halstead’s control of his colony’s management caste weakened with each passing day. In order to shore up his future, the arrogant old fool offered to release firmware upgrades for the Protean androids he had already sold to OmniCorp. Fleming felt his eyebrows rise when he saw the potential upgrades, and a plan began to form in his brain almost on its own. He checked the comms status between Gethsemane and Prospectus. Even with Anson relays, there was no way to communicate in real time over these distances, so he could not confer with Halstead about the matter. This bothered him for a full three seconds before he realized he did not care one whit for Halstead’s input on the matter. He took another sip of his coffee and approved Halstead’s request without even looking at the proposal. The cost would be irrelevant in a few weeks anyway. Once he had that memory core, he intended to simply steal whatever he needed. How Halstead had not figured this out yet Fleming could not say. Sometimes the smartest people in the room were also the stupidest. Fleming also ordered another lot of Proteans with orders to ship them to Dockside directly. This proved difficult, as all the smuggling channels OmniCorp would normally use to accomplish this were connected to those damned fixers. Using alternative assets engendered enormous costs and more than a little risk. Fleming decided it was worth it.

The best project managers built their plans around failure points, and Fleming considered himself to be the best at what he did. If they ever managed to get that core to Earth, Tankowicz and his crew would find their homefield advantage all but nonexistent upon arrival. Interference from Gateways might be an issue, though he almost wanted them to jump in at this point. Gateways and Dockside remained inextricably linked by both money and mutual interests. If OmniCorp fomented conflict on the home front while its best defenders were away, the pressure could force Gateways out of the shadows and onto the open field as well. Docksiders hated corporate interference. The whole town would go to war over it, weakening Gateways and exposing OmniCorp’s chief rival to enormous downside risk. It was no secret that Gateways hired Tankowicz and his team to avoid direct action in the volatile district. If things went to plan, Fleming was going to force Gateways to pick a side definitively, ruining their tenuous alliance with the criminal organizations in Dockside. Gateways might double down and take the risk, or they might abandon their assets and cut losses. Either way, OmniCorp would have fertile ground to exploit the consequences. 

He leaned back in the chair and digested this new plan, looking for weaknesses that he might have missed. There were a few failure points to be looked after, sure. However, the overall thrust placed OmniCorp in a very favorable position. If nothing else, Sloane would be pleased with his idea.

She loved a good war, after all.

––––––––
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CHAPTER SIX
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The smell told Grimes he had arrived. 

Even within the silent darkness of a shielded shipping container, the air of Enterprise Station stank of humanity and ozone. Grimes mentally disconnected his olfactory sensors to prevent the competing aromas from giving him a migraine. It amazed him how stale and flat the universe became without smells. Sometimes he liked to stand still enough to bore his sense of touch, turning the activity around him into a dull threedee show of disinterested humanity. The disconnection made him feel even more like an outsider than normal, which used to bother him. Now it was a comfort. He accepted his otherness and turned the sense of alienation into emotional armor. It felt like mushin, though no one with his training would ever mistake the one for the other.

He placed his hands on the lid of the container and inhaled. The crate was sealed and codelocked by a bonding company to the DNA of the intended recipient. There would be no customs inspections of this parcel, nor could it be opened by anyone other than Alex Fleming himself. There had not been time to rig the interior with a release, though Grimes did not need one. He waited until he could neither hear nor feel anyone nearby, then pushed. The container groaned like an old man, the lid deforming and bulging where the assassin’s hands pressed into the metal. When the lid did not yield immediately, he simply commanded his muscles to contract with more force. Grimes did not grimace nor grunt. His eyes were closed, his breaths deep and long. His body responded to his commands without theatrics, and the groan became a scream. With a metallic snap the hinges shattered. The lid twisted free of its tracks and clattered to the metal deck of a dark storage unit. The sound seemed unnaturally loud to Grimes’s ears. He stood stock still, listening in the darkness for signs of alert. He stretched his senses as far as he could. The sound of clerks mumbling through the walls blended with the drone of equipment in the next room. Through the soles of his boots, Grimes felt the vibrations of footfalls and the rolling of wheels. Nothing felt urgent; none of the motion appeared to be approaching his position.

Grimes stepped free of his hiding place. The darkness of his shipping container made the storage facility look bright by comparison. He knew this to be inaccurate. His eyes gobbled up the minuscule light thrown by the lockscreens on other bonded containers while shifting his color sensitivity toward blue for maximum low-light detail. It looked like the room sat awash in bright silver moonlight to Grimes. Though he supposed most other people would be completely blind in the same space. He pulled his container to the deepest corner of the room and hid it behind several others. No one was scheduled to collect the crate for at least ninety-six hours. It would not be checked until it went unclaimed for an additional twenty-four. More than enough time to do the job.

He moved to the exit on silent feet. The stealth might be unnecessary, but old habits were hard to break. Grimes had always relied on his skills to bridge the gap between himself and opponents with physical advantages. Old mantras crossed his thoughts in unnecessary admonitions. Perfection begat success, to be flawless was to survive. He did not mind, really. With his new abilities, the trap of complacency lay piled with attractive bait for the lazy or undedicated. Things that took hours of preparation and careful planning were easy now, his endless regimen of strenuous physical training rendered almost entirely superfluous by his artificial muscles and carefully tuned biochemistry. Grimes refused to be so easily fooled by the majesty of his artificial might. Overreliance upon the tools blunted both skill and focus. MyoFiber degraded over time and had to be replaced. If he let his organic muscles atrophy, his strength might fail him at an inopportune moment. Bio-engineered metabolism could not defeat sloth and gluttony, so Grimes adhered to a strict diet. Reflexes enhanced by cerebral implants could be disabled by a clever enemy. Rigorous training kept his natural reflexes well-honed for such an occasion. The Balisongs had taught him that biotech was a crutch used by the weak and a flaw easily taken advantage of. For much of his career this had been true. Grimes killed dozens of enhanced foes, finding most no more difficult than their unmodified counterparts. Without exception, the technology had made each of them lazy or complacent. Grimes had exploited these weaknesses too many times to become a victim of the same.

At the exit door he cocked his head to one side and listened. He heard the creak of a chair and the tapping of fingers against a screen. Mentally, he adjusted his eyes to filter in the infrared spectrum and peered at the flat panel before him. It revealed nothing. The door was too thick. Grimes did not dwell on this. He pulled a comm handheld from his pocket and began to tap the screen. Satisfied, he waited. Beyond the door, he knew that the clerk just received an urgent missive from a supervisor that would require him to leave his station. Grimes heard the clerk stand, grunt in frustration, and then stomp out of the office. Satisfied, Grimes keyed the door lock and stepped into the office beyond.

The light startled him, though his optics compensated immediately, sparing him a few seconds of confused blinking. Grimes would not have slowed in either case. He stalked across the bland tan carpet and into the hall beyond with a stride both rapid yet unhurried. From there, he set his path toward the central hub of Enterprise Station. He trusted the complex biometric cover Fleming had provided to fool the hundreds of scanners littering the station, but he chose a circuitous route that avoided almost all of them anyway. He saw no reason to let the scanners see him moving around, spoofed biometrics or not. Each layer of tradecraft he employed built another level of safety into the operation. Wise assassins always erred on the side of caution. Reckless assassins died early in their careers. It would be five days before anyone even thought to look for his container, and he expected to be long gone from Enterprise in two. If fortune frowned upon him and things took longer than that, at least there would be no clear way to track him around the station. He checked his handheld while he walked. The targets were in a secure section of the garrison level, codelocked and hidden where no one could get to them. Or so they must believe, Grimes corrected himself.

The door would be impenetrable. Between station security and the machinations of Richardson, Grimes assumed as a matter of course that brute force would be the only way through it. This was untenable. Frontal assaults against foes like these was suicide, even if the thought of open combat tempted his pride. Grimes looked with joy upon the moment he might cross hands with the Ribiero woman again. The blond assassin, who he saw as an equal, presented an intriguing opponent as well. He could not let this desire distract him, however, for he did not relish the thought of tangling with Tankowicz. The yawning chasm between their physical capabilities could not be overstated and required careful consideration. The dagger under his jacket rubbed against his side and reminded Grimes that he held a powerful equalizer. The sasori blade would pierce the giant’s armored hide easily, and even with all his physical might the large cyborg was no match for Grimes’s fighting skills. Still, wise assassins did not pick fights with heavily armored cyborg warriors on purpose. Tankowicz could destroy even this new body with the flick of a wrist, should he get lucky enough to land a blow. Grimes hated The Fixer and all his kin, but he respected them too much to let that hate make him stupid. He would either find his moment or make one, but he would not sacrifice any advantages in doing so.

His mind went back to the door, and he seethed at the loss of mushin and its perfect objective calm. He longed to eschew bias, ego, and emotion. He ached to exercise pure thought, and to do it unencumbered by all the distractions of life and feelings. Mushin had been his greatest ally once. Now it deserted him when he needed it most.

No, he thought to himself. It is I who fled. Perhaps I cannot find mushin because I fear what it will reveal.

Something inside Grimes broke when he witnessed the hollow lie of his cause. His mushin had been built upon the unshakable conviction that his cause was right and just. Without that confidence, nothing Grimes did could return him to that place of quiet purpose. Now he faced an obstacle and an opponent that required the utmost care and precision, and he faced it without mushin.

He needed to wait for the prey to leave their hole. They could not stay there forever. A plan began to grow as the assassin walked. It would require the utmost precision, impeccable timing, and flawless execution. Nevertheless, Killam Grimes knew the moment the idea came to him that it would work. Long before he reached the garrison level, Grimes slipped into a quiet corridor and keyed up the gate schedules for the next day. He checked the status of Pike’s corvette to see when it would be ready to leave as well. It seemed safe to assume they would be en route to Earth at the earliest possibility, so he tried to find ships leaving around the same time Exit Wound would be ready. A small frown made his lip twitch while he thumbed through the outgoing vessels. Galapagos was too difficult to navigate; Thorgrimm spawned mercenaries like cockroaches.

Eden’s Burrow and Gethsemane were poor selections as well. While sharing a star, the twin worlds were too close to Enterprise for safety. Gateways Incorporated owned all of Terra Nova, making that a suicidal choice. Grimes settled on Ariadne. OmniCorp had a strong corporate presence there, and the excessive distance would slow any pursuit. He purchased his ticket with the stab of a thumb, though he codelocked the boarding pass to his DNA and not his comm identicator. It was more expensive and would cost him a few precious seconds at boarding, but Grimes did not mind. Richardson’s skill with electronics presented a serious threat, and Grimes fully expected his comm to be sliced as soon as he made his move. There would be no preventing his escape via computer tricks when the pass to freedom was his own body.

The next obstacle to defeat would be the station security itself. Once in flight with his prize, Grimes would have to escape the system. Pike might attempt to seal the gates and prevent any ships from leaving, thus trapping Grimes on board his ship. For that problem Grimes needed a little more preparation. He shoved his handheld back into his pocket and resumed walking. A few twists and turns brought him to the OmniCorp offices on Enterprise. He swept through the doors with the arrogance of a CEO and stomped up to the reception kiosk. A bland-faced android sculpted in the image of an attractive middle-aged woman flashed a plastic smile and inquired as to his business.

“I need to see the regional manager,” Grimes replied

“Do you have an appointment?” The android’s question was of course rhetorical. They both knew he did not.

“Inform the manager that a special contractor from Alexander Fleming needs to speak to him.”

“Please wait,” said the android.

Nothing happened. Grimes stared at the machine who smiled back. Behind the receptionist’s artificial eyes, signals flashed across internal networks, informing the general manager and cross-referencing Fleming’s known contractors to Grimes’s biometrics. Grimes withheld his satisfied smile when he spotted two security androids in conspicuous yellow exit a nearby lift. Their faces were blank and featureless except for the ocular sensors affixed where eyes would be on a human. Nominally humanoid, they lacked noses or mouths, and their limbs moved with the telltale precision of carefully calibrated linear actuators. Grimes recognized the model, and their presence indicated that his bona fides had passed inspection.

“Mrs. Haskille will see you, Mr. Grimes. Please follow the security officers.”

The stocky yellow androids stepped up to the desk and a brusque electronic voice ordered, “Please surrender all weapons before proceeding.”

Grimes blinked. “I cannot.”

“Compliance is mandatory if you wish to proceed.”

Employees milling about the lobby stopped to listen, faces twisting with growing concern.

“I cannot,” Grimes repeated. He held out his hands palm up. “For I am them and they are me. However, you may scan me for guns if you like. You will find none.”

The androids paused for four seconds before responding. “You have a VP series CQB cutting implement, model SAS-1, concealed under your jacket. Please surrender it if you wish to proceed.”

Grimes let an eyebrow climb. “Is that what that is? My mistake. Where can I find it again once my business here is finished?”

The yellow security android extended one yellow metal hand. “I will retain it during your visit and return the weapon upon your exit.”

“That is good enough for me,” Grimes said. He unstrapped his sasori blade and handed it over to the android. As long as it remained close by, Grimes knew he could retrieve it from the security ‘bot without difficulty if he thought he needed it. In truth, he did not expect any trouble here. But as with his other preparations, caution ruled over all other considerations. “After you, officer,” he said.

“Please come this way.” The android turned and strode back toward the lift. Grimes followed and felt a twinge of amusement when the other android settled in behind him. This Haskille woman obviously feared whatever she saw in his contractor information, which he supposed was a good sign. If Fleming had listed him as a janitor, convincing her to do what he needed might prove difficult. As an assassin, he expected to wield far more influence. The elevator took the bizarre trio up four levels and opened to reveal a bright lobby. Grimes assumed the endless sea of white marble to be fake. This made the tableau no less jarring or obnoxious to his eyes. The blatant attempt to stupefy with opulence washed over the taciturn assassin like so much fog. One of the security androids stepped out first, then indicated Grimes should follow. In the lobby Grimes found a reception desk with an actual human being this time, and the thin man in company livery manning it met his impassive gaze with stony indifference. “Mrs. Haskille will be with you in a moment, Mr., ah... Grimes, is it?”

“It is.”

“Yes. Please take a seat, and I’ll send you in when she is ready.”

Grimes did not bother to argue or press his haste. So long as Haskille did not drag it out, he felt content to allow her this petty power play. Still, he could not help but reply, “Thank you. I’ll stand.”

The receptionist did not roll his eyes, though somehow his face conveyed disdain as if he had. “Of course, sir. Whatever you choose is fine.”

Grimes nodded as politely as he could. Of all the assassin’s trade skills, acting remained one of the few he had never mastered, so his attempt at courtesy failed. The receptionist did not acknowledge him in either capacity and simply returned to his monitor screens in an act of dismissal imperious enough to impress a king. Flanked as he was by two hulking security androids, arriving unannounced and bearing ominous credentials, Grimes had expected more deference. Trepidation at a minimum seemed appropriate. With his implants, Grimes could quite literally smell fear. There was none to be found here. A bizarre sort of respect for the receptionist emerged within the assassin. He hoped he did not have to kill this man. The galaxy could use a few more people like him.

The minutes passed like melting glaciers. Grimes spent the time calculating different ways to retrieve his blade from the security androids. He had worked through seven promising scenarios before the receptionist looked up and said. “Go on in, Mr. Grimes.”

“Thank you,” Grimes replied. “I’m sorry, I did not get your name.”

The receptionist stood and extended his hand. Only then did Grimes notice that the man’s arms and legs were military-issue prosthetics. “Gaje Ghale. My friends call me Gage.”

Grimes gripped the hand, felt the cold metal beneath fake skin and smiled back. “A Gurkha?”

Gage took his hand back. “Once.”

Grimes tilted his head once more. “Always, I suspect.”

“That too.” Gage sat and winked up at Grimes. “You behave yourself in there, Mr. Grimes.”

“Naturally,” Grimes replied. “Have a nice day, Gage.”

The presence of an augmented ex-special operator at the desk only strengthened his suspicions about his contractor status. Making Grimes wait probably allowed for security teams to be positioned and the completion of thorough security scans. He wondered how many more bionic Gurkhas were hanging around the offices at this point. Not that it mattered. If Grimes found himself inclined to kill this Haskille woman, he certainly would not have come through the front door in the doing of it.

This was going to be easy.
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CHAPTER SEVEN
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The room Roland shared with Lucia had been conceived to temporarily house a few regular-sized people. One look at the bed and Roland resigned himself to sleeping on the floor. This made precious little difference to him. His body did not get stiff or sore, so he could sleep standing up if he wanted to. This had been his intention at first. However, Lucia explained, in a patient tone that masked a not-inconsiderable quantity of irritation, that his standing over her bed at parade rest with his eyes closed was “way too creepy.” He conceded after hearing her out that a looming giant hovering over one’s bed all night might not be conducive to restful slumber. He compromised by sitting down with his back against the door. This seemed to mollify Lucia, though she still elected to face the wall and not the impassive features of her slumbering partner.

Roland awoke to the sound of the intercom alarm blaring directly into in his ear. He did not realize his sleeping position placed his head nearly on top of the door speaker, making the otherwise unobtrusive alert tone sound like an air raid siren. The noise startled Roland from his slumber, and a reflexive flinch bounced his head off the metal door. The hollow clang of armored skull striking steel door woke Lucia with an ungainly lurch of her own, and both managed a simultaneous, “What the—?” before realizing what had woken them. Roland swore under his breath at the rude jolt.

Will Patton, unaware of the chaos he had just wrought, started talking through the open channel. “Rise and shine, folks. Exit Wound is prepped and ready. Looks like we’re bugging out in one hour.”

Roland jabbed a thumb over his shoulder without looking, striking the door panel to activate the comm. “Copy that, Pretty Boy. Up and moving.”

Lucia rubbed her eyes without rising. “Says you. Some of us actually need sleep, dear.”

“I’ll sleep when I’m dead,” he replied, rising to his feet in a smooth motion all the more disconcerting for his bulk. “Let’s get this shitshow on the road.”

“Coffee?”

“You can have coffee on the ship. We need to move fast.”

“That is not coffee. It’s garbage water and sadness.” She said this as she kicked the blankets away and rose. She slept in her clothes, fearful that they may have to move in the middle of the night or respond to an attack. She looked rumpled, disheveled, tired, and irritable all at once. Roland thought she was beautiful, and Lucia caught him looking. “Really?” she said, incredulous.

“What?”

“You’re gawking.”

Roland shrugged. “I find you gawkable. Not sorry.”

“I really don’t get you sometimes.”

“You get me any time you want me.”

“Gah!” Lucia rubbed her face with both hands. “If it’s not Mindy and Manny squabbling, it’s you and what you believe is charm. It’s maddening.”

Roland reached down and picked up the bag with the memory core. Over his shoulder, he said, “You wouldn’t change a thing.”

“Probably not,” she agreed, finally softening. “But your timing is very bad.”

“Is it?”

This time, Lucia laughed out loud. “Heading off anxiety by making me laugh is a cheap trick and you know it. That’s cheating.”

Roland grabbed his shoulder holster in his other hand and looped the straps around one arm. His enormous machine pistol dangled at his waist. “If you ain’t cheating, you ain’t trying.”

“Oh, fuck you, Corporal.”

“A generous offer, but we don’t have the time.”

“Incorrigible,” she said with a sigh.

“You’ve never actually tried to ‘corrige’ me, so how would you know?”

“How long are you going to keep doing this?”

“How long you got?”

She pointed to the door. “Go. I’ll be out in a minute. Keep Manny and Mindy on task.”

“Sure, give me the hard job.”

“Go!”

Roland went. He pushed into the main atrium to find Mindy and Manny prepping their gear and a very nervous Connor Freeman seated at a table with Dr. Ribiero. Ribiero, for his part, looked more annoyed than nervous. Roland suspected a long evening trying to accomplish anything with Freeman to be the source of the man’s sour expression. He put the case down next to his feet and addressed the room.

“Wheels up in ten minutes, crew. OmniCorp has had enough time to get messages ahead of us, so let’s treat this little jaunt to the ship as a high-risk maneuver. Rejects will have point. Manny, you are with them. Mindy, you stay with Freeman and Don. I’ll keep the bag with me. Lucia will stay with me too.”

Freeman stammered out a question. “Do you think OmniCorp will try something here on the station?” It did not sound like he thought such a daring act was even possible.

Manny answered, “It’s very likely. The good news is that they have not had time to call up a lot of resources. It will be whatever they had on hand or could gate in ahead of us.”

“Corporate goons or special contractors,” Mindy added. “There was nothing on the boards about us, but that don’t mean much. It’d be stupid to give themselves away like that, and corps hate using the Lodge for anything.”

“So expect at least a token attempt on us while we make our way back to Exit Wound,” Roland said. “Nothing too crazy, but they almost have to try, right?”

“Exactly,” Manny said. “It’s an opportunity to hit us before we get to our home turf. They know the odds are long, but they’ll take a swipe if they see the chance.”

Freeman went even paler than usual. Don Ribiero tried to reassure him. “Relax, Dr. Freeman. They will handle whatever pittance OmniCorp throws at us. Just keep your head down and follow instructions.”

“You sound so calm...”

Ribiero scoffed aloud. “Hah! I’ve done this before. Believe it or not, you almost get used to it.”

Lucia entered the main atrium, clad in snug gray fatigues beneath an armor harness festooned with ballistic plates and a large carryall on the back. Her CZ-105 flechette pistol sat on her right hip where she could get at it quickly and she wore an AR tac Visor over her eyes. “Why aren’t you people dressed?” she said through a scowl. 

Mindy stood and zipped her blue jumpsuit up to her neck. The sophisticated flexible armor squeezed against her body like a second skin, making the display bizarrely sexual despite the fierce look on her face. Roland knew better than to get distracted. The suit was proof against most small arms and housed a sophisticated suite of gel tubes that could harden to provide extra protection, staunch bleeding, or brace broken bones. The ensemble probably cost more than most people made in a decade, but in Mindy’s line of work, that level of protection was a valid expense.

Manny struggled into his own harness. “I hate wearing plates,” he muttered.

“Get some MyoFiber and OsteoPlast, then,” said Mindy. “Then you can wear a Flex Weave like me.”

“Not worth it,” he replied. “I’m still making payments on my arm.” With his vest in place, Manny tied his hair back into a ponytail and grabbed his ubiquitous green satchel. What it held Roland could not say. The youth always seemed to have a fresh set of weird gadgets ready to go, and trying to keep track of them all gave the big cyborg a headache. He grabbed a stumpy Tavor scattergun and clipped it to a sling on the front of his armor. “Ready.”

Freeman and Ribiero wriggled into harnesses not unlike the one Lucia wore. Freeman’s physical discomfort and rampant anxiety painted his features in slashes of deep lines against ghastly white skin. Roland suppressed an irritated grunt. The fugitive Prospector needed far too much babysitting. Last night’s concerns over Freeman’s survivability bubbled to the surface of his thoughts. Roland shoved them back down and tried to focus on the mission. To hide his own darkening expression, Roland slid his helmet into place and slapped the faceplate down. It clicked aloud, and a soft hiss told Rolland it was pressurized. With the only outward sign of his humanity thus concealed, Roland felt a familiar detachment wash over his mind.

From inside the helmet, he was Breach. Strongest of an elite group of cyborg super-soldiers, the enemy saw Breach before anything else. His faceplate, silver-white and ghostly, was molded in the shape of a mouthless metal skull. Against the flat black of the helmet, the impassive death’s head seemed to float in space. His skin, a thick black techno-organic mesh of armor impervious to all but the heaviest of munitions, sat atop dense synthetic muscle fibers powerful enough to crush granite into powder. These sinews wrapped like anchor cables around bones far stronger than steel. People like Lucia made it easy to forget things, to forget the monster he had been made to be. The helmet always reminded Roland.

Breach did not need armor. Breach was armor.

Long ago he had abandoned the childish conceit that somehow “Breach” was separate from “Roland.” In truth, he was only one person, imposing helmet or not. Now more in tune with his emotions, Roland understood that putting the helmet on changed nothing except his attitude. Breach was not a person; Breach was a mood.

“All business today, Roland?” Don Ribiero shattered his reverie.

“I figure they’ll be after the football more than anything. Figured I’d give them something to shoot at, so they’ll leave Freeman alone.”

“We need to get you a new helmet,” Lucia said with a shudder. “I hate that one.”

“Bunny ears!” Mindy squealed. “He needs bunny ears!”

This time, Roland’s rumbling growl could not be restrained. Lucia shook her head. “Focus, people. It’s time to move.” She opened the team channel from her visor. “Rejects! You online?”

“Yes, ma’am,” Patton’s voice replied. “Outside the door. Bloody Mary and Winner are walking the route ahead of us. Bubba and I will escort once we are moving. Privateers have secured your route as good as it can be, and I have four Shepards scanning and sweeping in every direction. They aren’t well-armed, but their sensor gear is top notch. We are clear to extract.”

“I want the Shepards way out, Pretty Boy. If trouble comes, I want to know yesterday.”

“Understood, ma’am.”

Mindy snickered, earning her a glower from Lucia. Mindy feigned innocence. “What? I bet he just loves it when you tell him how to do stuff he’s already good at, boss.”

Lucia declined to reply and let her facial expression wither Mindy like a daisy in the desert. Roland rescued her with a gruff, “Let’s roll.”

Patton and Bubba met them at the door, and they began the long march back to Exit Wound. The corridors seemed even less inviting then their precious trip. At least on that occasion they were well in front of their pursuers. Even with the ludicrous speed of the refit, thirty-six hours felt like far too much time to be sitting still. Maid of Orleans had not gated in yet, but no one present was foolish enough to think that meant they were safe. It was a tight-lipped and scowling octet that stomped away from Sector Twelve. Patton would occasionally mutter into the team channel or issue commands to the four drones he commanded. Manny’s eyes stayed glued to every corner and shadow, twitching and darting in their sockets like a person high on exotic stimulants. Lucia’s spine might have been forged from steel. Her body betrayed tension and anxiety with an intensity that set Roland’s teeth grinding. For himself, he had already accepted that something was going to go horribly wrong. It was an old trick. If he expected the worst at all times, then every surprise became a happy one. Not even Mindy proved immune to the palpable sense of unease. Her aura of blithe sexuality was nowhere to be found. She stalked on light feet, her thighs and calves springing with each step as if she expected to leap into battle at any moment. She wore a brace of pistols, one on each hip, and Roland noted that her hands never ventured far from the grips of either.

Bubba Riley did not share in any of their apprehension. Roland recognized the bland look on that scarred face. Bubba did not care if they got attacked or not. If they made it to their destination without incident, the hulking mercenary would be perfectly fine with that. If the enemy attacked them, Bubba would kill as many as possible before dying or completing the mission. It was not courage that kept the big man so calm in the face of these probabilities. Roland had known far too many men like Bubba to mistake his attitude for anything so heroic. Bubba simply did not waste time worrying about things that might happen. There was no “what if” inside his head. Bubba was the kind of single-minded grunt who could play cards in a foxhole right up until the instant things got violent, at which point he would put the cards down, grab his weapons, and fight until death or victory. Then he would sit back down and pick up the game exactly where it left off. Not because he was brave, but because he had learned to live only in the present. Roland knew that beneath the facade, Bubba feared death. It took more than a blank expression to hide that kind of fear from people who knew how to look for it.

Roland knew, and he saw it in every stupid choice Bubba Riley made. In battle, Bubba fought like a berserk madman because his brain figured out that dead men cannot hurt you. If your enemies are dead, there is nothing to fear, and so Bubba made them die. Thus, his fear made him strong in ways that others could not be. Despite the lack of sophistication, Roland could not deny that Bubba’s coping mechanism enjoyed a brutal sort of merit. His exploits were the stuff of legends, and he was an asset to any team that fielded him. Yet his strength came at a terrible price. Bubba was a man without connections or a future because he could not stomach thinking about either. That is where the fear lived, and Bubba refused to go there. Roland had flirted with the same fate himself, and staring at the back of Bubba Riley made him glad he met Lucia Ribiero.

The attack came without warning. Roland did not even see where it came from. A flash of movement from the corner of his eye drew an involuntary flinch from the big cyborg. Something hot and sharp traced a line across his forearm, parting the surface armor like soft cheese and severing the cords and tendons beneath. Numb fingers released the case in his hand, and Roland roared a frustrated expletive. His right fist swung in a brutal arc; a punch hurled with lethal intent. The air snapped in its wake, though he struck nothing. The sound of Lucia’s CZ105 came next, the staccato reports of hyper-velocity flechettes ringing in Roland’s ears like angry metallic popcorn. Things were happening too fast. Lucia’s reflexes seemed to be the only things staying with the action, because even Roland with his great speed still could not find the assailant. Mindy had begun to move, though at the current pace of events the blond killer would have her work cut out for her if she expected to catch up. Durendal came around, linked to Roland’s helmet sensors. The enormous pistol tracked targets as a blurry form passed through the targeting reticle. Roland found nothing to shoot at, just the movement of Patton and Bubba as they dropped into crouches. The sounds of shouted orders followed.

Dimly, through the fog of war, Roland remembered the dropped case. His fingers still refused all commands and his HUD informed him that this would be the case for the next forty-seven minutes. The cut ran deeper than he had realized. The enemy either had a very good blade or enough strength to push a mediocre one through his armor. Either way, if Roland wanted to grab the bag it would mean holstering his pistol. He rejected this outright and elected to step over and stand astride the case instead. 

“What the hell was that?” Patton hissed.

“Fast-mover,” Lucia replied through clenched teeth. “I barely saw him. Male. Tall. Looked like a sasori blade, Roland.”

“That is not good,” Manny said. 

The snap-hum of Mindy’s blade coming to life made Manny jump. The blond killer held a pistol in her left hand and the gently glowing black dagger in her right. “I hope he comes back,” she muttered.

“He will,” Lucia said. “Roland still has the case.”
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CHAPTER EIGHT
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Grimes fled the corridor with a small, satisfied smile on his face.

He had drawn first blood, and his initial pass at the target had proved most informative. His dagger had sliced through Tankowicz’s armor as if it were nothing. He now knew for certain he could kill the giant oaf at any time. This knowledge made the rest of the job far less problematic. He also knew for certain that the black case did not hold the missing memory core. None of them had even flinched when it fell, and Grimes had suspected all along that they would employ a decoy. Richardson was much too clever and experienced to not do so. That left the woman’s backpack or Richardson’s satchel as the other probable locations. He ruled out Richardson right away. The boy lacked the physical skills to protect the device if found out. The woman, on the other hand...

Grimes remembered his previous bouts with that woman. Her speed and reflexes were the fastest he had ever known. She also appeared well-trained, for a civilian. He looked down at the still-smoking tear in his shirt. The flechette had passed less than an inch from his bottom rib. Even at full speed and with the element of surprise, she had nearly killed him. No one could be that fast. It simply was not possible. Nevertheless, Grimes lived in the real world and did not waste any time or energy denying the evidence of his eyes. That woman warranted more care next time, and next time was coming up shortly.

He checked the Privateer tactical feed. Acquiring their private codes had taken some doing, but with OmniCorp on his side nothing was impossible. Sure enough, the target group had resumed their trek toward their ship. With greater speed now, he observed in passing. Grimes grunted in approval. They would be in the more public areas next and with a sense of urgency that encouraged mistakes. No one would risk a shootout in the public areas, and Grimes depended upon encountering limited firepower for his escape. It seemed the Privateers understood this, too. Station security converged on his last known location with a vengeance. Everything was going perfectly.

With a twist of his watch dial, Grimes disabled his clothing’s stealth features for one full second before turning the countermeasures back on. He checked to ensure that the damage to his shirt had not rendered the systems moot and frowned. While there were noticeable gaps in the coverage, it was nothing that would stop the mission. He stood and began to jog while adjusting his hood to ensure its sensor-obscuring weave covered his whole head. As long as OmniCorp continued to spoof a rotating series of counterfeit biometrics through his clothes, there would be no way to track him. He allowed that the hole in his electronic cover might make it possible to pierce this illusion eventually, but the chances of that felt low. Besides, he had given them a little look at his true position on purpose. Desperate for a break, the blip of his position in scanners must have felt like a godsend to the station security teams. Spirited tac channel chatter confirmed that security had taken the bait without a second thought. As planned, multiple squads of Privateers converged on where he was, not where he was going to be. Grimes turned his jog into a run, each long stride pushing him further from the depths of the station and closer to the more public decks. He did not slow until he stepped through a double door into a customs floor adjacent to the loading areas. Endless rows of queues stretched out before him, stuffed with hundreds of bored and irritated spacefarers waiting for a chance to be scanned, questioned, and taxed before leaving Enterprise Station. A wall of sound assaulted his ears in a solid wave of human voices raised in various levels of frustration and indignance. 

Grimes let his eyes narrow as his focus tightened. His timing would need to be perfect. Since it always was, Grimes did not mind. He knifed through the crowd in a straight line, targeting the exit to boarding and loading areas. Being with the Privateers did not exempt the enemy from customs, though he expected them to enjoy every advantage in clearing the gates. He need not have worried. The need for care made the fixers slower than his headlong flight, and he arrived with minutes to spare.

He saw them enter from across the deck. The scarred giant walked in front with the lieutenant in tow. Richardson followed, and Grimes felt his pulse quicken for an instant. He let the internal conflict pass and set his mind to his task once more. The cyborg entered with the woman and the scientists next. He fixed his sights on her backpack, confident that this is where he would find the memory core. The little blond assassin came through last, and this made Grimes smile. She suspected something. He could see it in her frown. Grimes could respect a fellow professional, and he reminded himself that this was not the time to test his skills against a peer. He began his stalk, moving between clumps of people like a lion through tall grass. He did not hurry. He did not rush. He was alongside the group in less than a minute. A throng of tourists blocked him from their sight, the frightened group of travelers kept well from the twin glowers of the big mercenary and hulking cyborg.

Now, he thought.

Grimes inhaled, found zanshin, and sprang.

Several things happened at once, and even Grimes with his enhanced reflexes struggled to keep track of all of them. As soon as he cleared the tourists, the woman’s hand began to move to her pistol. Too fast. Faster than him, which he did not think could be possible. Nevertheless, planning for the impossible had saved his life more than once. He started his slide even as her weapon cleared the holster. As he knew she would, the woman hesitated. The CZ105 was an expensive weapon with projectiles capable of penetrating mild body armor. Firing such a weapon in this space virtually guaranteed a civilian casualty, and Grimes already knew she did not have the stomach for that. Her speed made no difference if she declined to pull the trigger.

The others reacted in order of their reflexes. The big cyborg moved next, turning to block his charge a fraction of a second behind the woman. Grimes had chosen his moment well and already knew the monster would not complete his maneuver in time. Mindy was the last to move. She did not attack, but rather stepped in to defend the scientists. She was a professional, and professionals knew their roles. It made her reactions predictable.

The distance between Grimes and the Ribiero woman dissolved to nothing, and his hand extended in a long thrust with his dagger. The woman dodged, and he saw the tight frown on her face as his blade passed by her ribs without making contact. She was right to be confused. Grimes had not been aiming for her in earnest, but rather to make her turn in exactly the manner she just had. She probably figured it out right at the moment his dagger opened her backpack, which made his victory all the sweeter. The black box tumbled from the bag, and Grimes caught it with his left hand. He did not turn, he did not gloat, he did not fight.

He ran.

Grimes poured every ounce of speed he could drag from the steel-strong muscles in his legs as he fled. He flitted through the crowd like a supersonic hummingbird, missing passengers and leaping kiosks with superhuman grace. Grimes did not look back. He knew his destination and how to get there, so there was no point in checking for the pursuers he knew had to be close. At the exit to the boarding areas, he slapped his palm to a reader, which connected his DNA to his boarding pass and opened the door. The vestibule flashed his ship’s docking bay number, and he made note of it in passing. This cost him three-quarters of a second, which felt like an hour considering how many angry killers were right behind him. He darted through the door, which closed behind him. He kept up his run, though he relaxed knowing that the fixers would be slowed by the boarding AI. Perhaps four or five seconds at most, but at his speed that may as well be a lifetime.

His ship was fourteen bays over, an unfortunate reality of the gate schedules. Grimes accepted the risk and ran. Halfway to his bay, Grimes tripped. During the ungainly tumble that followed, Grimes had time to accept that his fall was not accidental. His shoulder struck the deck plate and he rolled to his feet, dagger outstretched. A foot caught him in the guts hard enough to make him grunt, followed by an explosion of electrical agony erupting from his ribs. Grimes rolled with the punch and staggered back. His bone and muscle density mocked the kick to his guts, and the weave of his cloaking outerwear blunted the pain of the electrical shock. His counterattack followed with no hesitation and lightning speed. The humming black dagger traced a darting figure-eight through the air, trailing soft orange light as the air passing the hot edge cooled it in passing. His four slashes were designed to kill, though he was not surprised to see his attacker dodge them all.

“Grimes!” He heard her voice. The woman sounded surprised to see him. Of course she was.

He recognized the Ribiero woman immediately. She must have guessed his route somehow and overtaken him. “Get back!” he commanded.

She did not. She attacked with two low kicks, faster than he could dodge, but not so fast he failed to check them with his shin. He heard her gasp in pain and saw her stumble. His own foot snaked out to graze her chin and she gasped again. The dagger followed but she had already recovered from her surprise. She let it pass by her face and struck a sharp blow to his sternum. The electric fire seared his chest and he grunted, but it did not slow him much. He spun with the blow and returned a back kick at her midriff. He was strong enough to shatter her ribs and rupture organs, yet she proved too elusive for clean hits. His boot just grazed her flank and sent her spinning to the deck. She bounded back up in an instant and attacked again. With a better understanding of her capabilities, Grimes let her come. The shocks from the gauntlets were manageable, if unpleasant, so he did not actively defend them. She was too fast to spar with at range, so enduring her blows bought him the proximity he needed to finish this fight before the big cyborg caught up. He allowed a punch to connect with his ribs, suffered a low kick against his knee, and used the opportunity to seize her by the throat. She twisted in his grip and at last went for her gun. He anticipated this reaction and the dagger in his hand sliced the weapon in two before it had cleared the holster. She struck him twice more, and the shocks nearly dislodged his grip. The time was now. He brought the dagger up to impale her under the chin.

And then he stopped.

His eyes met hers. He saw panic and rage there, but also sadness. He held her, his grip shaking and his muscles refusing to finish the thrust he knew would kill her.

There it was. His addiction. This did not feel right, and Grimes knew why. Cursing himself for a fool, he lowered the blade and leaned his face close to hers.

“You spared me once,” he whispered. “You let me live when you could have killed me.” He tightened his grip, cutting off the flow of blood to her brain. “For that we are now even. The next time we meet, I will kill you.”

Her eyes rolled back in their sockets, and her body went limp. Her head slumped to the side in time for Grimes to see the big cyborg barreling toward him like a furious freight hauler. A prolonged battle with the monster when he needed to be getting off-station was out of the question, so Grimes dropped the woman to the floor and sprinted away. This was even better, he realized. They would stop to render aid to the woman giving him more room to escape. So long as he stayed ahead of the station security details, his escape was assured. With renewed vigor, Grimes stretched his legs to their maximum speed, not caring who saw or how strange he looked to the people around him. He cleared the next four docking bays in seconds flat, skidding to an abrupt halt when he recognized his number. With his boarding area so close ahead, Grimes shoved his way to the front of the line and pressed his palm to the gate scanner. No one objected to the rough treatment beyond angry huffing and shouted insults, sparing Grimes the hassle of harming innocent passengers. The display flashed red, and a polite voice informed him that he was not at the correct ship. Grimes stifled an expletive and read the screen. Somehow, he was off by one bay. He cursed the stupid amateur mistake. Risking a look to the concourse at his back, relief washed over him. He saw no sign of pursuit along the corridors. Of course not. The soft-hearted fools were more concerned with their wounded comrade than the mission. His error was not fatal. Yet. He ran to the next gate, treating the assorted passengers in his way with the same rough treatment as before. At the scanner, he repeated his previous performance. This time, the gate whooshed open and let him pass without incident. Elated, Grimes bolted down the gangplank, through an airlock, and slipped onto the reception deck and the safety of his gate ship. The risk of capture ended with the whoosh of entry vestibule doors, and Grimes let himself exhale a long-held breath. As long as his diplomatic security token remained keyed to his DNA, there was no legal way to stop his escape now.

Nevertheless, he sent a practiced professional gaze across the reception deck. Just because a thing was not legal did not mean his foes would not try. He scanned visual, infrared, and ultraviolet all at once. He saw nothing of interest. Nothing but hundreds of simple travelers milling about the open deck. Some peered into terminals, checking their berth assignments. Others hustled off toward their accommodations with luggage in tow. A few were asking questions of uniformed crew members. All wore the look of normal people about the normal business of space travel. Grimes saw nothing to make him suspect clandestine operators or law enforcement personnel hid among the clumps of tired-looking humans. It should have made him feel better.

Yet something felt off, and Grimes could not figure out why. His stomach fluttered as each detail of the ship pricked at his calm with tiny needles of apprehension. He squinted, though no new or interesting insights manifested for this effort. Still, the feeling only got more noticeable as he moved to an empty terminal. Once again, Grimes scanned his palm, this time to retrieve his berth assignment. He frowned at the result and his stomach lurched again. Now he knew something was amiss. OmniCorp had ensured that he would have a private cabin to better protect the stolen memory core. The screen very clearly indicated that he was booked into a group stateroom with other diplomatic token bearers. A cold prickle began at the base of his spine, crawled up his back, and settled into the nape of his neck. The mix-up at the gate and the erroneous berth assignment did not feel quite like coincidence or human error anymore. Cursing himself for an idiot, Grimes did the one thing he had not yet done up to this point. He actually looked at the name of the ship. His teeth slammed together in frustration with an audible click. Snarling with indiscriminate fury, the assassin yanked his handheld from a pocket. He thumbed through the screens and punched the send key with a fierce scowl.

“Haskille here,” the answering voice said.

“What ship did you put me on?” he hissed.

“Grimes? What do you mean? I put you on the Marigold. Just like you asked.”

“Check it. Where the hell am I right now?”

“What the hell are you—”

“Check!” he yelled.

“Hold on!” There was a pause. “Why are you on the Godspeed? I have your booking right here on screen. It was changed within the last four minutes.”

“Who changed it?”

“Hang on. It says you changed it, Grimes.”

Of course it did. Grimes had known the answer before even asking the question. He accepted his fate, though fury smashed at the walls of his composure like a lunatic in a padded room. There would be no help for that now. “Haskille?”

“Yes?”

“Where is this ship going?”

“Uh... Gethsemane, according to its schedule. Yes. You gate in an hour, and then a nine-day jump to Gethsemane.”

“Did my diplomatic token transfer with me?” He knew it had but felt compelled to ask.

“Of course. Grimes, what is going on? I booked you on the Marigold. I did it myself. Why are you on the Godspeed?”

“Richardson must have found my boarding pass.”

“But your pass is codelocked to your DNA! With a diplomatic token, even! Finding it means nothing. It’s an untouchable, non-transferable asset!”

“He didn’t touch the boarding pass, Haskille. It still works perfectly. He just switched the ship assignment.” Grimes remembered the hole in his jacket and the electric shocks from the woman’s gauntlets. He shook his head while the pieces fell into place. When he spoke again, his disappointment could not be missed. “My ECM gear took damage. He probably scanned me, stole my codes, and found the token. That token makes my boarding rights universally transferable. Once he found that, moving the assignment was child’s play for someone like him.”

“Oh my God, Grimes! What will you do?”

“Go to Gethsemane, I suppose. You will need to arrange a handoff there. Oh yes, station security will be alerted to my arrival as well. Make sure I am not accosted.”

“That won’t be too hard, I think,” Haskille replied. “You are already on a token, so I’ll just escalate it to something high enough to get you past the guards. But after that I can’t do much. You will need to get under cover by yourself. Fleming will have to send a team to retrieve the item.”

“I’m going to burn this comm,” Grimes warned her. “I’ll contact Fleming when I’m in a safe place.”

“Okay. I’ll inform him. He’ll be able to get to you there. It’s above my pay grade, now.”

“Do that.” Grimes killed the connection without further comment. He wanted to be angrier, but the fury refused to come. His pulse thrummed in his ears like tribal drumming, and a bizarre surge of pure exhilaration washed all his doubts and confusion away with a flood of vigor. A game was afoot. A contest between old enemies and even older comrades to challenge his skills. The thought of what came next excited Grimes in a way he had almost forgotten could be possible. He leaned his head back and breathed in deeply. The air left his lungs as an explosive burst of maniacal laughter that startled a family of four waiting their turn for a berth assignment. They scurried away from Grimes with furtive looks.

“Oh, you clever little bastard!” Grimes said to no one at all. He pulled the memory core from under his jacket and held it up to look at it. Outside its carrying case, the black disk seemed far too insignificant for so momentous a chase. But this is often how the game went, and Grimes could not deny that it was fun to play. “But I’ve still got the prize. Fine, Richardson. We’ll call this round a draw, then.”
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Roland flexed the digits on his slashed hand. Most of the severed muscles and tendons had reattached themselves to the extent that his fingers now moved as commanded, though it would be at least another hour before his grip strength returned to any semblance of normal. This information was neither novel nor interesting, but Roland needed to think about something other than the loss of the memory core and the mottled bruises purpling Lucia’s neck. He was not by nature a hot-headed man, nor was he prone to throwing tantrums like some sort of green kid when things did not go his way. Yet Lucia’s brush with death at the hands of an old foe ignited a primal anger in Roland part of him wanted very badly to indulge.

He stopped looking at his hand and looked down on her. She stood, back straight and eyes bright while directing Privateers and station security no more than ten feet from where she came an inch from dying. The Rejects stood in a wide perimeter, their backs to her. A small crowd of curious onlookers tried to build, drawn by the fight and arrival of so many strange individuals. The mercenaries dispersed each group with gruff professionalism and a surplus of menace. All four appeared happy to have a task that did not involve dealing with Lucia. Despite her outward composure, Lucia radiated restrained tension in palpable waves. The others were staying clear as well. Mindy pored into the shadowed alcoves that lined the concourse. Her ability to see infrared and ultraviolet pierced the obscuring blackness and revealed any lurking enemies. There were none, of course. Both Roland and Mindy knew there would be none even without looking. Manny, too, seemed consumed by a need to do something, anything helpful. His pinched features stretched across his cheekbones so hard it looked like they might peel off his skull at any moment. He peered into his DataPad like a man searching for untold riches with little hope of finding any. In truth, the air around each person merely mirrored Lucia’s taut and electric anxiety. He understood the familiar pressure of frustration, anger, and failure all too well. The oldest and most experienced of them all, Roland had no easy answers for his people. None of them seemed ready to hear that sometimes you lose a round even when you do everything right. He might have tried to explain, but even his limited ability to read a room proved sufficient to prevent a doomed attempt. This was not the time, he decided.

“Did you get him, Manny?” Lucia asked. Roland knew the woman too well to mistake the microscopic tremble in her voice. She would never admit how shaken she was to anyone, but Roland could tell.

“He’s on a codelocked boarding pass with an attached diplomatic token, boss. Best I could do was change his ship assignment.”

“So he got away, then?” The anger in her retort drew a flinch from their scout.

Manny answered, and Roland thanked whatever gods existed that he did not seem to be affected by Lucia’s tone. “Yes, boss. I could not stop him. He’s on the Godspeed and checked in.”

“Pike!” she barked into the team channel. “I need you to shut down gate privileges for the Godspeed right now!”

No one had ever accused Christopher Pike of being a man plagued by empathy, nor did he take orders well. “Just how the fuck do you expect me to do that, lady? They’ve paid their money, cleared customs, and are in compliance with all regulations.”

“There’s an assassin and terrorist on board!”

“There’s an assassin and a terrorist in your crew!” Pike fired back with enough vehemence to make the comm signal crackle. “It’s a damn free trade zone! He’s guilty of stealing something from us that we stole from someone else. You wanna file that report?” He did not wait for an answer. “Frankly, I don’t have the authority to do shit under the circumstances.”

“Lucia,” Roland interjected before she made things any worse. Her head whipped around to fix him with an angry glare. He let it wash over his body without comment, meeting her blazing eyes with a face so calm and cold it seemed to pull heat from the air. “It’s one ship going through one gate. He can’t get away, and he can’t hide. We’ll alert the authorities at the other end of the gate and have them hold him.”

“Hold him?” Lucia threw up her hands. “Hold him? You want some backwater station security team to hold Killam Grimes? Not old-fashioned Grimes, either, by the way.” She pointed to her neck. “He’s all hopped up now, it turns out. How many of them do you think he’ll kill before they give up?”

“Then we will go get him ourselves,” Roland said, working to keep his own voice calm. Lucia was losing control, so he could not afford to. “Look at me!” Roland swore he could hear her heart pounding in her chest. “Breathe. This is not over, and we’re not done. Manny just fucked his escape all to hell. Right now, he’s stuck on a ship with no allies on a one-way trip to—” He looked at Manny.

“Gethsemane,” Manny said.

“He’s going to Gethsemane, Lucy, That’s actually a good thing for us.”

“Why?” Lucia looked to be exerting intense effort in controlling her breathing and facial expressions.  

“They hate body modification of any kind there,” Mindy said, oddly quiet and reserved. Roland heard the edge of tension in her voice as well. “His movements will be limited, his access to resources too. It’s not a fun place to be if you’re... different.”

Mindy’s obvious discomfort seemed to flip a switch in Lucia. Her whole body shuddered, and her shoulders sagged. “Oh, Mindy. I’m sorry.”

“Me too,” said Manny. “I didn’t have time to pick a different ship.”

“You can’t warn the gate station over there,” Mindy said. “They can’t handle him all jumped up the way he is. It’ll just get a bunch of people killed.”

“His diplomatic credentials will get him through, either way,” said Manny. “It would be a waste of time to try.”

“You want us to just let him get off the ship?” Lucia’s agitation re-emerged. “We do nothing? Let him slip into the shadows and hide until OmniCorp comes to rescue him?” She folded her arms across her chest and stared at each in turn. “That’s not happening!”

Mindy stood her ground. “It has to. Come on, boss. Let your brain widgets do their thing, here. There’s only so many places he’ll be able to go.” She paused, as if to make sure she was choosing the correct words. “And I know all of them better than he does. He’ll be trying to hide from me on my home planet. I’m an assassin, boss. Let me hunt. I’ll get him.”

Roland detected more than one flaw in Mindy’s reasoning. “You have not been back in fifteen years, Mindy. Aren’t you a wanted criminal there?”

Mindy shook her head. “I was a minor when they found out about me. That meant mandatory re-education and stuff like that. So I left. As an adult?” She shrugged. “All they can do is arrest me if I do anything sinful like kiss a girl or have opinions they don’t like.”

“This place sounds great,” Manny said.

Roland snorted like a bull. “They named it after the place where their messiah questioned his own faith. Right before he was tortured and nailed to a tree, by the way.”

“Fantastic,” said Manny.

“So you want a hunt, huh?” Lucia sounded calmer. Roland tried to spot the telltale signs of her nanomachines exerting control over her brain chemistry but could not decide if she was calming on her own or with the assistance of her cybernetics. The line between the one and the other blurred more each passing day. “Fine. We need to get to Gethsemane,” Lucia said. The strength in her voice reassured Roland, though he could still sense her lingering agitation. “But OmniCorp will be right on our asses. Let’s walk, people.”

Lucia turned and stormed off, leaving her crew to stare at each other in bewilderment. Mindy broke the silence. “Is she all right, Roland?”

“No.” His reply brooked no further discussion. 

As one, they turned to follow Lucia’s retreating back. They walked in silence, each grinding teeth against the flood of fears and questions begging to be spoken aloud. Pike met them at the gangplank for Exit Wound. He greeted them with a string of profanity and a frown so deep Roland thought his eyes were going to disappear altogether. Roland chose to head off a shouting match between Lucia and the commandant before it could get going. “Stow it,” he rumbled from deep in his chest. “We do not have time for this. We need to get to Gethsemane fast.”

“Do you give the orders now, Corporal?” Pike snarled.

“Yes,” Roland replied. Something in that syllable touched Pike’s anger. There was no threat, no bullying or macho posturing to be found. The statement wore the weight of finality wrapped in a polite request backed by overwhelming firepower. 

Pike blinked. His jaw flexed, and he shook his head like an animal trying to dislodge biting insects. “Fuck it, then. Let’s go.”

“We need to stall OmniCorp,” Lucia said. “We need a head start.”

“Don’t you worry, LT,” Pike said, ushering them toward the boarding hatch. “When Maid of Orleans gates in, they’ll be stuck here for at least two days, maybe three. I’ve made goddamn sure of it.”

“That’s enough time to find him,” Mindy said.

“And bring him down,” Roland added.

They passed into the corvette, and their conversation was interrupted by a stern-looking brunette who greeted them on the reception deck. “Manny!” She blurted as soon as they were all inside. She hurled herself into his chest and wrapped him in a tight hug. He returned the gesture awkwardly, and she released him after several uncomfortable seconds. “Are you okay? Are you hurt?”

“I’m fine, Catrina,” he answered.

“I’m okay too, Cat,” Pike drawled. “If you care, I mean.”

Catrina graced her uncle with a perfunctory smile. “You’re always fine.”

Pike conceded the point with an affable head tilt. “True enough. Get stowed and get cleaned up, troops. We de-brief this day-bacle in ten minutes.” The commandant slapped a control panel on the wall. “Skipper!”

“Go for Fischer,” a voice replied from a speaker.

“We need to be in Gethsemane yesterday, how copy?”

“We’ll push ourselves to the front of the line, Commandant. Standard jump from their gate is nine days this time of their solar cycle. I can do it in four.”

Lucia’s face brightened. “We’ll beat him there!”

Pike nodded. “With time to spare. See you in the conference room in ten minutes, LT.”

Roland followed Lucia to the cabin they shared. Too large for a regular bunk, Roland was forced to bivouac in a storage room. A cot for Lucia had been added, but beyond that the metal cube held nothing but their gear. Inside, Roland let the door slide closed behind him before putting a hand on Lucia’s shoulder. She spun, and for a moment Roland thought she might yell at him. Instead, she threw herself at his chest and sobbed into his shirt. Great heaving gasps racked her body, and she fell against him as if her legs could no longer support her weight. Roland held on to her and lowered them both to the floor so she could sit.

He said nothing. He had no words for this moment and did not think Lucia wanted him to find any. He just held her and let her cry. Her tears soaked his shirt, and Roland was suddenly struck by how odd it was that he could feel them. Guns and knives and bombs bounced off his skin without leaving a mark, but the tears of one woman burned like acid. He decided this was a good thing and let her cry.

When she stopped, he leaned back to look at her. She leaned back to meet his eyes with a small smile. “You okay?” he asked. The stupidity of his question hit him a tenth of a second after the words left his mouth. Too late to save himself, he tried to smile. “Relatively, I mean.”

“Oh, I’m great, Corporal,” she said. “Outstanding, really.”

He tried again. “It’s not an easy thing to get over. What happened with Grimes, I mean.”

“He could have killed me.”

Roland did not trust his voice to respond to that.

Lucia turned and rested her cheek on Roland’s chest. “But he didn’t. He had me cold. I couldn’t stop him...” Her voice caught in her throat. “I was helpless. Totally helpless. I didn’t think that...”

“That you could be helpless?”

“It sounds so stupid, but...” She sniffled and wiped her eyes with the back of her hand. “I’ve been so, I don’t know... unbeatable? For a while now. I think I forgot how scary it can be.”

Roland understood this part. “When you are in the moment... In the fight, I mean, it’s easy to forget the stakes. You think about the fighting, the mechanics of the hitting and the shooting, mostly. Sure, there’s fear, right? But also anger and focus and there just isn’t time to ever really think about what losing might mean.”

“Exactly,” Lucia said. “Except it’s worse for me. The things in me... Dad’s machines. They change my brain when I get stressed. They take away all the doubt, all the fear. It’s just action, reaction, plan and execute. All at seven times the speed of a regular person. I can tell which hand a guy is going to punch with because I have time to watch the muscles tense in his neck, Roland. It’s nothing but information and decisions. Automatic.” She shifted to move away, positioning herself on her knees in front of him. “He beat me, Roland. And when he had me by the neck, I knew what the next move was. I saw myself die, and for the first time...”

“You couldn’t stop it.”

Fresh tears filled her eyes. “Exactly. He needed one-quarter of a second to finish the job. And do you know how long a quarter of a second is for me? How long I had to think about that? I had to watch it happen. Can you imagine what that’s like?”

Finally, Roland had something to add. “Yes.” 

Lucia blinked. “Really? But you’re so... indestructible.”

“That hasn’t always been the case, Lucy. I’ve seen my death coming before. I don’t talk about this much, but when the Red Hats set off that bomb, it took eighteen seconds for my team to recover me from the surface of Venus. Eighteen seconds at seven hundred degrees and thirteen hundred psi with a ruptured exposure suit that managed to be just good enough to keep me awake and alive for all of it.” He could not remember the last time he had told anyone about that day. He tried to sound strong and failed. “Eighteen seconds is a very long time when your eyeballs are boiling in your skull.”

Lucia stared at him. “You never told me that.”

“It’s not something I like to talk about. Now you know why. And I mean, really know why. You would not have understood before. Now you do. We are in a very elite fraternity, you and me. A brotherhood of people who shouldn’t be alive and know it.”

Lucia hugged her arms tight and shuddered. “How did you ever get over it?”

“I didn’t. It’s not something you get over.”

“You,” Lucia said while shaking her head, “are not helping.”

“Hear me out. You don’t get over it because there’s nothing to get over. You got lucky. I got lucky. We did not die when we were supposed to.” Roland twirled one big black finger in the air. “Yay us. We get to fight another day. It’s not fate, it’s not a sign. It’s just stupid random circumstance.”

“But what about the next time? What happens when you don’t get so lucky?”

“You die, Lucia.” Roland did not like even saying the words out loud. He never lied to Lucia, though, so he forced them out and moved on to what he felt was the more salient point. “Luck is an unreliable ally. It’s up to us to learn from this time so there won’t be a next time. You’ve figured out that not every battle is won or lost on skill. Great. But that doesn’t mean we throw our hands up and stop trying to stack the deck, right?”

“That makes sense, I suppose. But it won’t prevent the nightmares.”

“Nothing does.”

“Christ, you are bad at this. It’s a good thing I love you, because...” She stopped. “You know what? I got nothing.” Some of the sparkle returned to her eyes. “And what lessons do we take from today, then?”

“Well, Grimes got himself heavily augmented. First question is, how heavily?”

Lucia’s brow scrunched into deep furrows. “He’s still slower than me, but not by much. At least as fast as Mindy. Maybe faster. Hard to gauge his strength, but it felt like hitting a bag of wet sand. Plenty of MyoFiber and OsteoPlast under the skin.”

“How’d he beat you?”

Lucia thought about that for a moment. “He didn’t try to stop me from doing anything. He knew I was too fast, but he also knew I couldn’t hit hard enough to hurt him. So he ignored defense and focused on hitting me while I was attacking. Shit! That was stupid of me.”

“What was?”

“I fought him like I did the last time. Even after I realized he was augmented. I beat him so easily before. I just assumed...”

Roland smirked. “So your mistake was?”

“I did not respect him. His training and skills, I mean.”

Roland nodded. “Exactly. He was a Balisong, Lucy. These are some of the best-trained operatives in the galaxy. It can be a hard pill to swallow, but he’s better than you are. At a minimum, he’s now stronger than you too.”

“Are you saying I can’t take him?”

“I’m asking you why you would even try. Life is not a fair fight, Lucy. When I had to fight Haraldson in his giant AutoCat, how did I win?”

“You cheated. Manny sabotaged his cooling system.”

“Exactly. We’re here to do a job and get home alive. Not submit to stupid dick-waving contests. Only idiots and psychos go for those.”

Lucia’s smile was pure and bright with no trace of her earlier upset. Some piece of information must have fallen into place when he was not looking. “And Grimes is certainly no idiot,” she said with a wink.
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CHAPTER TEN
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“We are going to beat Grimes there by several days, right?” Manny asked the question as if the answer might have changed.

“At least four days before him,” Fischer replied.

Exit Wound was not a large vessel, and its lone conference room barely contained the tense knot of people wedged inside. Three of the four fixers from Dockside, Captain Fischer, Christopher Pike, and Catrina Caulfield filled the chairs around a small table. The representative from Earth’s Department of Espionage and Clandestine Operations, a sallow man named James Klebold, sat in an additional chair wedged between Pike and Caulfield. Stoop-shouldered and balding, the DECO man could not hide his discomfort. He shifted in his chair and a thin layer of sweat lent a waxy sheen to the expanse of his forehead. Roland, as necessitated by his bulk, remained standing. However, his choice to loom over the anxious analyst wore the distinct air of sadistic pique.

Manny continued, “Our first chance to grab him will be as soon as he steps out of customs.” His lip twitched while he considered this. “But I don’t think that is the right time.”

Lucia nodded her agreement. “That is going to be a big public place. Too many curious eyes and twitchy security forces. If we get caught up by the authorities, the memory core could end up in an evidence locker.”

Mindy shook her head. “That is a worst-case scenario, boss. If the Elders even suspect that there is human code or whatever in that thing, they will destroy it without any kind of process. They’ll see it as an abomination, and us as the worst kind of sinners for wanting it.”

“Are they smart enough to realize what it is if they get it?” asked Roland. “I mean, it probably just looks like a standard memory core to them.”

“They’re religious, but not stupid. It’s obviously a cybernetic memory core. Once they see who’s really fighting over it, they’re gonna look real hard at the damn thing. When they get to poking around all that weird code, they’ll get confused.” She shook her head for emphasis. “‘Confusing’ is a real bad thing to be on Gethsemane, Ironsides. The standard practice for Elders of the Faith is to destroy anything they don’t understand.”

“Great,” Roland grumbled. “I guess we have to let him get off the ship. But then what?”

“Where can he go, Mindy?” asked Lucia. “Who might help him?”

“He can’t go to the Temples or the Knights, either. His body mods limit him to Sodom and Gomorrah, and of course the Underworld.”

Pike could not stifle a snort. “And I thought Dockside had stupid names for things.”

Lucia shared Pike’s bemusement. “Knights? Really?”

Pike guffawed, loud and rude at the same time. “Oh, Gethsemane is goddamn lousy with warrior monks. Dozens of different orders. Most of them are really just shitty fraternities for rich pricks.” Pike made a rude gesture with both hands. “It’s the Templars, Fratres Millitae, Stefanites, and the Teutons who are the real problems. Those four gangs of self-important assholes run kinda light on the brains and heavy on the violence.” 

Mindy pressed her palms together under her chin and cast her eyes upward. “In God’s name, of course. Can’t forget that part. So it’s the good kind of violence. Saintly, even.”

“They any good?” Roland did not think he was going to like the answer, but the question had to be asked.

Pike sucked air through his teeth. “Not gonna lie, Breach. For all their bullshit, the dipshits don’t suck at what they do. The Church can afford the best weapons and armor on the market. High-ranking Knights will probably have gear we’ve never seen before. And they live to fight, too. They start as kids and do the whole page, squire, yeoman, knight, thing and all that.”

“Old school, huh?”

“Super old,” Pike agreed.

Lucia rubbed her face with the palm of one hand. “Okay, so we need to avoid the... dear God, I can’t believe I’m saying this... we need to avoid the Knights.”

“It’d be best,” said Mindy. “But there’s also the Inquisition.”

“I wasn’t expecting that,” said Roland.

“No one ever does,” said Mindy.

Lucia took it upon herself to ask the next pressing question. “And what, pray tell, does the Inquisition do?”

“Well, boss, they make inquiries.”

Lucia fixed Mindy with a withering glare. “Mindy, if you don’t get more helpful, I’m going to tell Pike he can have you back.”

Mindy gasped. “You wouldn’t!”

“We don’t want her,” Pike said, a touch too quickly.

“Right now, I’d sell your contract for a cup of coffee. Tell us about the Inquisition or get used to wearing green fatigues.”

“No deal,” Pike blurted. No one noticed.

Mindy stuck her tongue out at both of them. “You are really mean before you get caffeinated, Boss. The Inquisition is like the secret police or something. They look for criminals and traitors to the faith and stuff like that. They have no rules, no restrictions, and because they are on a mandate from God, they get total absolution for any sins they commit in the line of duty.”

“Are these dirty cops, or something worse?”

“Boss, you need to understand something. On Gethsemane, publicly disagreeing with the Church is a felony. Being in possession of a book or holo that is not on the approved list is a felony. Any drink stronger than sacramental wine is illegal. Dancing too close to your partner is illegal. Thinking about cheese between vespers and compline is a felony.” When no one seemed to understand her point, Mindy threw up her hands. “There is no goddamn way in this world or the next that the Elders can actually enforce all that stupid crap. Gethsemane has a hundred and ninety million people running around. Trust me. There is a ton of illegal shit going on because everything worth doing is illegal. They’d need a Knight on every corner just to keep up with minor citations. The Inquisition is how they keep it all under control.”

“Fear,” Lucia stated it plainly.

“Exactly, boss. The thought of one Inquisitor you can’t see does the work of ten Knights you can. Your friend at work? Might be an Inquisitor. That guy in the restaurant? He might be one too.” Mindy slowed, and something angry and vicious snuck out with her next words. “The system works really great too. People are encouraged to turn each other in to the Inquisition before they are caught. Not reporting a crime carries the same punishment as the crime itself, you see. Everybody has lots of motivation, right? Kids turn in their parents, brothers turn in their sisters...” Mindy’s voice trailed off.

“Friends turn in their friends,” Lucia finished.

“They sure do, boss.”

Manny finally spoke up. “This place sounds so great. How does it attract so many people?”

Pike answered this one. “Gethsemane is one of the few planets we’ve found with native edible plant life. It also shares a star with Eden’s Burrow. The Burrow is less hospitable, but it’s got lots of rare minerals and can also grow people food. The whole damn system is an agricultural paradise, kid.”

“King Fruit is from Eden’s Burrow,” Roland added. “They go for three hundred credits per kilo right now. It’s how The Dwarf got into smuggling.”

Mindy nodded her agreement. “Yeah, and since power on Gethsemane is all caught up in the religion, Church Elders live like kings of the profits from all the exotic food they export. The happy faithful live lives of relative ease because the Elders make sure the money trickles down to those who toe the line. People come from all over to take the Penitent’s Path, just so one day they’ll get to live in the Garden.”

“Do I even want to know what that is?”

“The Penitent’s Path?” Mindy almost smiled. “Why, it’s just the righteous penance a sinner takes to enjoy the earthly rewards of the Church’s faithful.”

“I don’t suppose,” Lucia said with a heavy sigh, “that this process is highly exploitative and or deeply unpleasant?”

Mindy’s eyelashes fluttered. “How’s a sinner supposed to know how good God is unless they tithe most of their income to the Church for a few dozen years?”

Manny scowled as if he could not believe what he was hearing. “People actually go to live on Gethsemane, work their asses off, give most of their income to the Church, and in exchange they eventually get to enjoy a life of relative ease?”

“It’s the ‘eventually’ that really hurts,” Mindy replied. “Most folks never make enough to pay the whole bill, what with indulgences and fees, that is.”

Manny’s eyes went wide. “Indulgences? Oh, come on!”

“Of course. You can’t join the faithful with sins on your soul, so you gotta buy indulgences to wipe away your transgressions. These add money to your total penance depending on how bad you are. Then you also have to pay your rent, utility fees, education fees for your kids. There are a lot of fees on Gethsemane. What’s left after all that goes toward your tithe to the Path.”

Lucia’s retort oozed with sarcasm. “This of course has no relationship at all to all those silly rules you mentioned earlier, I suppose. Just coincidence that making everything a crime generates excess revenue and keeps people out of this Garden, right?”

“And everybody turns everybody else in for every little petty thing too.” Roland growled. “What a fucking racket.”

Lucia could not help but point out, “It’s brilliant, really.”

“It’s obscene,” said Roland. “Okay, Mindy, how do we navigate this place? If some asshole in a cassock tries to bill me for using swear words, I’m likely to react... poorly.”

Now Mindy’s smile was genuine. “Oh, there are lots of places on Gethsemane that don’t give a rat’s ass about the Penitent’s Path, Ironsides. Dockside isn’t the only place where rich assholes go when they want to play rough or cut loose.”

Roland nodded. “Ah. I see now. Grimes is not going to hide in any of the places we might have to worry about, is he?”

Mindy shook her head. “He would not get fifty feet into anywhere the Church has lots of control over. He’s too modified. He’ll head right for either Sodom or Gomorrah, though.” 

Lucia laughed out loud. “Hah! Based on those names I suspect the Knights and the Inquisition won’t be much of a factor there.”

“They’ll be there, boss. Just not in great numbers and they’ll be doing more spying than actively enforcing anything.”

“Just like Dockside,” Roland said. 

“You’re gonna feel right at home,” Mindy replied.

Lucia remained unconvinced. “But how do we conduct operations without the Church butting in? Roland is not easy to hide, and OmniCorp will be running as much interference as possible.” Her eyelids fluttered, a sudden stiffness taking over her features. “Shit. OmniCorp is going to fuck us over as soon as we disembark, if they have any brains.”

Mindy frowned. “Didn’t think of that. But yeah. We are getting there way ahead of Grimes. They can have the Knights up our ass from the jump if they want too. Just takes a donation to the Church to buy all the prejudice you want.”

“What will that look like?” Roland asked.

“They are going to straight up try to lock you up, Ironsides. You are the worst kind of abomination in their eyes. Even worse than me.”

“That will not go well for them.”

“Sure, but you stomping a mudhole in a bunch of Knights doesn’t help us find Grimes, Ironsides.”

Lucia frowned. “Can they really lock Roland up just for being a cyborg? That sounds like it might make interacting with the greater galaxy difficult.”

Mindy cocked her head.  “I mean, for the most part they’ll leave folks like me and Manny alone so long as we keep away from the religious sites and mind our business. Roland they will want gone.”

“The armature?” Roland said with a snort.

“Yeah. You stick out too much. They won’t arrest you for existing, that’s too much bad press. But you can expect a whole bunch of harassment wherever you go. Inquisitors will watch you like paranoid hawks, and the Knights will come down on you if you so much as twitch wrong.”

“Even in the Sodom and Gomorrah place?” Manny asked.

“He’ll be watched, yeah. The Church just can’t afford to let people think Roland’s existence is okay. They’ve spent too much time and energy making folks think augmentation is a sin.”

“God forbid we let the population get strong enough to resist the government.” Pike said it without a hint of irony.

“Something like that. Outside of the big cities, the Knights will try to harass Roland into a fight, just so they can bring him in publicly.”

“Let them try.”

“Not the point, Roland,” said Lucia. “We are trying to run an op, not topple a government.”

Manny chose this moment to speak up. “Our track record is pretty bad on that particular metric, boss.”

Lucia threw up her hands. “One time! That happened one time, okay? And that was mostly your fault, I might add!”

“What about killing the Pirate King?” Mindy asked. “Then there was the time we sort of supervised the end of the Combine. Oh yeah, also, we decapitated OmniCorp when we killed that Inskip thing. Can’t forget the time we murdered the reigning Jarl of Galapagos too.” Mindy wagged a finger. “Manny’s right, boss. We are not good for local governments.”

“We definitely just fucked up Prospectus,” Roland added. “Kid has a point.”

Pike’s chuckling earned him a penetrating scowl from Lucia that only served to increase his amusement. “Glad I’m not the only one riding herd on a bunch of goddamn bulls in goddamn china shops.”

Lucia gave up. “Okay, what about this Underworld place? Can Roland operate there?”

“In the Underworld, no one is going to care much about him. Grimes might even try to make it there, but my guess is Sodom and Gomorrah.”

Manny thought about that for a moment. “What’s the Underworld... or do I not want to know?”

“A sweet boy like you? Probably not. Gethsemane is a big planet with only about two hundred million people to fill it all up. There are a few places that the Church does not even bother to step on ‘cause it’s too much trouble. The most popular one is near the southern pole, and they call it the Underworld ‘cause it’s all underground. It’s all that’s left of the original colony before the Church took over everything. It’s independent and much more tolerant. Maybe too tolerant. They do a lot of contraband smuggling, which pisses the Church off, but other than that there ain’t much going on between them. They keep some Knights and Inquisitors down there to act like they’re in charge, but...” She shrugged. “You know how that works.”

“That sounds exactly like the kind of place Grimes will want to go,” Lucia pointed out. “No hassles, lots of hiding places.”

“No OmniCorp offices, no spaceport, no access to help,” Manny fired back. “It’s a great place to hide so long as you never try to leave Gethsemane.”

“Manny’s right, boss,” said Mindy. “He can hide there, but that’d be perfect for us. There is nowhere for him to go from there, and we can take our time hunting him down.”

Lucia’s mouth twitched. A tiny smile cracked a flash of white teeth. “You misunderstand me, team. I meant it’s the kind of place he’ll want to go once we prepare the ground for him.”

“You have a plan.” Roland made this a statement rather than a question.

“Since most of us are walking insults to their god, I don’t see the point of trying to work under the watchful eyes of these Knights or their Inquisition. Mindy, you say Grimes will go for Sodom and Gomorrah?”

“It’s what I’d do, boss.”

“Then we have four days to make Sodom and Gomorrah a bad idea.”

“Grimes will try to avoid the Underworld, boss. He’s not stupid enough to run himself into a trap.”

Lucia pointed a finger at the little blond killer. “That’s part two of the plan. We don’t just make Sodom and Gomorrah unattractive; we also make this Underworld more attractive.”

Manny’s face broke into a thoughtful frown. “We give him a bolt hole. A way out.”

Lucia nodded, emphatic. “First, we close all the doors in Sodom and Gomorrah. Then we leave one open in the Underworld.”

Mindy did not sound convinced at all. “That is not going to be easy, boss. Getting all those things in place is going to be real hard with only four days’ head start.”

Catrina finally spoke, and her voice sparkled with feral glee. “Suppose you had Gateways-level money to throw around. Would that make a difference?”

Mindy winced. “Yeah, that will make it easier, for sure. Church sure does love money.”

“Everybody loves money, Mindy,” said the younger woman. “And my project budget is enormous.”

“What about you, Jimmy?” The sharp point on Pike’s question could not be mistaken. “DECO got any assets up in this Church of theirs? Maybe a few spooks haunting this Underground whatsis?”

For once, Roland could find no trace of apprehension in the analyst’s reply. James looked Pike directly in the eye and simply said, “Dozens.”

Roland realized that the situation had at last settled into something the doughy desk-jockey understood. Having watched James get shoehorned into field operations a few times now, Roland found the analyst’s inability to navigate active conflict a perennial source of wry amusement. The transformation in James when the situation suited his skillset was nothing short of miraculous. The seedy machinations of corrupt governments and their shady administrators confused and bored Roland, but right now James Klebold was a man in his element. Despite his innocuous appearance, Roland conceded that the DECO man must have access to an enormous stable of highly talented operatives. If DECO wanted this squishy accountant on this job, there must be a reason. He made a note to sniff that reason out sooner rather than later.

James even managed a cocky tilt to the head while expanding on his answer. “DECO has a strong presence on Gethsemane, as you likely already knew, Commandant. Naturally I cannot divulge the exact quantity and nature of our operations, but I think you know our ground game is always excellent. If you want this Grimes fellow to go to the Underworld...” James actually smiled, and Roland saw what he might have mistaken for ferocity in that grin. “That is something I believe DECO can make attractive.”

Mindy broke the spell and returned James to his sweaty discomfiture with her breathy drawl. “Well now, look who’s coming over all strong and helpful. We’d be ever so grateful, Mr. Jimmy.”

Roland rolled his eyes as hard as he could when all James could muster was a stammered, “Of... of course.”

Pike laughed in his face. “Sounded like a real goddamn operator for a second there, Jimmy.”

The DECO man declined to reply, his face flushing crimson.
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CHAPTER ELEVEN
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Unlike so many others in his order, Knight-Captain Harland Jericho did not hate Matinsday. Matinsday was his duty shift at the spaceport, and while that meant standing in one spot for long periods between boring patrol strolls through the various concourses of Port Piety, it made excellent opportunities to meditate upon his duties and the weight of his sins. In truth, too many of his brothers avoided such introspections, and this stank of weakness. A man should know his own soul, both the good and bad. When the time came to account for the actions of his life before God, the Almighty would not find Knight-Captain Harland Jericho a stammering fool. A few hours a week counting your faults was a good thing. It molded doubt into resolve and confusion into faith.

If he got lucky, a ship with Penitents would arrive and he would get to perform an initiation. If God willed it, some terrorist or militant atheist would try something stupid, and he would be forced to take a life in the name of duty. The killing did not bother Jericho as much as it probably should, but he was commanded to love the sinners even as he cut them down. With decades of service to his name, Jericho still found this contradiction maddening. He knew the failing was his, for he did not love the sinners as he should. More to meditate upon, he supposed. Barring this worst-case scenario, Jericho would stand around and smile at tourists, businesspeople, and diplomats who filed through the corridors each day. He prayed for a ship of initiates. His role in guarding the first step upon the Penitent’s Path, while somewhat ceremonial, helped solidify the commitment that any Penitent who hoped to pass into the Garden would need. It felt good to represent something larger than himself, something larger than any person or even community. For all his faults as a worthless sinner, helping others achieve grace seemed the best way to account for his flaws.

He looked down at the overlarge gauntlet encasing his right hand. Lacquered in striking royal blue, the articulated fingers connected to a thick vambrace of smooth overlapping plates. He could neither see nor hear the dozens of coordinated actuators beneath the surface. He felt the reassuring tingle of signal feedback when he moved his fingers inside. The blue digits of the gauntlet waved in unison, a macabre parody of a human hand flexing. The armor had been fitted to his body so perfectly it felt as if the machines anticipated his movements rather than responded to them, which he knew was close enough to the truth. He closed his hand into a fist and squeezed, felt the crushing pressure and the overwhelming power there. It soothed his darkening mood to experience that strength. He bore the Iron Fist, the hand of obedience and the instrument of God’s will on earth.

His gaze slid over to his left hand. This one lay wrapped in a thin mesh of flexible armored material in the same blue as the rest of his armor. He wiggled the fingers here and smiled. They moved freely, the mesh hugging and flowing with the motion as if it were a second skin. He knew without feeling it that the surface would be warm and pleasant to the touch. This was the Velvet Glove, the hand of succor. It was the hand a brother extends to brother, a friend to a friend, God to his faithful. It reminded Jericho of his duty to aid and assist. To guide and protect. To raise the sinners up and help them find their way to grace. Battle was his skill, but when the fighting was over, God demanded compassion. He meditated on this every day, the familiar paradox still just ephemeral nonsense to his warrior’s mind. The devil knew Jericho’s failings well, and the allure of righteous battle often led to the destruction of the soul. Jericho knew all too well how much danger his soul was in. So did Satan. He whispered a quiet prayer under his breath in penance.

Above the wrist, his armor on the left was identical to the right side. Beneath the artful arrangement of overlapping plates, hundreds of actuators writhed in unison to mimic and enhance the movements of his body. This came with a strange tingling sensation, as the electrical impulses that signaled his muscles to contract had to be read through the skin to avoid the unforgivable sin of modifying his brain. Young Knights often found the prickling to be maddening. Vomiting into one’s helmet remained a time-honored tradition among new Knights. Some never learned to control the vestments and spent their service as technicians or in administrative roles. Old Knights learned to enjoy the sensation. The pain was penance, and a price to be paid for a suit of armor that behaved like an integrated armature. True Knights grew to love the agony. The strangeness became a barometer of how well the armor functioned in any given moment. When the battle was joined, feeling the electric feet of signal feedback dance across your skin was the most reassuring feeling in the universe. It meant you were strong, and God was with you.

The Brothers of the Teutonic Order were the first thing a pilgrim would see upon arrival to Gethsemane, and first impressions were important things. Jericho stood seven feet tall in his gleaming blue vestments. The powered elements that gave him the strength of Samson lent a bulk to his silhouette matching the height. Some armorer imbued with a flair for gothic drama had arranged each gleaming plate in a manner to move both the body and the spirit of those who looked upon it. He looked like a character ripped from a storybook, or perhaps the protagonist of a whimsical holovid program. Jericho, risking punishment for the sin of pride, had more than once caught himself staring at his own reflection. Even twenty-seven years after his dubbing, Knight-Captain Jericho experienced a flush of excitement whenever he saw himself in his armor. Jericho was no fool. He knew this effect was intentional. The uninitiated needed to see God’s power in a manner they understood. They needed to see strength, grandeur, wealth. They needed a sense of awe, and a Teuton in full regalia never failed to deliver awe in spades. In this, his armor served as both a metaphor and stern reminder to the Knight inside. Despite the magnificence of the appearance, what made his armor exceptional did not live in the shining surfaces or the artful sweep of each carefully crafted facet. The armor would be just as formidable without aesthetic flourishes. So it was with faith. The real power lay beneath the surface, behind the spectacle. The armor served as a vessel for the machines inside. Machines that did the bearer’s bidding, just as his body was merely the vessel for executing God’s will.

Only on the Path would Penitents learn that the real reward for faith is in the soul and the hereafter. That wisdom came later, though. At first, they would live in fear and awe of the Knights, as they would God. As their faith blossomed and their understanding of God’s true power grew, they would see the Knights for what they really were: Servants to the same higher power, no different than anyone else. Jericho took great comfort in this. He did not want to frighten sinners. The Velvet Glove was an obligation he took very seriously. His order existed to nurture and offer aid, not intimidate. His own penance lay in how often he had to remind himself of this fact. Satan loved to tempt his temper and arrogance, and Jericho had been found wanting more than once. His own journey along the Penitent’s Path had been slowed by such delictions for too long, curse this mortal flesh and the weakness of a sinner. Jericho discarded his frustration with a heavy sigh. His sins were between him, his Confessor, and God. The Path was not supposed to be easy.

Despite the boredom, Jericho took pride in his role on Matinsday. Every weary traveler seeking the grace of God would start their journey here at Port Piety. Their first step on the Path began with a Teuton. On Matinsday, that Teuton was often Knight-Captain Harland Jericho. As if on cue, a chime in his earpiece warned him that a ship was about to unload, and more than forty passengers had applied for the Penitent’s Path.

Jericho smiled at the prophetic nature of his own ruminations and began the trek across Port Piety. He passed beneath ornate arches and vaulted ceilings resplendent with moving frescoes. The stories of saints, martyrs, Knights, and clerics played out in melodramatic pantomime over his head without incident. The travelers and visitors would gawk and point at the magnificence of the spectacle, but Jericho had seen them all many times. Crowds parted for him, the weighty clump of his boots on the tiled floors signaling to even the most distracted people that a Knight passed close by. He kept his step as light as possible out of politeness. There was no profit in stomping around like some kind of angry stormtrooper. Nevertheless, his weapons and armor massed nearly eight hundred pounds with the man inside them. Even his most delicate footfall sent a shudder through the floor. The plates creaked and clicked in a soft tattoo with each swing of his arms, and the bright blue grabbed the eye like the pure light of Grace itself.

Humble penitents stepped aside and made the sign of the Iron Fist in respect. He returned each with the sign of the Velvet Glove and a nod of acknowledgement. A flush of pride at the visible awe on each of their faces shamed Jericho. He was a servant of God, same as they were. He was not better than the penitent or the sinner, and he would do well to remember that. More sin to reflect upon. Jericho made a note of it.

Long before he reached the receiving level for the latest arrival, Jericho paused to affix his helmet. It would not do to have the penitents gaze upon his naked face before they were initiated on the Path. They needed to see the Teuton first. They needed to fear the Iron Fist before he could extend the Velvet Glove. He unlocked the basinet from his belt and slid it over his head. The mag-locks grabbed it at the gorget and sealed on the first try. A soft hiss told him the helmet had pressurized, and the saltwater tang of over-filtered air tickled the hairs in his nostrils. Jericho’s field of vision exploded with illuminated reticles and blinking text while the AI booted up, then each blinked away while the display settled into Jericho’s default settings.

“Good morning, Captain,” his AI said in his ear. “And God’s blessings be upon you this day.”

“And also with you, Joshua,” he mumbled. Jericho kept his voice subdued even though no one could hear him talk unless he activated the public address system. Talking to a computer never sat well with him, but absent cybernetic implants to control the armor’s functions many systems required verbal cues to operate. Jericho had managed to keep the same AI for all his years in this suit of armor. Over time, the software learned to move with him and anticipate his needs on a level approaching the supernatural. The technicians bragged that the suit’s inductive and reductive prediction algorithms were so well integrated with Jericho’s patterns that no Knight would ever match his speed or tactics ever again. Pride remained Jericho’s greatest failing, and this boast did not help. An unbroken slew of tournament victories compounded the issue. It was no wonder his behavior as a young Knight led to so many long hours’ penance. A clever Confessor fixed the problem of Jericho’s burgeoning arrogance with one simple, yet surprisingly nefarious trick. The name “Joshua” was assigned to his electronic companion and codelocked by Elder Polito himself. The name served as both a reprimand and an un-subtle memento mori to the proud Knight. For as the children’s song told, “Joshua fought the battle of Jericho, and the walls came tumbling down.” Every time the Knight addressed his AI, he was reminded of how the walls of Jericho fell and that no one was so powerful that God could not bring them low. The Lord would just have to forgive him for not liking it.

“Pull up the manifest for the Campeon, Joshua.”

A list of names began to scroll down one side of Jericho’s HUD. The prickling in his legs intensified as the AI took over the task of walking him toward his destination so Jericho could read the information undisturbed. Among the ship’s one hundred and forty, he saw farmers, bankers, android technicians and a few businesspeople on the list. Nine passengers traveled on diplomatic tokens. The forty passengers applying for the Penitent’s Path were a motley assortment of laborers, middle managers, and at least four had criminal records. God would forgive them if they truly repented their sins. Knight-Captain Jericho, on the other hand, did not have the omniscience of his deity. He would watch those four travelers rather closely and let God sort out their intentions in such time as his Plan dictated. Other than that, the passenger list was as uninteresting as most. “Exit,” he said. The list disappeared.

The receiving area stretched out before him in diverging swaths of polished obsidian and gold pathways. Holograms of the thirteen Elders floated twenty feet in the air, offering blessings to the travelers and welcoming all to Gethsemane. Each spoke a different language, though all beamed the same benevolent smile down on the milling crowds below. If a person did not understand the importance of the men behind each translucent effigy, the effect could be misconstrued as condescension. Jericho suffered no such prejudice. The Elders spoke for God and executed His will. To be acknowledged by an Elder, even by proxy, was a great honor.

He let his HUD direct him to the unloading ramp for the Campeon and took his position at the end of the vestibule. He locked his armor’s joints, turning his towering azure bulk into a statue. The regular passengers were already slipping past, eyes glued to comm handhelds or chattering into their headsets. Most spared him only a passing glance and probably assumed he was no more than yet another ornate piece of the architecture. The applicants filed through after, as was fitting people preparing to abandon their lives to the service of God. None took special notice of the blue figure at the end of the ramp, other than to remark upon his striking appearance. When the stewards finished assembling the group and verifying identifications for each, Knight-Captain Jericho keyed his microphone on and addressed them all as one.

“Rejoice!” he thundered. The applicants started as one, a chorus of yelps and gasps washing across his armor like a spring breeze. “For on this day you have chosen light over darkness, peace over strife, and Grace over damnation.” At this point, some of the applicants realized that he was no statue, and his words no recorded message. Eyes grew wide among the sea of terrified faces. Jericho raised the Iron Fist to his chest, revealing the mark of the Teutonic Order across the vambrace. “I am Sir Harland Jericho, Knight-Captain of the Order Teuton. He raised the gauntlet high. “This is the Iron Fist! It is the hand of obedience and hammer with which we poor sinners forge God’s great works. Vengeance belongs only to God,” he paused for effect, then finished with a touch of gallows humor. “But it is with this hand shall he deliver it!” Jericho let that sink in, watched the crowd shrink before his might.

God’s might, he corrected himself.

Chagrined, he lowered the Fist. With a big breath to collect himself, he raised his left hand to chest height, palm up. It was a gesture of welcome and an offering all at once. “This is the Velvet Glove. It is the hand of succor. It is the hand that raises our brothers and sisters from the darkness of sin and into the light. Today, I have shown you the Iron Fist. But it is the Velvet Glove I offer to you now. For we are all sinners, and all of us wanting in the eyes of God. If you take my hand this day, know that it is yours forever. The Path you have chosen is a difficult one, but so long as you hold on to the Velvet Glove, your quest will not be undertaken alone. Take it now, and start your journey.”

The stewards organized the properly terrified Penitents into a line in front of Jericho. He addressed the first. “Come forth, sinner. Take my hand in succor and start your journey along the Penitent’s Path.” The first person in line, a harried-looking man in worn clothes, stepped forward. Jericho extended his left hand. The man stared at it for a second before placing his own trembling hand atop it. Jericho closed his fingers around it and watched surprise dawn across the man’s face when he realized the glove felt warm and soft against his skin. “Go, my brother. Give your name to the steward and sign your contract.” He squeezed, gentle and fraternal. “And when the path becomes too hard, look to the Teutons and the Velvet Glove for help.”

The man smiled into the black visor. “I... uh, I will, sir. Thank you.”

“Go with God.”

Jericho repeated the ritual with each applicant, basking in their fear and adulation a touch more than strictly appropriate for a divine servant like himself. His confessor would not be pleased, though Jericho suspected that God did not mind so much if his employees took joy in their work. No theologian of any kind, Jericho found it easier to simply pay the indulgence than it was to debate a Confessor on such matters. He had just completed the final penitent when the security channel chimed in his ear.

“Captain Jericho?”

“What is it? I’m busy.”

“We have a situation. A privateer corvette just applied for a berth and permits.”

A docking bay number began to flash in Jericho’s HUD. “Whose ship is it?”

“Pike’s Privateers, sir. Their paperwork is in order, and the Order Administratum has instructed me to clear them.”

“What?” Jericho turned on his heel and began a stiff march toward the indicated dock. “Do the Teutons take orders from the Administrati now?”

“Sir, I—”

“It was a rhetorical question!” Jericho forced a calming breath. Shouting at a junior comms officer over something well above his pay grade would not be productive. “Clear them but hold all passengers at reception. I’m on my way.”

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

CHAPTER TWELVE
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Roland felt the scrutiny upon him the instant he cleared the vestibule. His first steps into Port Piety elicited rude stares from the hundreds of human eyes present with the kind of abrupt disapproval usually reserved for mass murderers and tax collectors. He clamped down on an overpowering urge to snarl something vulgar back at the gawking faces, surprised at the violence of his reaction. Decades in Dockside left him inured to the wide-eyed terror and slack-jawed curiosity of the uninitiated masses. At this point in his life, people who did not give him a second look made him more uncomfortable than those who did. Yet something about those eyes lit an angry fire in his belly. It took a moment for the big cyborg to recognize that what he saw etched on the faces of the security staff and customs officials at Gethsemane went beyond fear or impolite inquisitiveness. Both were present, naturally. Roland’s nominally human appearance was a thin facade at its best, an unconvincing costume his enormous frame wore to prevent children from crying at the mere sight of him. Something else caught his attention this time, and he did not like it.

The dockmaster met them at the vestibule, and Roland witnessed the look of bland disapproval he wore shift through subsequent phases of shock, confusion, and apprehension in the usual manner. Then his features moved once more, the fear melting slightly as a new reaction replaced it. The security detail followed suit, each man enduring the same series of reactions when their eyes fell upon Roland’s bizarre proportions and waxy skin tone.

It was the customs agent that gave it away. As the scrawny man in an ill-fitting uniform ushered each of them through a scanning arch, he grew more and more agitated. Lucia and Catrina he ignored. Manny’s arm gave birth to a small frown that wrinkled the corners of his thin mouth. Mindy’s body scan sent a flush across his cheeks. When it was Roland’s turn, the agent stopped cold and simply stared. His eyes went from the scanner readout and back up to Roland and stopped. Roland met the look, and suddenly he understood what they were all feeling.

Disgust.

They were disgusted with him, and this stopped Roland in his tracks. Another surge of anger passed in those long seconds where the customs agent held his glare. Roland chose not to indulge it, and his success in doing so helped the ugly reaction to pass a little quicker. Roland used the time to study the agent. The man was thin, his uniform deep red with some obscure religious insignia emblazoned across the left lapel. His hands were delicate, the skin of his face pale and unmarked. Roland sniffed and settled his features into a mask of angry condescension.

“Something wrong?” He let the question hang, heavy and uncomfortable. The deep rumble of his voice startled the agent, who gasped and flinched at the sound. 

The agent recovered quickly, to his credit. “You appear to be confused, Mr., ah, Tankowicz?” The agent fumbled over the name, butchering the pronunciation in a manner too egregious to be accidental. “Gethsemane is not a place for people like you, and your permits do not cover your... situation.”

“And what situation is that?”

“You, sir, are a cyborg. Furthermore, your level of augmentation is quite frankly unacceptable.”

“You really think so?” Roland replied with an even uglier smile. “You should see what I looked like before. Now that was unacceptable.”

Mindy snickered, drawing a sharp glare from the agent. He turned back to Roland. “Be that as it may, I’m afraid I cannot permit you to disembark.”

“Why not? My credentials are in order.”

“It would not be proper. Armatures are not covered under your travel permits.”

That answer sent Roland’s eyebrows climbing. “Proper, huh? Care to explain that?”

The agent’s face flushed. “You are a cyborg—”

“Covered that,” Roland interrupted.

“Your body is an insult to the perfection of God’s work!”

“I contend that blowing all that godly work to bits was the real insult. Take your issues up with the Red Hats.” Roland gestured to his chest. “This, on the other hand... I like to think of this as a respectful homage to the original.”

“Roland,” Lucia said with a twinkle in her eye. “Don’t make fun of the bigots. We have work to do.” She addressed the agent. “You will find all of our permits and credentials are in perfect order. Even for Mr. Tankowicz, who you will note carries several UEDF exemptions covered by interplanetary agreements. We have no intention of sullying any of your holy places with his presence while we conduct our business on Gethsemane. Can we go now?”

The agent made no effort to disguise his disdain. “The rest of you are free to go. Those of you bearing the works of men in place of what God has given must restrict yourselves to trade zones.” He pointed to Roland. “That thing may not take one more step. It must return to your ship and remain there.”

Catrina stepped up to the agent. Roland recognized something of her uncle’s tone in how she addressed the man. “What is your name?”

“I am Agent Jacoby, Miss Caulfield, and I have the authority to—”

A voice boomed from behind the agent, amplified and electronic. “You have the authority to do nothing, Agent Jacoby.”

As one, the group turned to see a giant in gleaming royal blue armor approaching. Jacoby’s face drained of all color at the sight of Knight-Captain Jericho, and his mouth slammed shut with a click. The Knight stomped up to the group and paused. Roland assumed he was reading his HUD and perusing the scanner data. Reaching some sort of decision, the Knight reached up and removed his helmet. The face beneath was middle-aged, clean-shaven, and not remotely friendly. Wisps of blond hair poked from beneath a tight coif in the same striking blue as the armor itself. He stared directly at Roland. “You are Tankowicz?”

“I am,” Roland replied, matching the flat tone with his own. “You are?”

“Knight-Captain Jericho, First Fist of the Order Teuton.”

“Is that a big deal around here?”

Jericho did not take the bait. “Before God we are all but sinners and penitents. I am as God made me and nothing more.”

Roland detected the veiled insult to his condition and could not resist returning fire. “Not counting about twenty million in armor, you mean?”

Jericho acknowledged the point with a twitch of his cheek. “It is the man who serves God, and the armor serves the man. I am merely that man. And a soldier, like yourself.” The hand with the enormous gauntlet gestured to Jacoby. “Agent, what is going on here?”

Jacoby found his voice. “Captain! This party contains several—”

“I have the data from the scanners, Agent Jacoby. I also know that your superiors among the Administrati have cleared this group already.”

Roland noticed that Jericho did not even bother to look at the agent. He kept his eyes on Roland at all times.

The agent stammered, “But... it’s clear that this—” he waved at Roland “—was not what they meant, right? It’s... blasphemous.”

Jericho squinted at Roland. Roland did not shrink from the scrutiny. The Knight acknowledged the agent’s protest after several torturous seconds. “It is not your place to question the will of the Order Administratum, Agent Jacoby. Nor, I might add, is it mine. Our feelings on the matter are less important than the will of God as dictated by our superiors. Am I correct in assuming that you intend to deny their permits without at least consulting your chain of command?”

“I would not have thought it necessary, given the obvious.”

“You commit the sin of pride, Jacoby. You are a tiny cog in this great machine. You behave as if you know the will of God better than those far above you. If that was the case, your position within your order would not be so trivial. I am alerting your deacon and recommending you remit yourself to a Confessor at your first opportunity.” At last, Jericho turned from Roland to fix the tiny man with a stern glower. “Any delay on your part will affect the cost of your indulgence, Jacoby. Are we clear?”

The agent wilted. “Of course, Captain Jericho. I’ll go right away if you wish to finish here.”

“An excellent idea. Dismissed.”

Jacoby fled the area with conspicuous haste, leaving the four fixers to face Captain Jericho alone.

“We good?” Roland asked the Knight.

“We are not good,” Jericho replied. “What we are is subservient to the will of God. Which, in this case, means letting you pass.”

“That is good enough,” Roland said and took a step. 

Jericho stopped him with a hand to the chest. Roland looked down at the large gauntlet, then back up into the even gaze of Jericho. They locked eyes in an ancient and universal way. An unspoken promise formed between the two men, and the temperature in the room seemed to plummet.

“Roland...” Lucia’s voice held a warning.

“Captain Jericho!” Catrina’s voice rang with the threat of command.

“You may pass,” Jericho spoke, ignoring the women. “But understand that your presence here, your very existence, offends me.”

“Don’t you mean ‘offends God’?” Roland asked through bared teeth. “Or do you speak for Him too?”

“I cannot speak for God. I have no tongue for it.” Jericho tapped Roland’s chest with an armored finger. Then he stepped back and held his hand up in a clenched fist. “But this does my talking for me.”

“Wrath,” Mindy said aloud.

Jericho spun to look down on her. “What did you say?”

“I said you need to see a Confessor about the sin of wrath.” Her eyes blazed, and she pointed to his oversized right fist. “You just raised the Iron Fist to a stranger before offering the Velvet Glove.” She shook her head and waved a finger. “Tsk, tsk, Captain. What’s that Teutonic motto? ‘Help, Defend, Heal,’ right? I’m pretty sure God wants you to offer help before you, you know, hurt people. At least that’s how I remember it.”

Roland did not understand what Mindy had just said, but the effect on Jericho was profound. A deep red flush rose from beneath his collar to flood his cheeks with crimson. “I know who you are, woman. Degenerate whores do not get to lecture me on the rules of my order, or on sin.”

“Why not?” Mindy asked. “I am an expert on sin, after all. Hey, Catrina?”

“Yes?”

“If you go ahead and call your friends in the Administrati, they can probably talk to the happy captain’s superior officers about his little boo-boo here. You see, he absolutely has to offer us aid and help before anything else. That’s his job, see? He’s got the Velvet Glove on the left hand and the Iron Fist on his right.”

“What a quaint little ritual,” Catrina said, eyes twinkling. “I did not notice the Velvet Glove because the good captain here forgot to offer it. You think I should tell Deacon Morris about that?”

“Oh yes. The Order Administratum just loves that sort of thing. They’ll give a shout to the Teutonic command and make sure Captain Grouchy-pants gets sorted out.”

“Oh, I don’t know if all that is really necessary,” Catrina said. “I’m sure Captain Jericho doesn’t mean anything by all this rudeness. Right, Captain?”

Jericho stood and fumed. His hands clenched and unclenched at his sides while indecision turned his face into warring expressions of rage and frustration. He spun to look at Roland, but before he could speak Roland stopped him with bared teeth.

“Just give me a reason, asshole. Please.”

For a moment, it looked like Jericho might oblige. The hostility radiating from Jericho blazed hot enough to burn the skin, and Roland gobbled it up like a black hole consuming starlight. Both men wanted this. Both men welcomed it. Still, neither man moved, and the moment passed with all its violent potential unrealized. The tension melted into the background as quickly as it had solidified, and Jericho seemed to deflate. Something in his eyes spoke to Roland about conflict and self-loathing. Roland recognized the look, knew the endless battle between a man born to fight and all the important reasons he should not. “I am still a sinner, it seems,” Jericho said at last. “But though I beg God’s forgiveness for the weakness of my spirit, I do so look forward to the day we get to cross hands, Roland Tankowicz. I am but a poor contestant in wars of words and ideas, I admit it. I suspect you and I share a preference for a purer sort of contest.”

“You’re not wrong, Captain,” Roland said. “But that’s not why I’m here.”

“Nor I. Go with God, Tankowicz, for if you don’t, we will have that conversation all the same.”

“Looking forward to it.”

Jericho turned to walk away. As he stormed off, he stopped to call over one shoulder. “Confine yourselves to trade zones. Familiarize yourself with our laws as well. I do not know why the Order Administratum has allowed you to come here. It is not my place to know such things. But know that you will be watched. No matter how much sway you hold over them, the Administrati cannot protect you from the Iron Fist if you step outside the laws of God and man on Gethsemane. That is the province of the Teutons.”

“Pleasant fellow,” Manny remarked when the Knight at last disappeared through the exit door.

“What’d you get?” Lucia asked. “Did we buy you enough time for a good scan?”

“Plenty,” he replied. “That armor is fantastic. It pulls signal data through the skin, so the whole rig can be driven like an integrated armature without implants. It will move like a high-quality cyborg and not like power armor. External surfaces are the same composite used in top-tier military stuff. It’s crawling with chained actuators too.”

Roland nodded his approval. “Strong and fast, huh?”

“Both. Very. Venus has tons of armatures and armors, and I used to think I knew about the good stuff...” Manny shook his head. “This is next-level, Mr. Tankowicz.”

“I didn’t see any weapons,” Roland said. “Internal munitions? Is it all ceremonial?”

“He’s a Teuton,” said Mindy. They all looked at her and waited for further explanation. “His weapon is supposed to be the Iron Fist. His right hand. Did y’all not notice how big that stupid thing was? Everything is symbolic here, guys.”

“So he just punches his problems?” Lucia sounded incredulous.

“I get it,” said Roland without a trace of irony.

Manny answered her question before she could turn on Roland. “Honestly, Boss? In that armor I’m guessing a punch is a pretty serious thing. The gauntlet has a lot of weird stuff inside that I assume makes it punch harder than it looks.”

“I can do punching,” Roland said, but no one was paying any attention to him.

“Don’t get ahead of yourself,” Mindy said. “They have lots of guns too. All top-quality gear. They have these big old vibroblades made to look like old swords too.”

“You can’t be serious,” Manny said. “Swords?”

“How do you think I learned to use this?” Mindy patted the dagger on her hip. “This place has a serious hard-on for a particular aesthetic, okay? All the theater and pageantry stuff keeps the rubes distracted from how shitty they’re being treated.”

“And I thought Venus was in bad shape.”

“Venus is in bad shape,” Mindy replied. “But Gethsemane is its own special kind of awful.”

“As long as I get to punch that guy at some point, I’m fine with it,” said Roland.

“Please don’t,” replied Lucia. “James wanted intel on the armor, and we got him that. There is no reason to pick a fight.”

“More so than you already have,” added Mindy. “You can’t just piss in a Teuton’s cereal like that and not expect some trouble.”

Roland’s reply was curt. “Did you see how they looked at me?” He snorted like a bull. “Trouble is inevitable. People like that can’t help themselves.”

Mindy’s answering smile looked more sad than anything else. “You’re not wrong, Ironsides. Welcome to my homeworld, y’all.”

“How old were you when you ran away?” Manny asked, his face twisting with disgust.

“Fifteen.”

Manny hefted his satchel. “Why’d you wait so long?”

“Another time, kids,” Lucia said. “It’s time to get bivouacked and meet the DECO team. We have eighty-six hours to get set up for Grimes, and that is a lot less than it seems like, I promise.”

They all followed her out of Port Piety station, pretending to ignore the angry and fearful looks from the other travelers. Roland’s irritation waned as they walked. Like most things that bothered him, their ability to affect his mood weakened as time passed.

Lucia noticed the shift in his mood. “Feeling better, big guy?”

“Yeah. Fuckers got under my skin for a second is all. Good now.”

“How do you do that?” she asked. “Just... turn it off, I mean.”

“I just remind myself that these are harmless idiots. They are no threat to me, and they don’t have anything I want. If every one of these rubes goes home tonight and writes in their diary about how much they hate me, literally no part of my life will be any different because they did.” He snorted. “Fuck ‘em.”

“That’s...” Lucia seemed at a loss for words. “I don’t know what to make of that.”

Manny tried to help. “Being angry takes a lot of energy, boss. It’s easier to just move on and save yourself the hassle.”

“More efficient,” agreed Roland.

“Not everyone gets to move on, though,” Mindy said. “Sometimes the idiots aren’t so harmless and maybe you aren’t so tough yet. That’s when you learn to hide the anger. Save it up for when you need it. Right, Ironsides?”

Roland curled a lip. “I might recognize that sentiment, yes.”

Mindy bit each syllable off as if it tasted bad. “Anger is fuel, boss. No sense wasting it.”

Lucia was saved from the uncomfortable turn the chatter had taken by a man in casual clothes. He waved to them as if they had known each other for years and smiled. “Hey, guys! Over here!”

Roland’s brow furrowed. “That can’t be the DECO guy, can it?”

“Shush,” Mindy hissed. “You’ll blow his cover!”

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

CHAPTER THIRTEEN

[image: image]


Godspeed was not the fastest jump ferry Grimes had ever been on.

It ploughed through empty space as if the cosmic void possessed the consistency of blackstrap molasses. Nine interminable days on board passed like so many years while Grimes did his best to blend in with the other passengers and pilgrims on their way to Gethsemane. Blending had never been his favorite activity, but he had mastered hiding in plain sight decades prior. He kept to his berth in the consular quarters and used the time for meditation and planning. Part of the assassin hated the fluidity of the current situation. Plans existed for a reason. Grimes knew that no plan truly survives contact with the enemy, but good plans kept things within acceptable standards for deviation. His plan to steal the memory core in his possession had started well enough. Yet the breadth and scope of the subsequent deviation could only be described with the bleakest of adjectives. When he managed to look at the entire mess from a place of calm objective introspection, Grimes found himself rather impressed with how bad a turn things had taken.

Beyond his objective self-reproach, part of Grimes thrilled at the thought of the current tactical landscape. It had been so long since he felt the icy prickle of apprehension that came with competent adversaries. The intensity borne of doubt and uncertainty flavored his every step with a spice he did not realize he missed. His body modifications made things too easy. It robbed him of something he had forgotten he needed in his life. 

Fear.

As an unmodified man, every hunt Grimes participated in brought with it that sense of potential doom. Any mistake at all could be fatal. When the blandest oversight might get one killed, tiny missteps became catastrophic. The danger meant that the Grimes that planned and stalked and meditated with a singular focus required one hundred percent of his mind and body. He lived through those years knowing that any job not only could be his last, but that there was a very strong possibility each mission would be his last.

Seated on his cot in zazen position, Grimes remembered dealing with a squad of RUC operatives who had infiltrated a Red Hat logistics cell. The spies staged their operations from a food production dome set far from the wealthy city dome of Venus Caelestus. Grimes had stalked each of the four well-trained and heavily augmented operatives over a period of six days. In that time, he slept less than eleven hours total and ate nothing but nutritional gels. So far from any backup, neither Grimes nor his quarry could afford to let their guard down for even an instant. By never sleeping or stopping to eat, Grimes denied the spies any opportunity to track him. The enemy assumed he would have a hideout to retreat to when not stalking them, and this proved to be their downfall. Grimes thwarted them by never stopping his hunt. A single dedicated assassin, relentless and inexorable, Grimes simply wore his prey down with persistence. The last of his foes died exhausted, beaten to submission after a four-hour chase and a savage hand-to-hand war.

It was a grueling, miserable operation that left Grimes physically and mentally weak for a month afterward. Now such a hunt could be completed as a matter of course. Grimes realized that he had lost something when he let OmniCorp rebuild his body. Far too self-aware to be stupid about such things, Grimes allowed that what had been lost must be weighed against what had been gained if the evaluation was to have any merit whatsoever. His new tools ran well beyond back-alley cybernetics and basic prostheses, as OmniCorp’s interests in bleeding edge cybernetics rivaled those of Corpus Mundi and Praxis PharmaCorp. Maudlin reflections on the benefits of hard-won experience could not erase the reality of just how strong and fast his implants made him. Still, the trap of complacency beckoned. He wondered if the failure of his plan had anything to do with overreliance on his new power. He wondered how he might have done things differently without it.

He would not have attacked them as a group, that much was certain. The old Killam Grimes, knowing he could not possibly compete with any of them physically, would have separated the woman from the rest of her companions. He had done it before. Shame fueled the anger smoldering in his guts. He had beaten her once. Captured her. Unmodified Killam Grimes had achieved a greater victory that day than the newer, more powerful version.

No. That was not correct. Despite separating and capturing her before, she had escaped with relative ease, even tricking Grimes into suspecting Lincoln Hardesty’s treachery. It was the Ribiero woman who forced that first dagger of doubt through a tiny gap in his ideological armor, starting Grimes on this path of ruin in the first place. He had not lost the fight this time, either. He proved himself her better this round. He could have killed her had he wanted to do so. Old Grimes may have done things differently, but he could not say with certainty that old Grimes would have fared any better.

In truth, he had not done so badly. He had the memory core. He had help waiting on Gethsemane too. Communications under jump drive were difficult, but there would be assets and assistance waiting for him when he arrived. The fixers would be waiting as well, as it was obvious that Pike’s ship would outrun the ferry with ease. Nevertheless, with his well-heeled backers preparing the ground for him, those Dockside troglodytes would find Gethsemane a very difficult place to ply their usual tricks. Grimes, on the other hand, would enjoy the cover only hefty donations to the ruling class of zealots might provide.

Zealots.

Grimes chewed the word over in his mind. He hated zealots, for he had been one for a very long time and the stupidity of it burned his throat like acid. Even if that were not the case, he expected the Bronze Age traditions codified into Gethsemane law to hinder his escape. Once, a more naïve Killam Grimes would have taken the religious foundations of Gethsemane at face value. On Venus, people lived too close together to worry about such things, so long as the faith did not preclude the existence of any others. When the sky weeps acid and the surface of your homeworld can kill you in less than a second, wise people chose not to antagonize each other over esoteric dogma. Those people inclined to do so were going to believe in a greater power no matter what you thought about it, and only a great fool would waste time or energy worrying about the philosophy of another. His own meditations on the hereafter did not preclude the existence of an all-powerful deity, and like most Venusians Grimes always assumed that one person’s faith was as good as any other’s. Now he knew better. He started to sweat when he considered all the faithful, diligent, and pious people feeding the profits of Gethsemane’s powerful elites. Their leaders were all hypocrites, though Grimes cursed his imagination for its inability to find a stronger word for that. There was simply no way for a governing class that wealthy and powerful to be as benevolent and righteous as they claimed to be. Grimes felt his own shame when he thought of the millions of ardent penitents. Honest, good, hard-working people stuck plying their trades and paying tithes to a machine that cared nothing for them. He had been one such fool for too long, in his own way. He hated himself and hated them for making him feel the pain all over again.

Grimes inhaled and held the breath a long time before releasing it. Controlling his anger got more difficult each day. Without mushin, his dark moods grew more powerful. They lasted longer and demanded more satisfaction each time. The fear surprised him more than anything else. It was one thing to stare into the abyss. Grimes was no stranger to his own personal darkness. However, his headlong tumble toward madness pained him more for no other reason than how well he understood it. He knew better. He was better.

For the hundredth time that duty cycle, Grimes forced himself to calm. There would be time to sort out his mental state later. As if to make that point, the room speaker interrupted his musings. His eyes snapped open at the sound of a friendly chime, followed by a pleasant woman’s voice announcing their arrival. As a registered diplomat, Grimes would be on the first shuttle to the surface. Still, there was no great rush. He had no belongings to pack, nor did he have any tasks to prepare for. He did not even have a working comm to fiddle with. He sat on his bunk with legs crossed and waited to be called to the shuttle bay.

Forty-seven minutes later, Grimes took his first steps on the surface of Gethsemane. The glowering edifices and towering columns of Port Piety drew a wan smile from the assassin. The ornate carvings, the ubiquitous holographic effigies, and the moving frescoes playing across the ceilings struck him as garish. Like cheap souvenirs in a tourist trap, the pageantry lacked any real depth to his jaded eyes. Judging by the gaping wonder splashed across the faces of his fellow passengers, he felt unique in this. Grimes moved on without a second glance for any of it.

When it was his turn to pass through the scanning arch, Grimes braced himself for an argument. The agent in his deep red livery frowned at the readout, then looked up to appraise Grimes with his eyes. This made little sense, as there was nothing externally visible on Killam Grimes to mark him as an augmented human or cyborg. He met the agent’s gaze with a neutral stare that conveyed neither malice nor warmth. The agent chewed his lip for a moment and waved Grimes through.

“You will restrict yourself to the commercial zones and such administrative areas as your business on Gethsemane requires, Mr. Grimes,” said the agent. “Church areas are strictly forbidden to those such as yourself.” Disdain oozed from every word, and the agent made no attempt to hide his disapproval.

Grimes could not resist. “And if I desire forgiveness and penance? How do I go about securing the state of my immortal soul?”

The agent’s cheek twitched. “Then you can go see one of the Teutons. They will explain the Path to you.”

“And is the Path available to me?”

“Part of your tithe will be the cost of returning the sacred vessel of your soul to its rightful state, Mr. Grimes.” The agent peered at Grimes as if searching for a trick or a lie in his eyes. “If that is what you truly desire.”

Grimes tilted his head in a gesture of feigned respect. He considered how many millions it would take to remove his augmentations and regrow all the organic bits he no longer had. “I see. Admission to heaven is a costly thing, I gather.” Now Grimes let the ugly sneer he had been restraining peel his lips back from his teeth. “Cheaper to stay a sinner, then.”

The agent blanched pure white when their eyes met. Grimes knew why. A hundred others had done the same when he finally caught them. Something about that moment when a mark at last understood exactly who and what he faced always elicited this same reaction. It reminded Grimes of a cobra in the exact moment it discovers that the tasty rodent it hunted was in fact a mongoose, and things were about to take a turn for the very bad. It brought Grimes great joy to see the snotty agent make that face. He was being petty, he knew. But he did not care. The stupid little man would do well to learn that there were more things in the universe to fear than his God. Grimes pushed past the quaking agent with a harsh laugh and headed into the bowels of the port in search of a comm vendor.

Fleming had codelocked an expense account to his DNA, but he needed an InfoNet connection and a biometric device to access it. Half the comm vendors in the retail section of Port Piety were owned by OmniCorp, so in short order Grimes found himself in possession of two new handhelds and two earpieces. One comm was encoded to the maximum extent standard InfoNet access would allow, though Grimes did not believe that this would prove too difficult for Richardson to slice. The other connected to the private OmniCorp InfoNet, and Fleming assured him that a hundred code-jockeys could not break that encryption if they had a century to try. Grimes had to admit that wet work under corporate auspices was a very different thing than what he had been trained for. More bait for the complacency trap, he reminded himself.

He left the retail zone and followed helpful hologram guides to the exits. His eyes darted to every shadow and scoured each face he passed. The fixers might be stupid enough to try their luck at the port, even though that would be a disaster. Richardson was unlikely to allow such a mistake. However, the yawning gulf between ‘unlikely’ and ‘impossible’ often snared unprepared operatives. Grimes remained wary.

A moving hologram of Gethsemane’s leading conclave of Church Elders marked the exit to the spaceport’s surrounding metropolis. Each wizened man extended a translucent hand in blessing, wishing the pilgrims and travelers a pleasant stay. Grimes walked past with a sallow sneer on his face. He saw Lincoln Hardesty in each empty smile, and it turned his stomach.

The sight greeting Grimes when he at last cleared the doors and stepped onto the street helped wash the bilious taste of disgust from his mouth. The sprawling mass of gilded buildings and bustling streets of Port Piety stretched out in every direction. Spotless sidewalks in light gray outlined the jet-black surface of the road extending to either side of the assassin. Saturated neon ran in lines parallel to the sidewalk, guiding cars and trams to their destinations and signaling traffic rules to those machines still helmed by human hands. The local star beamed bright, bouncing light from each gleaming surface. It lent an air of cheer to the city, as if the objects themselves were happy and not just the people. As a commercial zone, the city of Port Piety did not suffer from the glut of religious iconography so prevalent in the port building itself. Nevertheless, the towering form of some saint or priest loomed hundreds of feet overhead. The statue looked to be a few blocks away. Grimes could only see the top third of the serious-faced man as it stared over the surrounding buildings. He shook his head and began to walk. 

Leaving the spaceport was a calculated risk, though Grimes agreed with its necessity. He might have stayed on board to see where Godspeed might take him, except that ship left for Enterprise Station in two hours. Fleeing back to Pike’s personal stronghold did not feel like a smart move.

The fixers would be watching the port, and no one could say which customs agents and administrators they had already bribed. Just boarding another ship and leaving again courted disaster. Gethsemane was not a free trade zone like Enterprise. Any high-ranking official could be bribed to cancel his diplomatic token at any time, and while not a betting man Grimes would have wagered a fortune that this was already being arranged.

Before Grimes attempted to get off-planet, he intended to lead his pursuers on a bit of a chase, passing off the memory core to an OmniCorp agent along the way. If things went well, the fixers would be chasing Grimes from spaceport to spaceport unaware of the deception. If the fixers picked up on the ruse, the core would change hands several more times, just to obscure the identity of the final courier as much as possible.

Grimes was supposed to meet his first contact at a café near the port building. If the drop looked clean, the OmniCorp operative would take the core and get him to some place called Gomorrah. This Gomorrah place had its own small spaceport, and once things looked safe Grimes would be smuggled into a shuttle and whisked away to a waiting OmniCorp vessel for extraction. Though simple, the plan possessed many discreet failure points requiring careful management. The fixers had a head start on him, and they certainly had a plan to stop his escape. Fleming assured Grimes that all the necessary precautions had been taken to ensure success, but Grimes knew better than to trust a corporate man when it came to wet work. The enemy would have several opportunities to catch one of the handoffs or interdict Grimes himself. The assassin expected them to exploit every one of these. He respected them too much to treat anything as a foregone conclusion.

The forgotten thrill returned. The rush of fear and exhilaration he had missed for so long sent icy pins and needles dancing across his skin. His senses surged to life in response. He felt the tiny hairs on his face sway with each step, the footfalls jostling the memory core strapped to his back. His nose twitched, telling him that the half-drunk man seated at an outdoor bar across the street liked two olives in his martini but did not care about the quality of his gin. He saw the young boy dressed in some kind of school uniform sneak a candy bar off a street vendor without paying. It happened more than a hundred yards down the street and Grimes could read the wrapper.

He missed this. This moment of perfect clarity and purpose. To exist outside of himself and be a passive observer to his universe. To think and plan and calculate unencumbered by ego. It was so close to mushin he could almost grasp it, but he knew better than to try. Mushin could not be pursued. Mushin was not something one did; it was something one allowed to happen. It would come back, he knew. He just had to be patient.

The tasteful signage adorning the café glowed with a soft blue light. Neither loud nor obnoxious, a rotating coffee mug twisted lazily above the door with the words “St. Drogo’s Respite” looping the hologram in a gentle serpentine. Grimes had no idea who Saint Drogo was, though the cheerful image of a man in a friar’s frock smiled at Grimes from the door panel. His question found its answer when he paused to read the inscription below it, Saint Drogo of Sebourg had been an ancient Penitent and the patron saint of coffee. He should have guessed as much. The Church was as big on branding as any megacorporation, it seemed.

Once inside, Grimes spotted his contact instantly. At a table near the window, Grimes saw a man in a brown suit sipping something hot and pale from a clear mug. He smelled mild roast, heavy cream, cinnamon, and far too much sugar. The hairs on his arms stood up when Grimes scanned the room with eyes and sensors both. Half the patrons sitting at the tables and bar clearly did not belong here. One man wore a gun on his hip beneath his jacket. Beneath the skin of another, Grimes saw small amounts of MyoFiber and OsteoPlast. A woman sipping a latte at the counter darted furtive glances his way every time she thought he was not looking. Grimes resisted the urge to sigh. He let his eyes meet those of his contact. The man looked back from across the café, confused.

Idiot. Amateur. Grimes wanted to shout it out loud. He did not bother. He turned on his heel and left the café without a word. 

––––––––
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CHAPTER FOURTEEN
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“He’s moving.”

James Klebold was in his element, finally. For once beads and flechettes were not flying over his head. There were no enormous warships trying to blast him into atoms. No assassins, marauding cyborgs, or augmented psychopaths were trying to tear him to pieces. With his terminal before him and a network of seasoned espionage assets to command, James could do what he did best.

“Did your people engage?” asked Roland. The giant’s voice burst from the speaker, and James imagined the big cyborg peering at a similar screen trying to comprehend the meandering icons.

“No,” said James. “They are too valuable to risk, and it is not likely they can compete with Grimes, in any event. I do not spend assets stupidly, Mr. Tankowicz.”

“Where is he headed?”

“South. Away from the port.”

Roland grunted in that way James hated. Why people chose inarticulate monosyllables when you could just say what you wanted to say remained a mystery to him. It made the cyborg sound like the gorilla he so ironically resembled. He knew the comparison was unfair and rude, and he would never voice it. James had read every bit of intelligence on Roland Tankowicz in existence. The man was neither stupid nor simple. A bit aggressive and linear in his thinking, sure. However, UEDF testing and benchmarks showed that under stress Tankowicz demonstrated shrewd tactical reasoning and strategic sophistication. He mastered weapons and fighting styles with alarming facility and his appetite for studying the various aspects of conflict was nothing short of voracious. James had been in the field with Roland once before, seen the man in action. His own observations confirmed what he had read. It would be a mistake to think of Roland as a simple brute, even when the giant tried very hard to seem like one. James wondered if this was intentional. Perhaps Tankowicz liked to be underestimated. He filed that hypothesis away for later examination and returned his attention to the operation in progress.

James pressed a comm stud on his terminal. “Saladin, let him see you on the corner of Chastity. We want him to turn onto Clement Row, but don’t push so hard he engages. Copy?”

“Copy,” said a voice from the terminal.

“Where are you herding him?” Roland asked.

“For now, I want him moving South. He’s already calling in the situation to his handlers. Fortunately for us, OmniCorp is using in-house agents and they are not particularly good at this.”

“Can we listen in?”

“No. He’s on the Corporate InfoNet right now. Cracking that would take too long and, in any event, doing so would tip our hand.”

Roland grunted again. “Makes sense. The longer we keep DECO’s presence a secret, the better.”

“Exactly.”

The terminal squawked again. “Saladin to control. He’s made me. Turning onto Clement now.”

“Copy, Saladin. Have Mehmet pick up the tail.”

“Copy.”

“And what exactly is south of the port?” Roland sounded irritated at not having all the details of the DECO side himself. The fluid nature of the situation meant information sharing took a distant second to efficient maneuvering. James assumed Roland understood this, and just could not help his irascible nature.

“The only tram lines that go to Sodom and Gomorrah are north of the port. If he keeps moving south, it becomes more problematic to get there. We know he is talking to his handlers, so we know he is getting fed intel. If we keep moving him south, then sooner or later they will have to abandon that plan until they lose the tail.”

“I’m assuming that to the south is some way of getting to the Underworld, then?”

James nodded, not at all surprised by Roland’s ability to interpret the plan. “There is a Pogo Plane terminal that moves workers and cargo to the more remote settlements on Gethsemane at the southern tip of Port Piety. Any minute now, Grimes will get told to make for that terminal. It requires very little money, has no special security procedures, and is relatively un-patrolled by the Knights.”

“So, after a few minutes of being chased around, that terminal is going to look real attractive.”

“Exactly.”

“How do we get him to pick the Underworld?”

James suspected Roland knew the answer and was just fishing for confirmation. Since he loved nothing more than talking about his plans, James answered anyway. “It’s the only logical choice for him, obviously. Other than the Underworld, his options are limited to food production and processing stations in those biomes that support edible plant and animal life.” James waved a dismissive hand at the screen, and the locations of the mentioned facilities blinked to life with descriptive text. “There is no reason to hop out to an agricultural zone or processing plant. If Grimes wants to be that stupid, I sincerely hope he does it.”

“I suppose hunting him down in an automated factory would be pretty easy, huh?”

“That would be an ideal scenario for us. Your team versus a lone operator in an enclosed space with no allies? We should be so lucky. Trust me, Mr. Tankowicz. He will choose the Underworld.”

“Good,” said Roland. “I’ll get my people down there, then. Gateways bought us a private transport, but we’ll need a head start if we want to beat a pogo plane.”

“Prep yourselves but wait for me to call it. There is still plenty of time for things to go wrong. I want you in Port Piety if we need to start improvising.”

Roland grunted, this time without annoying James. “Got it. Good call.”

James waved him off without looking up from his screen. “Good hunting, Mr. Tankowicz.”

“You too, Jimmy.”

Roland left the channel, and James realized he was sad to see the giant cyborg go. He liked to talk his plans out with competent operators. It was as close as he was ever going to get to being one himself. The romance and adventure of field work appealed to James on a basic level the DECO man knew to me rather immature. Furthermore, he lacked any of the prerequisite physical attributes for such work. This was not a deal-breaker in a universe where a person might submit the body to all manner of cybernetic and genetic modification, so he could not ignore the less obvious obstacles. Even if DECO chose to convert James into a physical powerhouse, there still existed no viable technology for courage, grace under fire, or the ability to stay calm and focused when death spewed forth from every shadow. His real talent lay in analysis and data modeling, and this proved a double-edged sword. James understood he was not mentally or emotionally equipped for field work. He never considered it to be cowardice, as James always did what had to be done to the best of his ability. But seeing the fixers operate up close and in-person reinforced the unassailable fact that his brain would never accept risk and danger the way they did. He made peace with this reality decades prior and carved out a successful career in espionage anyway.

In the dim light of Exit Wound’s conference room, James saw the movement of six skilled espionage assets and one cagey assassin as little more than data points. He applied these points to a mental actuarial table and plotted probabilities. He saw the patterns, applied what he knew about Grimes to the calculations, and gave orders as if ordering pizza for delivery.

“Mehmet?”

“Go, control.”

“Move to the north side of Clement and turn him at Alexander.”

“Copy, control.”

The icons moved on his screen. James did not smile when Grimes turned onto Alexander Row in the exact manner he had wanted. Grimes was a skilled assassin and a brilliant foe. This did not automatically make him a good spy, though. Grimes probably knew about being herded, of course. His handlers definitely knew. What James had not told Roland rattled around his skull like an unruly child. It all came down to what choice Grimes made next. At any point, Grimes might turn and fight. James possessed a healthy respect for the Balisongs, and Grimes had been the greatest of all of them. If the assassin decided he did not want to board a pogo plane, Grimes might choose to ambush one of his assets. He had the skills to do it in a manner that would not alert the Knights too.

He probably would not. He certainly should not. Starting a fight would be a mistake. Right now, there was no profit in such action. The positions of the assets precluded easy engagements, and his men were neither stupid nor foolish. James counted on Grimes choosing discretion due to the value of his package. Any fight on the streets of Port Piety, no matter how discreet, ran the risk of drawing both Knights and Inquisitors. Neither party to this battle wanted that. No professional on the clock would be that rash. Nevertheless, beads of sweat coalesced on his forehead, merging into drops that rolled across his skin in tiny rivulets of liquid doubt. James wiped them away with a sleeve. There were no people in the conference room to witness his sudden nervousness, and for this small mercy he thanked whatever deities might have dominion over such things.

He chose not to mention this, but what intelligence James had found on Grimes’s disposition of late weakened his sense of certainty by an uncomfortable margin. Grimes was not the ice-cold Balisong of yesterday. This was not the same man who led flawless teams of silent assassins on Venus. The public jobs he had taken since those days spoke of a man not right in his mind. The once surgical and efficient assassin had grown erratic and sadistic. Easy apprehensions for a man like Grimes turned into brutal murders that left mangled corpses where intact prisoners would have been more appropriate. James understood the reasons for this all too well. Many men just like Grimes had walked this path before. It led to death and ruin.

Not today, James thought to himself. Don’t go crazy just yet.

So far, it looked as if Grimes remained sane and professional. His icon moved down Alexander Row, and at greater speed than before. James nodded to no one. His handlers must have told him about the pogo plane station. Now they just needed him to get there without turning on the pursuing agents.

“Mehmet, sitrep.”

“He’s moving down Alexander, control. He’s pretending not to notice me, but he knows I’m here.”

“Be careful, Mehmet. Saladin, Attila, Hannibal, converge on these waypoints.” James tapped the screen to indicate where he wanted the agents to go. “If he’s trying to fake us out and head north, I want you to close those routes off.”

The agents replied with various affirmatives, and their icons began to move.

“Steady, Grimes,” James whispered to no one. “No need to be rash. You can still escape.”

The icon representing Grimes stopped, and James held his breath.

“Saladin to control. He just made me.”

“Do not engage, Saladin!” James tried to sound calm and authoritative, like Pike would have. He failed.

The Grimes icon started to move again, this time toward Saladin.

“Control, target is approaching. Advise.”

James felt a new terror clutch him by the guts. If He backed Saladin off, Grimes might try to slip the noose they were tightening. If he let Saladin stand, Grimes could kill the man without a second thought. James knew he should have been prepared for this. In truth, he thought he was. Command meant hard decisions; everyone knew that. Now, when the time had arrived to make those decisions, James sat in his chair gaping like a carp.

“Control?” Saladin did not sound nervous. Saladin was a seasoned professional. He did not get nervous.

James had to do something. Anything. He found his voice. “Attila!”

“Go, control.”

“Reinforce Saladin. Let him see you do it. Mehmet, close distance.”

James held his breath. Showing Grimes a threat posture was a calculated risk. Grimes may well be able to kill all three agents, but this could not be accomplished without drawing the ire of some Knights. The DECO man hoped that this would deter the assassin, because he had just bet the lives of three good people on that very proposition.

“He’s turning, control.”

James did not need Saladin to tell him as much. The Grimes icon again moved south toward the pogo plane station. Relief washed over the DECO man in a cool wave. Grimes had made his choice. In a few minutes the danger would pass. As predicted, Grimes fled into the station and the icon blinked out when the tracking drone lost his biometrics. James let his head fall back against his headrest and blew out a long sigh of relief. After a few seconds he reached out and tapped a button on his terminal.

“Breach,” he called into the team channel. He heard his own voice waver though he did not care.

“Go, control.”

“It looks like he has decided to go for the station. You should get moving now.”

James did not need to see Roland’s face to know it wore a look of bland resolve. His brusque, “On our way,” sufficed.
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CHAPTER FIFTEEN

[image: image]


“They are going for the Underworld.”

Captain Sloane often spoke in clipped declaratives. Seated in the captain’s chair, she tapped the armrest with one finger. “And surprise surprise, there we see Exit Wound floating above that southern pole as well. Imagine the coincidence.”

“Anxious for another go at Fischer?” Fleming asked from the flag officer’s chair.

“No,” Sloane replied. “If it comes to that, I’m not worried. But no captain deliberately risks ship and crew over ego, Alex. Since we are in the mood to swap critiques, then I must point out that they herded your operative right to where they wanted him.”

“Losing initiative was inevitable, Miranda. Our man is still in good shape, and he has the memory core. It’s merely a question of extracting him now. I should think that no challenge for you.”

“Why is it my job to extract your operative? Weren’t you supposed to hand off the core and get him to a spaceport?”

“There is no spaceport at the southern pole. We will need to use a dropship to get him out now.”

Sloane raised an eyebrow. “We do not field drop ships, Alex. And which of my three drop pods do you suppose we use? If I recall, they are all resting in a crater on Prospectus at the moment.”

Fleming paused, then scrunched his face. “Ah, yes. I had quite forgotten about that. I suppose I thought you might have more than three.”

“I do not. And even if I did, a drop pod is not the same as a drop ship. It’s really just a guided brick that falls to the surface. I’d have to be over that pole to get one close to him, and that little corvette is fast enough to snipe them in transit and run away before I could stop it.”

“Well then, I suppose it still falls on OmniCorp to get our man to a spaceport.”

Sloane’s retort came dry as a cracker. “That appears to be the case, yes.”

Fleming stared at the main screen, lost in thought for several long moments. “He will need to get to Sodom or Gomorrah. There are ports there and enough bureaucratic corruption to sneak him out without being seen.”

“Sounds like a fun time,” Sloane replied. “How do we manage this feat?”

“They’ve coaxed Grimes into the Underworld by making it seem like the only place to go. Fine. They believe they have the advantage, and maybe they do. It falls to us to take that advantage away by making the terrain inhospitable to them. Nothing too major is required. My man is very good. Grimes really just needs a little room to move, and he’ll find his way out on his own.”

“And how does one make a fringe enclave on criminality inhospitable to a group of operatives who live and work in one already?”

Fleming smiled now, a thin leer that turned his boyish features ugly. “We soak the area with dirty money and buy off every criminal and degenerate we can find. Every move they make will be opposed, their every maneuver complicated by interference from the locals. We bribe the cops, the thieves, and the thugs all at once. These are reviled sinners, correct? No one will even bat an eyelash if the whole planet turns on them.”

“Ah, yes,” Sloane said with feigned gravitas. “Straight from the corporate playbook. If you can’t beat the opponent on your own, buy more allies.”

“You say that as if it doesn’t work all the time,” Fleming replied. He affected offense, though he could not stop smiling. “Proxy wars have a long and illustrious history dating to well before the advent of megacorporations, Miranda. I am merely continuing a beautiful and important tradition.”

“Truly, you are the cultural custodian we all deserve,” said the captain, though she was smiling at this point as well.

“It’s a calling,” he said, only just suppressing a laugh. “Let me make some calls.”

Fleming left the bridge still wearing a smile. He entered a conference room on the main deck and sat down at a terminal. He checked the secure OmniCorp CommNet first and found several terse messages from Grimes waiting for him. He did not bother to read them, but instead keyed the assassin’s code into the terminal and pinged his comm directly.

“Fleming!” Grimes sounded angry. “What kind of incompetent imbeciles do you have working for you down here?”

“The kind that can be found on short notice, Grimes.”

“The rendezvous was crawling with spies, Fleming. Professionals with good gear and a plan.”

Fleming’s smile drooped. “That does not sound right. Are you sure?”

“Don’t insult me.”

Fleming dismissed Grimes’s disrespectful tone with a hand wave the assassin could not see. “Right. Of Course. I’m just not sure how those fixers or Pike could have those kinds of assets on the ground even with a four-day head start. Gateways has access to the kind of people you are describing, but how did they get a team in place before anyone knew we were going to Gethsemane?”

“They’ve bribed the locals,” Grimes retorted. “They must have.”

Fleming doubted this was the whole story and said so. “Unlikely. Even greased with money the local government would not be this friendly to them.”

“These pious fools love money as much as they pretend to love their god. I put nothing past them.”

That, Fleming admitted to himself, was an excellent point. “Perhaps, but I have another theory. What about the Planetary Council?”

“You mean DECO?” Grimes did not sound pleased.

“Right.”

“Why the hell would DECO be helping one side in a corporate conflict?”

Fleming considered telling Grimes about the Sleeping Giant and the disaster on Prospectus. Then he remembered Lincoln Hardesty’s mangled corpse and decided against it. The circumstances of Jack Chapman’s demise might hit too close to home for the unstable assassin. “There are a lot of potentially destabilizing events in play here, Grimes. DECO likes to have a hand in anything that might affect the galactic balance of power.” As far as deflections went, this one contained enough truth to survive scrutiny.

“I suppose that makes sense,” Grimes replied. “But DECO people are not to be taken lightly. The team that intercepted our rendezvous was good enough to be DECO. In light of your theory, I am glad I decided against engaging them. A large DECO reaction force would make this operation even more precarious than it already is.”

“How precarious is it now?” Fleming asked.

“I’m on a pogo plane to an underground den of criminals with no spaceport and nowhere to run to if they find me. At least this place is large and densely populated. I will be able to hide with little trouble for as long as it takes to get me out.”

“I need you to get to a spaceport as soon as you feel like you can.”

“That will be out of my hands, Fleming. These fixers are not stupid. When I see an opportunity, I will take it.”

“I am in the process of facilitating your opportunities as we speak. You will find that your stay in the Underworld will be well supported by the local criminal elements. Money is changing hands as we speak.”

“Buy the Fratre Militae.”

“What?”

“The Sword Brothers. It’s one of the local military orders down here. I have it on good authority Gateways has already bribed the administrator caste, so they will be no help to you. These Sword Brothers, on the other hand... They are heavily armed thugs, but they patrol the Underworld when no other order will. They can make life very difficult for the fixers.”

Fleming considered this. “Do we want that kind of trouble, though? Influencing criminals and bribing official is one thing, but military orders? Sounds risky.”

“Imagine the trouble Tankowicz will be in if he kills one of these armored buffoons, Fleming. They may even incarcerate him.”

Fleming considered this. Tankowicz was tied up with UEDF in some sort of top-secret way that not even OmniCorp understood. Throwing him into a cell could spark an interplanetary incident that would tie the fixers up in legal red tape for a very long time. “Your insight never fails to impress me, Killam. I’ll get started on a few sizable donations to these Sword Buddies or whatever they are. You’re sure they are amenable to this kind of arrangement? These religious types can be hard to read.”

“Everyone here is for sale, Fleming. The cost of the Penitent’s Path is astronomical.”

Fleming did not understand the answer, but Grimes seemed confident enough for both of them. “Okay, Killam. I’ll make sure you get all the cover you need. Call me back when you are on the move.”

“Of course.” Grimes killed the connection without saying goodbye.

Fleming began to swipe through menus without a second thought. It took only a few minutes of study to concur with Grimes’s assessment of the Fratre Militae. Under any other auspices and without the gaudy gothic aesthetic, the order bore a striking resemblance to any other organized group of armed thugs. The least financially sound of the major knightly orders on Gethsemane, the Sword Brothers accepted donations from all manner of patrons. As the only order to actively patrol the Underworld, most of this money came from shipping and retail interests. Fleming laughed out loud. These were little more than fancy enforcers for smuggling rings. Given the price for King Fruit on the open markets, Fleming found it easy to see how a group like the Fratre Militae might be an essential part of a criminal operation. On a hunch, Fleming checked the prices for other Gethsemane exports and nearly choked. He made a note to have OmniCorp’s import-export divisions investigate a more focused position on Gethsemane.

Satisfied he could handle the Sword Brothers, Fleming made a call. Seconds later, the swollen face of an enormous man snapped into three dimensions above his desk. Fleming did not bother to count the number of chins sagging beneath the jaw he saw. The answer was too high to be relevant.

“Good morning, Mr. Fleming,” the man burbled from beneath his prodigious jowls. “And God’s blessings be upon you and OmniCorp. I am Knight-Superior Chevalier Lasssiter, Lord-Commander of the Fratre Militae.  How can I help you serve God this glorious day?”

The man’s words stank of desperate glee, and Fleming knew why. Fleming had dealt with a thousand men like Lassiter before. Beneath that doughy exterior his gelatinous innards quivered with naked avarice. He smelled a big payday, and Fleming was going to give him one. “Hello, Chevalier, I’m so glad you could make time for my call. I have a small issue I think you can help me with, and OmniCorp is happy to support your good works if you can find it in your heart to oblige us.”

“The Sword Brothers serve God above all else, but we must do so here in the galaxy he has wrought for us. We often find that our worldly needs overlap with the work we do in God’s name as well. Many have come to us in their hour of need, and it has always served God to have us help where we can.”

“I’m so glad you feel that way. You see, a group of godless sinners is trying to steal an important item from OmniCorp. They have chased our courier to Gethsemane and trapped him in an area I understand is called ‘The Underworld.’ I fear for both his body and his soul, down there, Chevalier. I hear that only your Sword Brothers can help him.”

Lassiter nodded, which made his chins wobble. “It is true the Underworld is dangerous to the uninitiated. In fact, it is only our brave Sword Brothers who have the courage and strength of faith to patrol such a place. Though I fear we do but little good. We lack the resources to cleanse the evil from those old tunnels.” He raised his eyes upward. “Though we do what we can, ever faithful to our oaths.”

“Truly, you must be a beacon of hope to those faithful that still live down there.” Fleming tried not to roll his eyes, and hoped he was successful. “Perhaps OmniCorp can help increase your presence in the Underworld. I am authorized to make a sizable donation, though the worldly needs of OmniCorp mean that it will come with some provisos.”

“A flexible mind is the greatest weapon against evil, Mr. Fleming. I am certain we can meet whatever terms your superiors require.”

Fleming suspected that flexible morals were in play far more often than flexible minds. He decided to keep that insight to himself. “We will require nothing more than what you would be doing anyway, Chevalier. The group pursuing my man is filled with cyborgs, sinners, and terrorists. They are a blight on honest, god-fearing people across the galaxy. If I can count on your help in thwarting them, OmniCorp is prepared to help with your funding issues.”

Lassiter’s face flowed into an inscrutable mask of blubbery wrinkles. “I believe I know the group you are referring to, Mr. Fleming. There may be one small issue with your request.”

“And that is?”

“Our planetary bureaucracy is controlled by the Order Administratum. For some reason only God knows, the Administrati have prevented enforcement of any action against them already. My poor Sword Brothers are warriors, not lawyers. It will be difficult to act against anyone so protected.”

Fleming nodded. “Indeed. I think you should know that one of their members is a former citizen of your planet, now an assassin and hunter. Another is a full-prosthesis cyborg of unknown origin. I would think that might erode any such protections.”

“It helps,” said Lassiter. “But if they commit no crimes and conduct their business under the auspices of the Administrati, then I can only accomplish so much.”

“Well, the large cyborg is known to have a very short fuse, and he is a professional criminal. He should be easily provoked into an altercation that might exceed whatever help your Administrati might render.” Fleming neglected to mention the potential interplanetary incident that may arise from direct action against Tankowicz. If the Chevalier knew about Tankowicz’s governmental entanglements already, he would say so. If not, OmniCorp would suffer no loss for his ignorance.

“The sin of wrath is common among the godless heathens who pervert their bodies for war. The Sword Brothers fear no battles and live for the clash of steel against steel. If this poor sinner takes up arms against God’s chosen protectors, then I think something can be arranged, Mr. Fleming.”

Fleming struggled to hold onto his bland affect in the face of Lassiter’s bloviating. He wondered if young students on Gethsemane had to take classes in flowery diction or if the impulse toward verbosity happened organically. “If so, Chevalier, you can expect OmniCorp to become an enthusiastic patron of the Fratre Militae.” Fleming caught a small twitch in the corner of Lassiter’s mouth, followed by an unsubtle drooping of his jowls. He quickly added, “As well as a generous stipend for what consulting services you provide personally.”

Lassiter perked up. “Service is a reward unto itself, you know. But I should think that the Church could do more good work were I to tithe more to the Path. I accept your stipend in God’s name, and for the glory of His Church.”

“Naturally,” Fleming replied.

“I am a humble man, Mr. Fleming. It would not sit right with me if my brothers were to know how much more good I was doing for the order and the Church. I am loath to tempt the sin of pride, you see.”

“I understand. OmniCorp will arrange for your stipend with the utmost discretion. All I ask is that Tankowicz and his people be detained to whatever extent possible.” Fleming leaned into the hologram. “The more you prevent them from operating, the more generous OmniCorp can afford to be on this matter, Chevalier.”

“I understand, Mr. Fleming. I will contact you shortly. You may go with God.”

––––––––
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CHAPTER SIXTEEN
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Roland was not happy about surrendering their head start to Grimes, though he supposed there was nothing to do about it. The pogo plane would reach the Underworld hours before their transport, but Lucia assured him that DECO used their extra few days on the ground to prepare the terrain for both hunted and hunter. Still, he seethed. Riding in the cargo compartment with his team, Roland sat silent and morose. This alone was not all that strange, and he kept his frustration wrapped inside a cocoon of ironclad control the entire time. None of this fooled Lucia for a second.

“Relax,” she said, patting him on the thigh. “He’s only four hours in front, and DECO will have him jumping through hoops the second he touches down.”

Roland tried to take her advice, but his guts refused to unknot themselves. “Outside of the controlled areas, he’ll be free to engage DECO. He’s too good at this.”

“Are you worried about Jimmy’s people?”

“Yes. Grimes is a different kind of animal. Somebody is going to get hurt.” He shook his head and amended himself before she could reply. “Get killed.”

“They are professionals, Roland. Don’t underestimate them.”

“I’m not. It’s underestimating Grimes that makes me nervous.”

“You can’t control everything. You can’t fight every fight. You have to let others play their roles.”

“I know that.” He did not mean to sound so irritated. He tried to soften his tone. “He’s just dangerous, is all. Worse than Chico, Lucy. Chico was a great shooter but also an idiot. You know what I mean. Grimes is...”

Lucia tilted her head. “He’s not an idiot. He’s not some two-bit punk or uppity gangster. He’s also not a corporate raider or a pirate, either.”

“Exactly. This is a different animal. A more dangerous animal. Promise me you won’t try to take him yourself.”

The sudden shift drew a frown from Lucia. “Is that what has you worried?”

“Always. And it has nothing to do with my respect for your skill, Lucy.”

“But Grimes will not let me have a fair fight. I’m not stupid, Roland. I’ve had my brush with death, and believe me, I will not be underestimating Grimes. When the time comes to take him down?” She tapped a finger to her temple. “This is the weapon I’m going to use. He won’t be getting a fair fight from me, either.”

“He doesn’t stand a chance, then.”

“What are we looking at when we hit the ground, Mindy?” Lucia asked.

“We’ll unload like everyone else. DECO will have someone meet us there and brief us on where Grimes went.”

“Unless he slips the net,” Manny added.

“And he might,” Lucia fired back. “Let’s not pretend he’s not that good. That’s where you come in, Mindy.”

Mindy replied with a toothy smile. “As long as they get me a track that ain’t too old, I’ll find him.”

“We won’t have any backup from Pike once we are on the ground,” Catrina said. “He can’t afford to be associated with anything too political, and that includes operations with DECO on foreign soil. Not without a contract, anyway.”

Roland asked, “Why not put him under contract then? Or why is this not covered by his previous contract? He ran with us on Prospectus.”

“Because his previous contract was a thin excuse for him to invade Prospectus and steal something,” replied Lucia. “If he helps us steal it again here, then there is no real way to deny he was never there to actually help the Prospectors. And Jimmy was never officially there. Right now, there is a full-scale DECO op in play with real risk of exposure. Pike could lose a lot of charters if DECO decides to show its hand.”

“Fine,” grumbled Roland. “I guess that’s a big deal, huh.”

Catrina answered, “A very big deal. I offered some Gateways assets, but Lucia did not want them.” Catrina sounded confused, and the edge in her voice made Roland suspect that this conversation was not over.

Lucia surprised him with her answer. “Catrina, we love you, but several million little robots in my brain are screaming at me not to trust Gateways. Maybe they’re wrong and it’s just my anxiety, but I’d feel better if this stayed a fixer job for now.”

Catrina’s tone took on a frosty chill. “You don’t think Gateways is playing straight with you? Do you think I am holding something back?”

“I don’t know, but I can promise you that Gateways has an angle here that is above your pay grade. When I figure it out, I’ll read you in and let you decide how to handle it.”

“Why?”

“Because it doesn’t add up. Gateways is hurling resources at exotic technology they don’t actually need that badly, and they are going great distances to antagonize OmniCorp in the process. It’s not the stance of a wily megacorp. It looks like—and I hate to put it this way—mobster shit.”

“I’ve never been able to tell the difference myself,” Roland said. “But the posture is kind of aggressive for Gateways. They’ve always used me because I’m a cheap, low-risk alternative to actual action. Now I’m storming beaches on two separate planets just like the old days? Lucy is right. This smells bad.”

Manny placed a hand on Catrina’s shoulder. She looked at him and sighed. “Et tu, Manny?”

Manny’s sympathetic smile softened the blow. “I don’t know what Gateways is up to either, but OmniCorp and Venus go back a long way. I know OmniCorp, and Gateways does not need to attack them at all. OmniCorp lost on Venus, and losing The Brokerage decapitated their entire company. They are weak. Gateways doesn’t need to do a thing to win, and yet here we are in yet another reckless and aggressive field operation.”

“Gateways wants to take OmniCorp off the table,” Catrina argued. “Striking while the iron is hot.”

“Then all they’d have to do is gobble up the stock,” Lucia fired right back. “They can afford it, and they’d steal all that market share without a shot fired or a single charter at risk.”

Catrina was not done arguing. “That new gate tech might put OmniCorp back in play, though.”

Lucia shook her head. “I’ve memorized all the filings.” She tapped her head for emphasis. “I can read thousands of words a minute. OmniCorp has three quarters’ worth of operating capital at best. They could liquidate and extend that, of course. But they will need years to produce a viable product even with Prospector help. All Gateways has to do is stall them until they run out of money, or short the stock into oblivion.”

“Isn’t that exactly what we are doing?”

“Yes,” Roland said, pounding a fist into his palm. “But it’s the how of it that makes no fucking sense.”

Catrina slumped, comprehension pressing her shoulders downward. “Too aggressive. Too overt. There are a thousand ways to stall OmniCorp that don’t involve all this action and risk.”

“Exactly,” Lucia said. “Why rush things? Why risk lucrative charters in multiple systems? They’ve already won.”

Catrina, having accepted the truth in Lucia’s misgivings, switched gears. “Two probable reasons.”

Roland felt his eyebrows climb. Catrina’s shift from incredulity to active crisis management impressed him. She shrugged off her cognitive bias the way a child might drop a jacket on a hot day. He had to ask. “And those are?”

“OmniCorp has not lost. There is some other game afoot that is too secret to even tell me about. That’s my first guess.”

“And mine,” said Lucia. “And the other possibility?”

“Gateways is weak too. Weaker than they look.”

“Doubt it,” Lucia said. Their filings are strong. Stocks are up. Asset portfolio is enormous with low leverage and non-existent outstanding liabilities.”

“All of those are words I know,” Manny chimed in. The group looked at him. “I swear!”

“I recognize a few of them too,” Mindy said. “But they mean three-quarters of nothing to me. It sounds like OmniCorp is more dangerous now than the accounting makes it look, right?”

“That seems likely,” replied Lucia. “But the mystery is why Gateways is keeping secrets from us.”

“And me,” Catrina added. “Unless you think I’m in on it?”

“No,” Lucia said without hesitation. “I’ve been watching you, and you don’t fit into any of the plausible narratives. It serves Gateways better if you are in the dark.”

Catrina’s face twisted with what looked like anger. “You don’t think they trust me?”

“I don’t think they care one way or the other, Catrina. You are a number on a list that corresponds to a coefficient of risk in an actuarial table. I was a corporate VP once. Believe me. Gateways is keeping you out of the loop because they want you out of it.”

Catrina fell silent. Manny squeezed her shoulder again. She did not look at him but shook her head slowly. “I do... I do not like that.”

“That’s the job,” Roland said, perhaps too callous. “The Army did it to me. The Red Hats did it to Manny.”

“All of Gethsemane did it to me,” Mindy said, her voice uncharacteristically quiet. “We are all just tiny pieces in somebody else’s machine, kid.”

“Until we break out,” Manny said with an angry glare for Mindy. “And build our own machines.”

“That’s enough philosophy for today, folks,” Lucia said. “We are about to land.”

The landing pad at Gethsemane’s Underworld looked similar to a thousand other shabby landing pads in Roland’s estimation. His years spent policing colonial backwaters and storming pirate enclaves granted him vast experience in such things. The main areas wore a uniform layer of greasy dirt, stank of gear oil and ozone, and buzzed with a pervasive sense of frenzied disarray. Patches of dirty gray ice dotted the landing pads, betraying a bitter cold that Roland perceived as a sort of vague background sensory feedback. The walk from their transport to the interior lasted only a few minutes, though the less mechanical members of the team were shivering before they passed into the giant lift that would take them below the surface. 

Inside, the smells intensified. The lift was large enough to move large vehicles, though for their ride other travelers took up all the free space. Human aromas mingled with a hydrocarbon effluvia so thick Roland tasted it in the back of his throat. Acidic compounds and solvent vapors stung his eyes, and Mindy looked like a coughing fit might overtake her at any point. Lucia and Catrina fared no better, with the corporate woman looking much the worse for wear. When the enormous elevator began its descent, Catrina’s complexion slowly drained of color before shifting to an unhealthy green. The motion of the lift and the awful air quality made for an unpleasant combination for the uninitiated. For himself, Roland often forgot about nausea. Like so many of the more unpleasant side-effects of human frailty, he was mostly immune to it. However, if he cast his memory back far enough, he could remember the unpleasant roiling of the guts and all the horrible things that came with it. He spared a moment of sympathy for Catrina.

This drove him to look over to Manny. As expected, Roland found the young man unperturbed by their unpleasant circumstances. The cramped lift probably felt exactly like the colony domes of Venus where he grew up. Roland wondered if Manny ever got homesick. He never got the chance to ask, because the lift ground to a halt. A sickening lurch accompanied by a tortured wail of strained metal announced their arrival at the bottom. Catrina suppressed a yelp and clamped a hand over her mouth. Manny threw her a concerned look. “You okay?” The woman nodded without speaking or moving her hand. Roland whispered a silent prayer for her constitution and dignity. The gods seemed to be on their side, because she did not throw up.

The mass of people spilled from the lift, and the group of Fixers moved with the flow out of necessity. As a group they paused once the tight flow of human current hit an open area where all could spread out. The space was not dark, though Roland supposed no one would ever call it bright, either. It looked like an equipment hangar, or a gargantuan industrial staging area that spread out before them all. The ceiling towered a hundred yards overhead, crisscrossed with maglev lines and gantries glowing the soft blue of gravitics on standby. Walkways striped the walls at regular intervals, providing access to hundreds of separate offices and vendors stacked as high as he could see. The glowing rectangles of their windows climbed the walls in flickering multi-hued ribbons. Ever the tactician, Roland noted four main exits marked by doorways large enough for heavy equipment. The largest of these, bright red and looming over their heads, had been inscribed with glowing letters as tall as a person. “Abandon all hope, ye who enter here!” pulsed in angry orange neon across the metal expanse. Roland grunted a humorless laugh at the implications.

Lucia broke into his observations with a curt, “Where are we, Mindy?”

Roland gestured to the luminescent lettering and answered instead. “Gates of hell, boss.”

Mindy tilted her head. “He’s not wrong. Welcome to the Underworld, guys. This is where all the compulsive sinners on Gethsemane end up. We are in the atrium right now, but pretty much everyone passes through here at some point. Keep your eyes open for Inquisitors and Knights. They like to pretend they have jurisdiction here, but they really can’t do shit.”

“They have cops, but the crooks run this place and the cops know it.” Roland barked a hoarse laugh. “Hah! We’re back in Dockside, aren’t we?”

Mindy winked at the big cyborg. “Told you you’d like it here.”

“Where do we find our DECO contact?” Lucia asked. “I hope it’s not the same idiot from Port Piety.”

“I assume he will find us,” Mindy said. “In the meantime, I suppose we ought to get out of the open before Ironsides here causes a scene.”

“I’m not doing anything,” Roland said. “I’m just standing here.”

“The Underground is a tolerant place out of necessity, Ironsides. But you pissed off a captain of the Teutons yesterday. You’re already famous.”

“But I didn’t do anything to him!”

“Existing is enough, not bowing and scraping before his awesomeness only made it worse.”

Roland torqued his face into an effusive sneer. “Fuck this place.”

“With a rusty nail,” said Mindy.

“Guys?” Manny sounded reluctant to interrupt.

“What?” Roland snarled.

“I think we’ve caught the attention of a Knight.”

As one, the group turned to follow Manny’s pointing finger. The hulking figure of someone in red power armor stomped in their direction. Less ornate than the blue suit worn by Jericho, this version shared the gothic aesthetic and appeared no less intimidating for its lack of artistic excess. The helmeted head betrayed no expression, yet the length and force of each stride left no doubt as to the Knight’s intentions.

“Sword Brother,” Mindy hissed.

“Huh?” Roland replied.

“Fratre Militae,” she tried, butchering the pronunciation. “The most militant of the orders. Really just a bunch of bullies too stupid to pass the academic parts of Knight work.”

“Goons,” Roland said, relaxing.

“Goons,” Mindy replied.

“I can handle goons.” Roland failed to suppress the surge of joy he felt at what he knew must be coming.

Lucia heard it, too. “Roland...” She stopped, robbing the implied warning of any conviction.

“I know,” he replied. “I’ll be professional.” He locked his eyes on the approaching Knight, now only a few yards away.

Catrina’s voice sounded as if it might crack at any moment. “Professional? What does that mean in this situation?”

Manny unslung his green leather satchel and started to rummage around inside. His answer came with the confidence of experience and bore all the weight of cruel inevitability. “It means we’re fucked, Cat.”

Mindy sidled up to Roland’s left flank and cracked her neck. “Someone is, anyway.”
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CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
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Grimes watched the scene unfold from his vantage point wearing a tight smile. These puffed-up morons in expensive armor proved to be easy marks as long as one wrapped the lies in exaggerated piety. The prejudice against all things cyborg helped, to be sure. Just a few Tokes, the local currency, had sent a grimy informant scurrying to find the closest armored buffoon and alert him to the presence of an abomination at the gates. It stood to reason that a spirited brawl between the Knights and those fixers would produce enough chaos and scrutiny to obscure his own movements. If the local Knights kept the fixers busy, Grimes would be free of them all and back on his way to Ariadne.

As it stood, he could not fault their planning up to this point. These Dockside fixers thought they had him cornered in this dreary place. The fools would soon learn to regret that conceit, of course. Grimes felt entirely within his element. This “Underworld” felt so much like the domes of Venus, Grimes would catch himself closing his eyes to let the sounds and bustle whisk him back to his home for a minute or two. The people dressed different, obviously. They talked different too. Yet their patterns and hierarchies bore stark similarities to those he grew up with. The only thing ruining the comparison was the air itself. Instead of the oppressive clammy heat of Venus’s boiling atmosphere soaking into the skin, a pervasive chill drove deep into his bones and refused to leave. Discomfort was discomfort, and the precise nature of it did not usually matter. To be too hot or too cold were equally annoying, and either could be ignored if one trained to surpass pain. For all the things that made the Underworld unique, Grimes still felt very much at home here. People were the same wherever you found them. The denizens of this hovel were marginalized by the rest of their society, oppressed by the military, and despised by their own government. Grimes understood them.

He checked his secure OmniCorp comm. Fleming proved to be as good as his word. With the Order Administratum already bribed beyond reach by Gateways and the Teutons far too pious to play along, OmniCorp chose to make several large donations to the Fratres Millitae. Of all the orders, Grimes would have selected the Sword Brothers in any event, as their overtly militant posturing and lack of subtlety made them excellent proxies in this dance. Grimes did not need allies; he needed a pawn. These armored idiots were perfect.

Despite being more than a hundred yards away, Grimes could read the motto etched into the crest emblazoned across the Knight’s cuirass. “Brothers Faithful unto Death” glowed in luminescent gold against the deep crimson of the armor. Grimes shook his head at the turgid cliche of it all. When the wealthy and powerful talked about brotherhood, what they usually meant was loyalty to the group without questioning their actions. “Brotherhood” as his former masters had touted the concept, amounted to little more than a smokescreen. Thin emotional camouflage meant to obscure their manipulations. A man would commit all sorts of atrocities for the sake of his brothers, after all. Atrocities he might question otherwise.

If Grimes saw any of his own youthful naïveté in the Knight, he chose not to indulge those memories. The wisdom of age and bitter experience turned Grimes cynical. He saw the armored man for the useful idiot he was. Grimes spared no feelings for him one way or the other.

When the Knight confronted the fixers, Grimes tuned his ears to their conversation. It held no great surprises.

“Halt!” said the man in red armor, his right hand extended.

“We’re not actually moving,” Tankowicz replied. “We’ve already halted.”

It was true, and this seemed to confuse the Knight.

“Then state your business!”

The Ribiero woman answered, “We are consultants working for a client. Everything else is unfortunately confidential. If you like, you can check our bona fides with Deacon Morris—”

“Silence, woman!” barked the armored man with a chopping motion. “Men are speaking. You will answer questions when asked!”

Grimes winced, a flash of sympathy for the doomed man washing over him. Maybe these Sword Brothers were too stupid to work with after all.

The Ribiero woman simply looked at the Knight, and even at this great distance Grimes felt the chill in her glare. “Mindy?”

The Knight seemed ready to interrupt again, but the Ribeiro woman raised one finger to stall him. For reasons not clear to Grimes, it worked. Some people simply possessed a commanding presence, he noted to himself.

“Yes, boss?” replied the assassin.

“What’s the most likely scenario here?”

“Roland kicks the shit out of Sir Sexist and grateful locals end up buying us drinks for the rest of our visit.”

“I thought so. Roland?”

“Yes?”

“All yours.”

“Thanks, dear.”

Grimes felt a smile stretch the corners of his mouth when the big cyborg stepped up to look the Knight directly in the slit of his helmet visor. The narrow black eyes squinted into the mirrored facet with a bland apathy bordering upon insult. What many people thought of as courage was often simply conceit, though Grimes had danced with the cyborg enough to know which to bet on in this case. The Knight, for his part, did not flinch. 

“You don’t really care what our business is.” Tankowicz was not asking a question; he made that clear.

“Not really, no.”

“Good. Your scanners tell you what I am?”

“You are an abomination.”

If the proclamation bothered Tankowicz, Grimes saw no sign of it. The big cyborg appeared indifferent at best. “I’ve heard that one before. You self-righteous pricks are not real original. Here’s the deal, dipshit—”

“You do not speak to your betters of deals, monster,” snarled the Knight. “You shall not—”

Grimes saw the seam in Tankowicz’s jacket bunch at the shoulder a tenth of a second before the massive right fist collided with the red helmet of the Knight. A shower of sparks geysered from the faceplate, and a sound like to cars colliding hit his ears an instant after. The red Knight spun in place and staggered.

“Fuck, you guys are insufferable,” he heard Tankowicz mutter while grabbing the stumbling Knight by the shoulders. Grimes squinted. He wanted to see the big cyborg fight, to assess exactly how much of his reputation was tech versus skill. He hoped the Sword Brother would not go down too quickly.

Tankowicz kicked the red Knight’s legs out from beneath him, sending the armored man to the floor with a crash. He tried to roll to his feet, but Tankowicz had not released him. The Knight rose into the air only to get smashed back into the unyielding metal of the floor once more. This time Tankowicz did let go, if only to give himself room to plunge a brutal kick into the Knight’s midsection. The armored man tumbled away from Tankowicz, skidding across the deck in a rolling tangle of crimson limbs. Grimes scowled. Tankowicz was fast and strong; there was no doubt about either. But his tactics and techniques appeared oversimple and brutish for someone with his reputation.

A crowd of onlookers began to coalesce around the spectacle. Perched atop a freight gantry, Grimes could see dozens of people spilling into the main area to watch the Sword Brother fight this mysterious newcomer. The scene continued to play for their amusement, and Grimes suspected this to be intentional.

The red Knight rose to his feet and slapped the inside of his left wrist with the palm of his right. The mounded armor plates at the back of his gorget slid to one side, revealing the hilt of an enormous vibroblade. Grimes snorted, a truncated guffaw that nearly escaped as open laughter. The assassin could appreciate the commitment to an aesthetic as much as any other man, but this went well beyond absurd. Oblivious to the amused eyes upon him, the Knight pulled the giant weapon from the concealed scabbard on his back and spun it over his wrist in a deft twirl. Now it was Tankowicz who laughed. A rich, throaty rumble washed across the battleground, icing the Knight’s theatrics with a thick layer of purest disrespect.

The Knight did not appear to share in the general good humor of his foe. “Laugh if you like, sinner. Soon enough your soul will be purified by mighty Soulrender, and you can share your jokes with almighty God!”

“Soulrender?” Tankowicz appeared incapable of holding a straight face. “Really? Goddamn ‘Soulrender?’” The big cyborg shrugged out of his jacket. The garment fell to the floor, revealing the shoulder holster beneath and the large pistol secured under his left armpit. To the Ribiero woman he remarked, “This shit is what happens when you let kids watch too many holovids.”

The red Knight spun his weapon again, and the buzzing of its cutting edge wavered like a giant metal hornet. “Do you intend to fight, or do you just talk your enemies into surrendering?” Grimes could hear the smug confidence in that taunt, and he wondered if the Sword Brother had a clear understanding of the tactical landscape. Grimes knew all about that big pistol, and a wiser man would take note of it. Either the man in red placed supreme confidence in the quality of his armor, or he was a complete idiot.

The answer to that riddle, Grimes soon understood, was “both.” Tankowicz drew his pistol so fast even Grimes struggled to follow the motion. The whipcrack report of a gunshot crossed the floor and a searing streak of white light traced the path of a single bead from the muzzle to the forehead of the Knight’s helmet. A plume of orange sparks marked the impact, driving his head back. He staggered backward four steps before catching his balance. Then with a feral roar and his blade held high, the idiot charged. Grimes curled a lip at the stupidity of it all. The Knight managed no more than five strides in his quest to skewer his foe. Tankowicz shot him four times in transit. Massive beads struck the head, chest, and abdomen first. All to no effect, Grimes noted. His assessment of Tankowicz improved with each hit, though. The Knight’s lunatic charge gave the cyborg an opportunity to test that armor, and Tankowicz was taking it. The fourth bead shattered the hilt of the vibroblade, engulfing the hurtling Knight in a cloud of thick smoke and peppering the gleaming red of his armor with shrapnel. Smoking furrows lanced across the gauntlets, pauldrons, and cuirass to leave ugly black scars in their wakes. Grimes nodded in approval. To gouge that armor, the blade had to have been of excellent quality. At least until it exploded, anyway.

One final bead took the Knight in his right knee at the last instant before impact. Still reeling from the explosion of his weapon, the great oaf stumbled and crashed face-down to land at the feet of the big cyborg. Tankowicz sent a boot across the helmet hard enough for the people at the back of the crowd to wince. With a grunt of pain and frustration, the Knight planted his hands on the ground and shoved himself upright. He shifted as if to attack but stopped when Tankowicz placed the muzzle of his pistol against the scorched surface of the red helmet. The Knight froze, and Grimes could almost smell his fear. The big cyborg held the weapon in place, leaned forward to place his nose an inch from the Knight’s faceplate, and growled, “This is Durendal. The Blade that Endures. The Right Hand of Roland. The Stone-Cutter and the Scythe of Charlemagne. Now that is how you name a weapon, you illiterate thug.” The pistol disappeared back into its holster, and Tankowicz shoved the armored man back with his left hand. “And furthermore, did nobody ever teach you idiots not to bring knives to a gunfight?”

A murmur grew within the surrounding crowd, a small burble of laughter that grew stronger as the sheer absurdity of what had just transpired began to set in. 

Grimes bit down on his own amused smile. Tankowicz could be a bit of a showman, it seemed. The assassin turned his attention back to the quivering man in the red armor. What would he do? Tension radiated from beneath the crimson plates, and even without seeing the face beneath that helmet, Grimes could feel the indecision locking the Knight in place. A wise man would cut his losses. Make a wry joke and storm off, perhaps. Something, anything to de-escalate the untenable and unwinnable conflict. Grimes already pegged this Knight for a a vainglorious fool. He suspected Tankowicz knew it too. His suspicions about the forced theatricality of this fight solidified into certainty. The only question that remained was how long Tankowicz would drag this performance out.

The Sword Brother telegraphed his blow so much it insulted Grimes as a fighter. The fool slid his right boot back, digging his toes into the floor for leverage before cocking an armored fist well behind his shoulder. The punch itself was fast, Grimes conceded. A blistering vermilion blur driven with all the mechanical might of his armored body snapped toward the smirking face of his enemy. The blow did not lack for commitment, yet it made no difference.

Tankowicz had plenty of time to anticipate the clumsy strike. The big cyborg shifted his head at the first sign of movement, and the punch missed with room to spare. Tankowicz replied with a stiff jab fired from a low guard. His black fist shot out like a striking snake, and Grimes flinched in time with the punch. The Sword Brother took the blow with a grunt and swung back with another looping haymaker. Again, the punch itself looked fast and powerful. But with no setup and clunky footwork, Tankowicz dodged it with contemptuous ease. Another left hand rang against the steel of the Knight’s faceplate. The crowd roared their approval.

At last, the Knight raised his hands in a proper guard. He began to stalk Tankowicz, employing what he probably thought was measured footwork. It was not. Heavy steps on flat feet slammed the ground. His body erect and stiff, the Knight looked like an awkward teenager at his first lesson compared to Tankowicz with his obvious mastery of close combat. From his vantage point, Grimes had no trouble comparing the two. Tankowicz moved lightly, his weight always centered and his hips and shoulders loose. Grimes saw no tension in Tankowicz at all, and he scowled to himself. Few people could be this comfortable in such a situation, and there were only so many ways to achieve it. He immediately marked Tankowicz as a former professional fighter, and the details began to support that conclusion. The cyborg’s crisp jabs made the air crack in their wake. His posture left no openings for attack, his footwork granted him total control of the range. Tankowicz could end this any time he wanted to. Grimes wondered why he did not end it.

He is testing the armor, Grimes reminded himself. This made perfect sense. Even the wily assassin found the pious enforcers of Gethsemane to be daunting foes, and their armor represented the peak of the craft. It moved better than any powered armor he had ever come across, though his experience was somewhat limited to the industrial models common on Venus.

Grimes squinted, narrowing the focus of his eyes to observe the Knight in greater detail. The Knight possessed mediocre skill at best. However, the limiting factor was very clearly the man inside, not the equipment. The suit had already taken the kind of pounding that even good armor would have struggled to survive. Other than some surface scratches, it showed no signs of deterioration. The Knight’s movements remained quick and smooth. Worse, Grimes realized, he was just too fast.

No regular man should have been able to keep up with Tankowicz. Knights were not augmented, yet somehow the armored idiot could punch as fast as a monster like Tankowicz. Something was wrong here. Something about that armor gave the idiot an edge, and now curiosity set in. Grimes hoped Tankowicz would keep the fight going a while yet. If he found himself in contention with these Knights, it would be good to know their limitations. 

––––––––
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CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
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“Hurry up, Roland,” said Lucia. “We don’t have all day.”

The Knight swung again, his punch a long curving red smear of movement against the bad lighting. Roland ducked it and fired the exact same jab as the last six times, ringing the helmet like a bell. 

“Trying not to kill him, boss.”

“I appreciate that,” she replied. “But take it up a notch. We’re drawing a crowd.”

“Ignore me at your peril, monster!” shouted the Knight as he swung again.

Roland slipped the punch, snapped another jab into his face, then dropped a hip to drive an overhand right directly into the cuirass. A strangled grunt exploded from the armored man, and his feet left the deck. His flight path distressingly horizontal, the brief airborne traverse ended with a flopping tumble across the floor more than twenty feet away. His contortions scattered a knot of onlookers who hooted with laughter and threw trash at the fallen Knight. Food wrappers, packaging, and more than one half-empty drink splattered across his body in a grubby fusillade. The armored man rolled to his knees and braced to leap back into the fray.

“Stay down,” Roland ordered.

The Knight did not stay down. It charged once more, an oblivious bellowing red bull tilting headlong into its own destruction. Roland side-stepped and kicked the feet out from underneath the hurtling behemoth. When the Knight went down on his face, Roland pounced onto his back. Black hands seized the red gauntlets in a grip of steel and bent the arms backward to secure both in a double hammerlock. “Will you cut it out?” Roland snarled at his struggling prey.

“Never!” With a roar like a lion, the Knight lurched to his feet. Still locked in Roland’s hold, the joints beneath his pauldrons shrieked in protest. A horrible keening whine split the air, followed by the pained groaning of overworked actuators. Roland’s face contorted into a deep frown and his own arms began to shake. Inch by inch, the red gauntlets crept down the Knight’s back, loosening Roland’s hold.

“Shit,” Roland grunted. “Fuckers are strong, boss.”

“The Lord is my strength, monster!” said the Knight. He forced his hands lower, nearly freeing them.

“I bet he is,” replied Roland through clenched teeth. “But it’s your intellect that needs help.”

Roland put the sole of his boot into the back of his foe’s knee, buckling the leg entirely and sending the red-armored brute back to the ground with another crash. No longer interested in testing the armor, Roland released both wrists and transferred his grip to an ankle. With a savage, pitiless, insulting ease, Roland spun in place. He whipped the Knight off the floor, spinning two full rotations to generate momentum before releasing his victim.

The Knight hurled outward in a flat arc that took his body into a nearby support column at more than ninety miles per hour. Three feet wide, solid metal, and nearly indestructible, the obstacle arrested the Knight’s flight with a dull thunk that Roland felt in his bones. The crowd gasped, and several people stumbled backward at the horrible sound. The Knight did not even bounce away. He struck flat, hard enough to dent the column before dropping straight to the deck.

To Roland’s surprise and horror, gauntleted palms scraped against the dirty metal floor, pushing the fallen man up to his knees. “Oh, come on!” Roland growled. “Just don’t, man...”

The Knight planted a foot and hauled himself upright. He turned, slow and labored, head tilting to look back at Roland. A single red hand rose, pointing. “I am not so easily bested—”

The Knight never completed his empty boast. With a running start, Roland drove a straight right into the Knight’s faceplate with all the force his techno-organic body could generate. The punch would have crushed an armored vehicle. It would have shattered a boulder. It was a killing blow, sent without remorse or quarter. The noise from the impact made the gathered crowd flinch and hiss as one horrified body. Orange and white sparks plumed from the point of impact, an explosion of light and fury that tore an ornate piece of the faceplate away and sent it spinning off into the shadowed corners beyond the onlookers. The Knight slammed into the column once more, ringing the unyielding steel like a gong. His body dropped in the same place as the previous fall, and his flaccid body rolled to one side.  A bloody mess of a man’s face looked up from beneath his ruined helmet. One bright blue eye glared from those red-streaked features, burning with indescribable fury. He flopped his arms, questing for purchase against the floor. Grim-faced and blank-eyed, Roland hit him again. The crowd stepped back, no longer amused. Seeing the unpopular constabulary humiliated was great fun. Watching a man get beaten to death proved quite another thing altogether.

A third blow clipped the Knight across the top of the helmet, bouncing his head off the floor hard enough to gouge the metal. The light in that one visible eye at last went out, and the red-armored brute slumped. Roland stood up, his face a map of dark lines and his eyes so narrow as to be invisible. He answered the unasked question without prompting. “He’s alive.”

Lucia let out the breath she did not realize she held. “Good. Good.”

“That armor...” Roland shook his head and examined his fist for damage. The knuckles wept silver fluid as thick as oil from several ugly gashes. “That’s ridiculous.”

“I knew it was good stuff,” said Mindy. “But I’ve never seen it in a fair fight outside of a tournament. I... I didn’t know, Roland.”

The big cyborg shrugged and wiped his hands on his pants. “Now we do. I’ve hit armatures that hard. I’ve bashed in vehicles, for fuck’s sake.” He nudged the Knight with his toe. “I can’t believe I’m saying this, but I wish I had my hammer again.”

Some of the humor and composure returned to the onlookers. Hoots of approval and a smattering of applause ended the discussion and returned their attention to the matter at hand. Mindy took it upon herself to capitalize. She held up her handheld and waved to a group of young women who had stopped to watch the brawl.

“Step right up, folks! Come get a holo taken with a sleeping Sword Brother! Do it now before he wakes up!”

The knot of girls tittered and stepped forward on cautious feet. Mindy exhorted them closer. “Over there now. Go ahead. The armor is sedating him for medivac, so he won’t wake up for a bit. Yup. Get close. All together now, girls!” The young women clustered over the drooling Knight’s recumbent body and flashed smiles toward Mindy who captured the image on her handheld. The little blond killer transferred the image to their devices with some chitchat and went back to Lucia. “Now watch what happens. In thirty minutes, we will be the toast of The Underworld. Grimes will have to hide very deep to avoid us.”

“Who is that?” Lucia asked, jerking her chin toward the sleeping Knight.

Crouched over the body, a man in plain brown clothes fussed with the armor at the neck. An audible click split the air, and the broken helmet fell away to reveal the Knight’s face. Mindy scrunched her nose. “What are you doing, friar?”

The man spoke without looking up. “Rendering aid to one of God’s servants.” He wiped at the bloody face with a disinfectant cloth. “God loves all his children, even the stupid and mean ones.”

“Mindy?” Lucia spoke the name as a question.

The assassin stepped over to the man in brown. “He’ll be fine. The armor will keep him stable until he gets medivac.”

“It will take a while for his brothers to get down here and pull him out. In that time, the denizens of this place will strip him of his weapons, violate his body, and probably injure him worse.”

Mindy sniffed. “My heart bleeds for him.”

The man’s laugh was not unkind. “He has suffered enough for his arrogance today, I think. Better to let God judge him than leave his fate to those he has offended.” The man turned to look up at Mindy. Brown eyes lined with tight wrinkles sat in a face neither pale nor dark. His bald head and weathered features masked his age, but those eyes could not hide the weight of many years. He may have been fifty or seventy, it was hard to tell. His clothes were simple. A brown shirt and brown pants sat on a frame both lean and wiry. His hands looked strong. Over all of this he wore a three-quarter-length jacket, held closed with a length of white rope tied in an intricate knot. Mindy pointed to it. “You don’t look like the other friars I’ve known.”

“And how should I look?”

“Fat,” she replied.

The man laughed out loud now. The sound burst from his lungs full of boisterous delight. “Hah! You are not exactly burdened by false courtesy, I see!”

Manny chimed in. “Or any kind of courtesy, really.”

The friar laughed again, then turned back to the fallen Knight. “Well, I can’t deny that most of my brothers spend too much time reading scriptures and eating rich foods. That is not how I choose to serve, though. Down here, amongst the sinners, I often find physical prowess to be a bit of a necessary inconvenience.” He stuck out a hand without looking at her. “I am Brother Martin, from the Order of Saint Martin.”

Mindy took the hand and shook it. “Pleased to meet you, Brother Martin. Can I ask you a question?”

“Of course.”

“Why are you down here in The Underworld taking care of Knights?”

“I go where I can do God’s work. There’s not a lot of need for me in the nicer places. This is where the sinners are. This is where the poor and the hungry are. This is where God is needed most and found the least. As for the Knights? I help anyone who needs it. People down here know that.”

Mindy fanned herself theatrically with one hand. “Holy shit, I think we got ourselves a true believer.” 

This earned her a pointed stare from Martin. “Is that so funny to you, young lady? Is it so hard to understand?”

The blond assassin met the stare with an even darker version. “I dunno, Brother Martin. I’m just a heavily augmented lesbian killer. What do you think?”

Martin did not flinch, though his face softened. “I think that God loves you just as much as anyone else, but I suspect his servants have probably wronged you greatly.”

Mindy’s lip curled. “What an astute deduction.”

“Where did you serve,” Roland asked.

The question startled Martin. “What?”

“Saint Martin is the patron saint of soldiers. You’re obviously a medic.” His shoulders rose and fell. “Which army was it?”

Martin did not answer right away. He peered into Roland’s face with a strange intensity. “Same as you, I suspect. UEDF.” He again turned back to the Knight. “I was a spacer, assigned to a destroyer. I left the service after March Hare. It... changed me.”

“Wars can do that.” Roland had gone quiet as well. He held up his hands, revealing the synthetic black mesh of his arms. “Some of us more than others.” He let the hands drop. “Why Gethsemane? You don’t seem to be all that offended by me or Mindy here. Aren’t you a touch too worldly for this place?”

“Why not here? I was called by God to serve. He does not call me to hate, or to offer his judgment unto others.” Martin waved a hand to stave off the comments. “Yes, I am very much aware of how poorly our Lord’s tenets are kept by most of the government here. I am not called to fix governments, though. Most of the penitents and pilgrims who find their way here do so because their souls are in pain. They need guidance, and love, and to be ministered to. That is what I do. The rest is for God to sort out.”

Mindy made no attempt to hide her bitterness. “And you do it down here because everywhere else you go on this planet is filled with pious assholes.”

If he was offended, Martin hid it well. “It is not my place to judge them. It is my place to serve God in the manner that suits me best.” He stood and dusted his hands off on the tails of his jacket. “Sir Francis here will be fine. You’ve given him quite the concussion, but there is no sign of edema. According to his armor AI, you can expect three of his Sword Brothers to be here in the next twenty minutes or so. I’d suggest hiding yourselves before they arrive.”

“Why?” Roland did not sound like he wanted to hide.

“Because despite your obvious capabilities, three armed and angry Fratres Militae are a credible threat to anyone or anything. While I concede that you are very strong and capable...” he gestured to the downed Knight, “...I figure you already understand just how tough they can be. Just because a fight is winnable—”

“Doesn’t make it desirable.” It was Lucia who finished the thought. “I don’t suppose that your priestly vow of charity extends to helping us find a place to lie low?”

“Friars are laypeople, not priests,” Martin said with a cheeky smile. “And my sense of justice works just fine, madam. The Sword Brothers have fallen quite a bit from their lofty origins. What you see here in the Underworld are all that is left of a once noble order, now reduced to a swaggering gang of thugs and bullies. They will be out for blood when they get here, and that serves no one, least of all God. Sir Francis needed to be reminded of God’s mysterious ways, and your good works here today have helped enlighten one poor misguided sinner to the value of humility.” Martin tilted his head to Roland in a mock bow. “But now it’s time to cut your losses. Follow me.”

Martin guided the group across the wide floor to the large bay door with the glowing inscription. He gestured up with one hand and said, “Abandon all hope, friends. It’s time to enter the first circle.”

Roland shook his head in disbelief. “This place really digs into that sense of drama, huh?” 

“It’s part of the whole mystique,” Mindy answered. “Living here gives folks a kind of, I dunno, connection. Like gangs that wear the same colors or have special slang.”

“Or a group of terrorists who buy into an ideal that died long ago,” Manny added.

“Or a cult,” Lucia said.

This earned her a sharp look from Martin. “Sometimes, yes. It can feel that way. But the nice young woman said it best. Gethsemane loves its pageantry. It loves all the rituals, the drama, the performance. All of which are unique to Gethsemane. It gives people a shared experience that ties them to this community. No matter where they come from, pilgrims who come here learn to become part of it. Memorizing a prayer or a performing a rite is easy enough, and when everybody does it, people feel included.” He gestured to Roland. “Soldiers wear uniforms and learn to march in neat rows. Why do they need to march in rows? They don’t. It’s about the shared experience and the pride in participating in something impressive with a rich history. When I came here, it helped me a lot to simply sit down and memorize a mass or do the stations. I found God in these details, and He helped me banish my devils.”

“Rituals don’t make you righteous,” Mindy said, her voice glass-brittle and razor-sharp. “And not all of what happens here is beautiful.”

Martin answered without turning. “I have no comfort for you, young lady. I do not know you, but I know if you grew up here what it must have been like for you. I can’t imagine your pain.”

“Pain ain’t shit,” she replied. “It’s the anger that oughtta make you nervous.”

“I was at March Hare,” said the friar, as if that explained everything. “It’s not easy to scare me anymore.”

“I keep hearing about that,” she replied. “It happened before I was born. Was it really that bad?”

Roland coughed. “Are you serious? More than forty thousand people died there. It nearly ended two colonial navies. Vlad the Impaler cut his teeth at that battle. So did Captain Fischer. It secured piracy as an inescapable part of interplanetary commerce. It is the most significant economic and political event since the discovery of Anson Gates. How do you not know this?”

“I left school at fifteen, remember?” She let her eyes fall back on Martin. “Because I did not want to be ‘re-educated.’” 

Martin did not rise to the bait. “It was a terrible battle and a terrible day for everyone involved. It solved nothing and only made the universe a worse place to live in.”

“So I guess you’ve seen some shit?” Mindy asked.

“All of it,” Martin replied.

“Fair enough,” said Mindy. She did not sound impressed.

––––––––
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CHAPTER NINETEEN
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Brother Martin led the fixers through the labyrinthine tunnels of Gethsemane’s Underworld at a brisk pace. The sparse gray walls, strange smells, and near-constant white noise felt like so many other artificial environments Roland had seen in his career. Thrift and efficiency dictated the design and functions of these early colonial outposts, and as such most of them looked exactly the same. The great abandoned research stations that formed the bulk of Galapagos, the squat bunkers of Thorgrimm, the bowels of Enterprise Station, and even the old colony domes of Venus all testified to the necessity of form over function. Main corridors were wide enough for cargo vehicles, high-speed maglev tram lines ran in convenient rings throughout the various zones. Subtle recessed lighting cast a cold, shadowless glow across all the surfaces. They could have been anywhere, and it would have looked just the same.

Yet against the backdrop of all that familiarity, the differences only stood out more starkly. The Underworld looked like lots of different places, but it did not feel like any of them. As the tunnels took them deeper, Roland became ever more aware of the billions of tons of rock and dirt squeezing at the silver and gray structures around him. He had become accustomed to the crushing pressure and toxic liquid atmosphere of Venus while a soldier. Since his conversion to a cyborg the vacuum of space held no great novelty, either. Yet with each passing step, the depth and darkness of the Underworld reminded him of the only other point in his life where he had spent any length of time underground. A cell beneath a mountain back on Earth had been his home for almost four years. It still surprised him every time how the feeling of being underground brought back all the horror and despair of his time spent as a slave.

Lucia picked up on his mood shift before anyone else noticed. She nudged his arm while they walked. “You okay, big guy?”

“Yes,” he said.

Her answering scowl indicated in clear terms the inadequacy of that uttered syllable. She elected not to push for more, even as her expression informed Roland that conversation was not over. Instead, she addressed the friar. “How much further, Martin?”

“We’re here,” he replied. Martin indicated a tall double door along the corridor. “I’m pretty sure whatever you are looking for will be in here.”

“Well, that’s super cryptic,” Mindy said with a dangerous look.

Martin held up his hands. “I say that because there are only so many things people like you come here to do. If you want them done, this is where you will need to start.”

Martin slapped a palm to the door control. The twin panes separated, releasing a burst of loud, angry music. A blast of fetid air ripe with the stink of sweat, drugs, and alcohol followed. Beyond the threshold, a short corridor opened to reveal a large room packed with undulating people in various states of inebriation and undress. 

“Shit,” Roland groused aloud. 

Manny’s jaw dropped, and he pointed to a couple writhing around in a nearby booth. “Are those two people actually—”

Mindy quickly covered his eyes with a palm. “I’ll explain later, Manny.”

“He knows,” Catrina said with enough conviction to make Manny blush.

“Where the hell are we?” Roland asked.

“Purgatory,” said the friar. “Not hell. Hell gets really crazy.”

“As opposed to this?” Lucia’s tone had taken on a shrill quality. 

Martin chuckled and waved them in. “Come on. Stop gawking like tourists. Let’s find your guy.”

“What does that mean?” Roland said, falling in behind the friar. The crowd parted as much as possible in the tight quarters in deference to Roland’s bulk. Still, even he suffered with the jostling of sweaty intoxicated bodies. His height gave him the chance to take in the whole scene, and his face twisted in disgust at all the unvarnished decadence he found. Amidst the flashing of saturated neon light, nearly a thousand people enacted every sin ever imagined by pious clerics to the drumming beat of loud, toneless music. The sound itself was a thing alive, pulsing in waves that he could feel against his cheeks.

“People like you always have a guy,” Martin said over the noise. “A contact person, a local informant, maybe a DECO guy or something. It’s always something like that. The sooner I get you to your guy, the sooner you get your business done.” He shouted to be heard over the general cacophony of the wild bacchanal in full swing around him. “The Sword Brothers will be a huge pain in the ass now that you’ve slapped one around, so I figure helping you on your way is a good idea.”

“Sorry,” said Roland. No one within earshot believed he was.

“It’s probably going to help you with the local scene.” Martin shrugged and pointed to a booth. “Go take that booth and I’ll ask around.”

Three rough-looking men occupied the indicated booth, and Roland wondered what the friar meant by “take” it. The question found its answer when the trio abdicated their seats without hesitation as the fixers approached. Each gave the group a grin and a nod as they left. “Well, that was easy,” Catrina observed with a raised eyebrow. The walls of the booth offered some protection from the light and noise to everyone’s relief.

Mindy slid into the seat first and checked the menu screen. “Told ya knocking that asshole around was going to make you popular,” she said. “I bet they comp our drinks too.”

Catrina slid in next to Mindy and checked the menu herself. “I hope they do, because no sane person would pay money for any of this garbage.”

“What, they don’t have any fancy stuff for you?” Mindy’s eyes twinkled.

“I don’t think I’d drink the tap water here,” Catrina replied. “Half the stuff on this list is made with hallucinogens.”

“No shit?” Mindy looked back down at the screen. “Anything good?”

“You’re on the clock, Mindy,” Lucia snapped.

“Party pooper.”

Lucia sat down across from the other two women. “This is not a party.”

Mindy gestured to the noisy throng. “Feels like one to me.”

“Mindy...” The clear warning in Lucia’s tone deflated the assassin’s cheerful posture.

Mindy slouched. “Fine. But I’m coming back here later!”

Lucia looked to Manny, who had yet to sit down. He watched the crowd, tight-lipped and narrow-eyed. “What’s up, Manny?”

“Inquisitors,” he said. “Wearing sophisticated surveillance gear under their clothes.” He flexed the white fingers of his left hand. “Obviously they aren’t used to people like me being down here.”

“Can you point them out?” Roland asked.

“Tall guy in long black coat, no sleeves.”

“Green hair?”

“Yes.”

“Got him. Anyone else?”

“Two men at the bar, one on his comm. The other is pretending to play Scarab by himself. He’s actually scanning the hell out of you, Mr. Tankowicz.”

Roland rumbled deep in his chest. “Fat lot of good that’ll do him.”

Manny wiggled his fingers again. “That’s all I’ve found so far. My range is not good with all the interference in here. But they are loaded with spy tech.”

Roland nodded to Lucia. “Boss?”

“Leave them be for now,” she answered. “No sense bothering them if they aren’t bothering us. Catrina, do our friends in the Administrati have any influence over the Inquisitors?”

“Nobody does,” Mindy answered for her. “If the Administrati claim they do, they’re lying.”

Catrina nodded her agreement. “I think Mindy is right, here. I doubt Deacon Morris has that kind of clout.”

Brother Martin chose that moment to return. He sauntered up to their table and sat down. “Well, I believe I have located your contact person. He should be joining us presently. I’d recommend a drink from the menu, but my faith and my sense of prudence prevent me from touching anything they serve here. God would not look kindly upon me if I did not warn you before you made your own choices.”

“We’ll pass,” Lucia said. “Did you know this place is crawling with Inquisitors?”

The friar’s face darkened. “I assumed it would be, but I have no gift for spotting them.”

“There are at least three here, and they are already very interested in us,” Lucia said. “I don’t know how long we can stay out in the open like this.”

Martin considered this. “The Inquisitors won’t do anything untoward in here. They simply don’t have the numbers. If a troop of Sword Brothers shows up it might get ugly, but that would be unlike them.”

“Even if they were real pissed off?” offered Roland.

“Even so,” Martin replied. “There are far too few of them to do much more than represent a token attempt by the Church to patrol down here. Any time they try to do any actual law enforcement things go...” Martin winced, looking for the right words. “Poorly.”

“Impasse,” Roland grunted. “I get it. They have enough firepower to walk around safely, but if they get too big for their britches the whole place turns on them.”

“That’s the long and short of it,” Martin said. “They cannot live inside that armor, and everybody has to eat, drink, and sleep eventually.”

“Sounds like Venus,” Manny said without taking his eyes off the crowd.

“Never been,” replied Martin. “But I think we are safe enough to wait here for your DECO contact for the moment.”

Catrina rested her chin on her hands. “How easy was it to find a DECO operative?”

“Oh, I didn’t find him. I just let it be known that the strangers who beat Sir Francis half to death in the atrium were here to meet someone. The rumor mill took care of the rest. Your contact probably had to bolt after your fight, so I just let him know where to find you is all.”

“Won’t the Inquisitors not like that?” asked Catrina. “They can see you right now.”

“The Inquisition already knows that I am trying to help you so you will leave. You are no threat to them, nor are you of any value to them. So long as I don’t participate in any sinful or seditious acts, they’re probably thrilled to have me doing their job for them.” Martin winked at Catrina. “I get that a lot. People down here know me and trust me. I don’t take sides, and I don’t pick fights. I minister to the sick and the hungry no matter their affiliations or circumstances. The Knights, the Inquisitors, and the common folk, all of them. I serve God doing what I can to make sure everyone finds their path to heaven in their own time and way.”

Lucia’s face broke into a smile. “You’re a fixer.”

Martin frowned. “I’m not familiar with that term.”

Roland explained. “You stay out of the bullshit, so folks who are into the bullshit feel safe around you. You can fix problems before they get out of control. People come to you for help because they know you aren’t beholden to their enemies.”

Martin shrugged. “I suppose so, yes. Is that what you do?”

“Our methods differ slightly.”

The friar barked a harsh laugh. “Hah! I bet!”

Manny continued to scan the crowd with eyes and tech both. “How long should we wait?” he asked after a few minutes had passed. “Just picked up another Inquisitor.”

“That makes four,” Lucia said. “Is that a lot, Martin?”

“More than I’ve ever seen in one place, to be honest,” said the friar. “Not sure how I feel about that.”

“And there’s five,” Manny said. “I’m starting to get uncomfortable.”

“Me too,” said Mindy. “This ain’t right.”

Martin stood. “I’m starting to think you might be on to something.”

A thin man with wispy gray hair approached their table. Manny stiffened and Roland shifted to block his access to the others. The man held up one hand. “Mr. Tankowicz?”

“Who’s asking?”

“Ask Mr. Richardson,” was the cryptic reply.

Manny held his left hand up to their mysterious guest. “He’s DECO, boss. Identicator checks out. His name is Saladin.”

The stranger nodded his thanks. “We need to go. Now. Friar?”

“Yes?”

“You can leave. You don’t need to be caught up in any of this.”

Martin pressed a palm to his chest. “Thank you. Good luck, all of you. God’s blessings be upon you.” He stood from the table and blended back into the crowd. Roland watched the strange man leave, letting his gaze linger longer than necessary. Something about Brother Martin made him uncomfortable. He did not doubt the man’s sincerity; he just struggled to comprehend how a man could hold on to his convictions in the face of Church hypocrisy. Roland had never understood faith. It confused him. As he had done many times before, Roland referred himself to the time-honored method of not worrying about what other people believed. It helped.

“Let’s go,” he said to his team. “Stay behind me. Manny, I want to know if any of our new friends start to follow us.”

“Got it.”

Lucia addressed their DECO contact. “Lead on.”

The man turned, and the fixers followed as he knifed through the noisy clumps of revelers. With no chance of being inconspicuous, the group contented themselves to move at a brisk pace. 

“Bogeys falling in,” Manny said. He had to project to be heard over the crowd, though it seemed a safe bet none of the intoxicated people cared what he had to say. “Not on intercept, though.”

“We’re being tailed,” Roland said to their guide. 

“That’s not good,” was his unhelpful reply.

They reached the door and found their way back into the hall. “Wait,” Lucia ordered.

Saladin turned. “We need to keep moving.”

“Those Inquisitors will just tail us to wherever we are going.”

“You have a better idea?”

“Yes,” said Lucia. “I’m going to talk to them.”

Saladin’s eyes went wide. “That is not a good idea, ma’am.”

“Don’t argue,” Mindy said. “It’s a waste of time, and she’s usually right. Just watch.”

“Just sit back and relax,” Lucia said. “We have a way with people.”

Saladin rolled his eyes. “Your call, ma’am.”

Less than a minute later, the door to Purgatory slid open and five men stepped into the hall. The sight of Roland leaning against the wall with his arms crossed, and Mindy toying absently with her sasori dagger brought them to an abrupt halt. For an instant, no one moved.

When it felt like the tension could get no thicker, Mindy plastered a big smile on her face and waved. “Hi, boys! How’s that Inquisition going?”

For a moment, it looked like the men might try to deny it. Then a small popping sound, followed by a tiny blue arc of electricity burst from beneath the collar of the green-haired man. “Oww! Shit!” he cried, pawing at his neck. He stripped a small electronic device away from the burned skin and dropped it to the floor.

Manny chuckled. When the Inquisitors turned to glare at him, he shrugged and waggled his bionic fingers. “Oops. Sorry. Didn’t realize it was loaded.”

Indecision seized the group. Hands hovered near belt lines and the weapons concealed beneath their clothes. 

“Steady, boys,” Roland rumbled in his politest growl. “Just want to chat, is all.” He stood to his full height. “There’s nothing under those coats that will even scratch my paint job, so just take a second and think before you do something stupid.”

The man with the green hair straightened. “God protects us, so we have no fear of you.”

Roland raised an eyebrow. “Did God give you armored skin and a sixty-ton deadlift? ‘Cause if he didn’t, you’re going to want to rethink that whole ‘God protects us’ bit.”

Mindy snickered. Lucia silenced her with a sharp look, then turned her attention to the Inquisitors. “Gentlemen, I’ll be frank with you. We are here on behalf of a client, and we intend only to conduct our business and leave as soon as possible. Our operation has nothing to do with the Church, and we have no desire to run afoul of your own operations. Honestly, if we have to worry about the Inquisition as well as achieving our goals here, it will only make life harder for everyone. I’d like to take this opportunity to offer you our good will and our promise to act in good faith while we are here. We’d ask you to leave us to our legal business.”

“Oh, we are quite aware of your employers, Ms. Ribiero.” The green-haired man fixed Catrina with a pointed look. “The Inquisition does not trouble itself with the worldly conflicts of greedy idolaters and thieves. But it is our duty to gather knowledge about what goes on so close to the Garden. We merely observe and report.”

Mindy snorted a harsh laugh, drawing angry glares from both Lucia and the Inquisitors. Green-hair turned and smiled at her. “And welcome back, Melinda Carter. We have followed your career with great interest. Elder Polito was quite distraught when you failed to show up for re-education, you know.”

Mindy’s face flushed in a way Roland had never seen before. He thought he detected a tremble in her hands, stifled only when her grip on the black blade cinched tight enough to turn her knuckles bright white. “Elder Polito can go fuck himself. Or maybe he’s fucking some other fifteen-year-old girl he bought at auction. I can’t imagine anyone would do it willingly. You run and tell him I said that.”

Green-hair waggled his eyebrows. “Rest assured, I will. He was delighted to hear you had returned. I’m sure he’s very anxious to see you.”

“The next time he sees me, I might just kill him.”

“Enough,” Lucia said. “Miss Carter is a member of my team, and she is here legally. You can check with—”

Green-hair waved her off. “Yes, yes, we are aware of your bribes to the Administrati, Ms. Ribiero. Miss Carter is not currently wanted for any crimes here.” He winked to Mindy. “Yet. Your offer is fine with us, as well. Do not foment sedition, do not break our laws, and confine yourselves to non-holy places. If you do that, you can expect little more than professional curiosity from us.”

“Sounds fair,” Lucia said.

“But if you try to hide from us, if you attempt to deceive us,” Green-hair hissed and shook his head, “you will find our response much more problematic than Sir Francis and his bad manners.” He pointed a finger to Roland. “You should not have done that, Mr. Tankowicz. The Sword Brothers are not the most enlightened of the Knightly orders, but well,” the eyebrows waggled again, “they do not run from a fight. Any fight. They are like mad bulls when angered.”

“Then I shall teach them the value of humility,” Roland intoned with mock solemnity. “And I weep for the future of their order if they don’t learn the lesson quickly.”

Green-hair bowed his head, mimicking Roland’s sarcasm. “You may go with God, Roland Tankowicz.”

Roland attempted his most professionally polite smile. “Something tells me God’s gonna sit this one out.”
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CHAPTER TWENTY
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Knight-Captain Jericho awoke to the sounds of his comm chiming. An inveterate early riser, he was surprised to find it two hours before Matins. He sat up from his cot and called into the dark air of his cell, “Answer.” A bright chirp indicated a secure connection, and he greeted his caller with a gruff, “Jericho here.”

“Knight-Captain, this is Elder Polito. I trust I have not woken you too early?”

The lingering wisps of sleep dragging at Jericho’s perceptions evaporated at the proclamation, and he stiffened. “Elder Polito. An honor, Your Grace. How can this poor sinner serve you today?”

“I understand you encountered some strange visitors yesterday.”

“Yes, Elder. The information is in my daily report.”

“A thorough and excellent report it was, Captain. Most illuminating.”

“Thank you.” Jericho said nothing else. He did not believe an Elder of the Conclave would call him before dawn to talk about the quality of his reports. He did not have to wait long.

“I am curious, Captain, as to your more subjective impressions of this group. I know that you would never let personal feelings color your official reports, but I have taken a special interest in this. What do you think they are here for?”

Jericho had no impressions whatsoever about the purpose of Tankowicz and his people. He knew better than to say nothing, so he thought for a moment before replying. “They are criminals, Elder. But well-positioned with Gateways for some reason. They must be here to do some kind of dirty job for the company.”

“My thoughts exactly,” said Polito. “You will read this during your morning briefing, but Tankowicz found himself at odds with Sir Francis of the Fratre Militae down in the Underworld yesterday. They came to blows rather quickly, I hear.”

“That sounds like Sir Francis, all right. Is Tankowicz dead?”

“Not remotely. Sir Francis will be in with the Knights Hospitaler for the next three weeks.”

Jericho could not prevent a small gasp from escaping. He knew Tankowicz was a cyborg, but without a full armature he should not have been a match for any Knight. The man was much more formidable than he appeared. Jericho recovered himself before replying. “With respect, Elder, Sir Francis is a man of great faith and commitment, though I would not consider his martial prowess to be more than minimally adequate. Tankowicz is heavily modified and a former special operations soldier. While I am surprised to hear this news, I cannot say it shocks me.”

Polito’s chuckle calmed Jericho’s rising angst. “A fair assessment, Captain. Though in deference to poor Francis, I might remind you that your own prowess sits at a level most mortal men will never achieve. How long have you worn the armor?”

“Twenty-seven years.” Jericho said it with pride. The armor grew with the man inside, improving speed and reflexes in lockstep with its fleshy symbiote. If one could suffer the pain, truly awesome feats were possible with enough time. As with all service, the gifts came burdened with sacrifice. Men who wore the armor for too long could go mad or suffer horrible brain damage. No man had borne the burden as long as Jericho had, and so no man was his equal. 

Pride, he warned himself internally, is a sin.

The Elder responded to Jericho’s unspoken thoughts. “Twenty-seven,” he heard Polito repeat. “Magnificent. I had not realized it had been so long since we found you.” Jericho knew that the “we” in this case was Polito himself. The Elder had been his mentor and patron for as long as Jericho could remember. The Elder molded his career with a deft hand, and Jericho’s skill and drive had elevated both of their stations. He owed much to Polito, more than he could ever repay. Polito went on to say, “Do you expect to go the Hermitage soon? I dare say you have earned such a reward ten times over.”

“I can do more,” Jericho said, perhaps too quickly. His skin prickled with icicles any time the thought of living without his armor crossed his mind. He could not bear the thought of endless days spent in quiet meditation. The reward other Knights sought for their service loomed like the sulfurous lakes of hell itself in his imagination. He shuddered, and added, “I can still bear the obligation. My mind is strong, and I can take the pain, yet. In truth, it is not as bad as others have claimed. It will be some time yet before I have to put my armor aside.”

“Glad to hear that,” Polito replied. “For I have invested heavily in your progress. Now I have a special task for you.”

“I am ready.”

“Tankowicz is traveling with a woman. Small, blond, very attractive.”

“The assassin,” Jericho acknowledged. “I know the one.”

“Yes, well, this assassin was once a lovely debutante right here on Gethsemane. God had graced her with physical beauty so powerful she drove men mad with lust. Her family is pious and well-respected as well. God decreed, through the will of the Conclave of Elders, that she was to be my fourth wife. How a poor sinner like myself warranted such favor, only God can say. I was happy to serve, though. That is no secret. Alas, deep in her heart she proved to be a wicked deviant and a sinner. Her lusts offended God, and Satan corrupted her with a will unseemly for a woman and a wife.”

“She fled,” Jericho surmised.

“Yes. Once the degree and nature of her deviations were known, we scheduled her for re-education and re-baptism right away. Alas, the devil turned her heart away from redemption, and she escaped God’s servants. Ran off to some Godforsaken planet and went on to violate that beautiful body with machinery. She learned to kill and took it as her vocation. It’s all so very tragic. Such a lovely child.”

“Do you want me to kill her?” Jericho asked. He did not know what to feel about that possibility.

Polito laughed. “Not at all, Captain! I want you to bring her back to me. She is merely a lost soul. A lamb lured away from the flock by the devil. She needs help, Captain. She needs God’s grace in her heart once again. She needs to come home.”

Jericho hated moments like this. He loved God and the Church. He held a deep and fundamental respect for the Conclave and the Penitent’s Path. Most of all, he owed a great debt to Elder Polito. Nevertheless, he was a warrior and a soldier. By necessity he worked and fought amongst the basest elements of humanity. He held onto his faith in a better world under God’s watchful eye, but he knew much about the universe as it stood in the stark light of reality. Part of Jericho he would never acknowledge immediately doubted Polito’s sincerity. Men of power often lost sight of how much their appetites ruled them. By necessity, they lived without consequence, without limitations. Men like Polito took what they wanted because it was their right to do so. They did not understand the concepts of forbearance, restraint, or the overcoming of obstacles. Polito wanted that woman back because years ago he had decided the woman belonged to him. Relief washed over Jericho when he remembered that Polito could not see his face. The sneer would have given him away. He wiped it clear and reminded himself that God had put Polito in his elevated position, and he should never doubt God’s wisdom in such things.

He turned his thoughts to the task at hand. “This will not be easy, Elder. The Tankowicz cyborg is obviously formidable, and capturing a famous assassin is not a task to be attempted lightly. I will need help.”

“The Sword Brothers will be tasked to you,” Polito replied. “As well as a team of Inquisitors.”

“I will have no need of the Inquisition, Elder.” Jericho could not keep the sour taste in his mouth from coloring his words with disgust.

“Yes, Knight-Captain Jericho, you will.” Polito’s tone brooked no arguments. “These criminals are hidden deep in the Underworld, and the martial failings of Sir Francis have endeared them to the local populace to no small degree. The sinners infecting that place have been spoiling for a fight for too long already. Do you truly believe the arrival of any Teuton, let alone the First Fist, will not cause something of a stir?”

Polito was right, and Jericho knew it. Teutons did not patrol grimy slums, and his personal fame would precede him. Young boys slept beneath posters bearing his image all over Gethsemane. His line of action figures sold out every year, and he featured prominently in several popular VR games. His arrival would cause a stir and make getting anything accomplished in secret impossible.

Jericho wanted to curse out loud but held his ire in check so as not to embarrass himself. “Of course, Elder. You are correct.” He swung his legs to the side of his cot and rose. “I will leave at once. I presume the Sword Brothers will have adequate facilities for my vestments?”

“Chevalier Lassiter assures me that the Fratre Militae will have all you need to take care of your armor, Captain. Inquisitors will meet you when you arrive. Once the girl has been located, you may proceed to extract her under my authority. If anyone tries to stop you...”

“May God have mercy on the poor soul who tries,” said Jericho, stepping into his pants.

“Blessings be upon you, Captain,” Polito said, and Jericho could hear the chuckle in his voice. 

“As unto you,” Jericho replied. “If that is all?”

“Go with God.”

The line went dead. Jericho stood in the center of his cell for a moment, just processing the magnitude of the conversation. Elder Polito’s orders were clear, yet confusing. The Carter woman was not currently listed as a wanted criminal on Gethsemane. Were she still a minor, arresting and re-educating her would be a matter of course. Yet this was not the case. Melinda Carter walked the streets a free adult woman, an assassin and bounty hunter registered with the Hunter’s Lodge and highly ranked. Taking her would have repercussions that Jericho did not think Elder Polito understood. The Hunter’s Lodge had no official presence on Gethsemane, but Jericho assumed that getting put on the Hit List would change that fact in short order. He wondered if the Elder even knew what the Hit List was. Not having an official Lodge on-planet did not mean they were outside of the Lodge’s reach. He pondered what an army of assassins and bounty hunters might look like if they descended upon Port Piety with bad intentions. Unlike many of his brothers, Jericho had seen action on other planets. This gave him a perspective many of Gethsemane’s elites lacked. He tried not to be prideful, yet he often saw mistakes where no one else did. Abducting Mindy—and Jericho refused to pretend that this was anything more noble than an extralegal abduction—was going to make life for himself and the Conclave of Elders very difficult.

He shrugged into his shirt, pulling it down over the thick muscles of his back with a soft grunt. He should have told the Elder his concerns. He should have spoken the truth so the Elder might reconsider this action. Jericho ground his teeth in frustration. He had not, because he already knew Polito would have brushed his objections aside with an overconfidence only those secure in their power could possess. If Jericho had insisted upon being heard, he would be given penance for the sin of pride.

He inhaled, deep and long. Then he let the breath out. He would trust in God. God’s plan did not have to make sense, and God had put Elder Polito in his position of power for a reason. Jericho would obey, and he would keep faith that God had use for him yet. Had God not protected him from the madness so many of his brothers suffered? Had God not made him the first and greatest of his Knights? Why doubt now? Why should a lowly disgusting sinner like Harland Jericho suddenly feel his judgment greater than the will of the Almighty? Jericho was proud, and wrathful, and often weak. He should be filled with joy that God saw fit to use him in such a manner as this.

As always, this line of thought calmed Jericho. He relaxed, and a smile came to his face entirely without effort. Life was good.

No, he corrected himself. God was good.

––––––––
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CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE
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Searching for Grimes in the Underworld proved every bit as difficult as predicted. Saladin’s contacts scoured all the probable locations a lone runner might hide, turning up less than nothing in the process.

“We knew this would not be easy,” Lucia said to a visibly irritated Roland. “He’s no amateur.”

“I just need a track,” Mindy offered. “Somewhere to start and I’ll get him.”

They were seated in a small rented room. Roland sat on the floor and the others around a table. Saladin leaned against a wall and shook his head. “He has not gotten out. My people are watching every single exit like hawks. We know his biometrics and we know his look. He cannot get past us without a fight or at least showing his hand.”

“Maybe he’s already slipped by,” Roland said. “He could be gone by now.”

Lucia shook her head. “That’s what he wants us to think. All he has to do is stay hidden until we start to doubt he’s even here. It’s the simplest plan and has the best risk-to-reward ratio. He is going to wait us out.”

“Can he do that?” Catrina asked.

“He is a Balisong,” Manny said. “He can just find a hole to sit in and meditate for entire days at time. He does not need a room or a bed. If there is water nearby, he does not need to venture out for much of anything. Even the locals won’t know where he is unless one trips over him.”

Roland grunted. “I suppose. When they came after you their first team infiltrated Dockside without alerting any of the thousands of snitches there. That’s not exactly easy.”

“They just roll in with the crowd and then disappear into any dark crack they can find,” said Manny. “It’s what they do.”

“He still needs water, and he still needs periodic recon,” Saladin remarked with a thoughtful wave of his hand. “If he expects to escape or at least stay abreast of us, he’ll need to venture out from time to time.”

Roland was not finished grousing. “We’ve been at this for two days. We have jack shit right now. Whatever it is we’re doing is not working.”

“Do you have a better plan?” Saladin sounded irritated.

“No,” Roland admitted. “But I’m working on it.”

“Martin,” Lucia said, startling the group.

“Huh?” came Saladin’s eloquent reply.

“The friar. He’s like a local fixer. Maybe he can help.”

“Why would he?” Saladin asked. “We are outsiders and sinners and all that stuff.”

“Because Grimes is awful, and every day he spends here increases the chance of a catastrophe. He doesn’t want our fight on his turf. No one does.” Lucia leaned forward and rested her elbows on the table. Her eyes widened and her pupils dilated slightly as millions of tiny machines in her brain began to assemble outcomes from all the probabilities. “What if we let it slip that a big conflict is going down? Something the locals won’t like. Hell, we could even tell the truth and it will only help us. The locals are already well-disposed toward us, right?” The question was rhetorical, and she ploughed ahead without waiting for an answer. “So we put it out there that once we have Grimes, we’ll leave and take all that risk with us. Maybe we offer a big reward too.” She shot a glance at Catrina.

The woman smiled back and said, “What this place probably considers ‘big’ is not going to be a problem, Lucia.”

“Perfect.” Lucia leaned back in her chair. “Okay. So now we have the whole place mobilized, but that is going to piss off the Inquisition. We have to appease them the same way.”

“Huh?” Saladin sounded completely lost.

“We tell them we are going to fuck off as soon as we have our man,” Roland explained.

“But they will want what Grimes has at that point,” Lucia was still chasing threads. “Our sudden shift in posture will make them curious.”

“One might even say, ‘inquisitive,’” Mindy drawled.

No one laughed.

“Grimes won’t give it to them,” Manny answered. “That is not his way.”

“Exactly,” said Lucia. “Still, with the whole Underworld searching for him, the Inquisition will have to get involved. That’s two groups in addition to our own scouring this place. He will get found. Nobody is that good.”

“If the Inquisition finds him first?” Mindy phrased this as a question.

“Grimes will fight. That will reveal his location to us.”

Mindy pointed out the obvious. “Grimes is tough, but the Inquisition has numbers, gear, and intel. He can’t beat them all. Once they grab him, and they will, the Inquisitors are not going to just hand him over, boss.”

“In the event the Inquisition gets him first, then we’ll just have to convince them to let us have the memory core. They can keep Grimes for all I care.”

“How the hell do we do that?” Mindy asked.

Lucia pointed to Manny. “We’ll just steal it.”

“If we start stirring the pot around here, those jackasses in red armor are going to shit bricks, Lucy,” Roland noted. “Do you have a plan for that?”

“Enjoy the exercise,” she fired back. “I know how much you hate espionage work, so go play and have fun with the idiots. It will be a useful distraction, to be honest. A few messy fights between Roland and the Knights will really drive home that having us all here is dangerous, now that I think about it.”

Mindy’s jaw dropped. “You are going to cut Roland loose on the Sword Brothers? You sure you’re thinking right, boss?”

“Just some carefully targeted violence. Street brawling, stuff like that. It will hide what we’re really doing and keep everybody focused on the action.”

“I can handle that,” Roland said. 

“Be careful,” Lucia admonished. “They are dangerous.”

“In numbers, sure,” Roland replied. “But one or two at a time they don’t seem too tough. This place is not that thick with these clods, so I’ll pick my battles, boss. Don’t worry.”

Saladin held up a hand and asked, “Just to be that guy, I have to wonder what happens if the Inquisition decides to help Grimes?”

Mindy snorted. “Why the hell would they do that?”

“To get him and us off-planet.”

Lucia frowned. “I suppose they might. But my gut thinks that is unlikely. He is a nasty piece of work, and if we make enough fuss, they have to get curious about what Grimes has, don’t they? They can’t just let him waltz off without at least looking at it, right?”

“That would be out of character for them,” Saladin agreed. “But I’ve worked this post for eighteen months, and if there is one thing that has proven impossible to predict, it’s all the second and third-level schemes the different factions and orders here have going on. Nobody trusts anybody, and their Conclave of Elders actively works to keep all the players in contention with each other. It keeps the lesser orders from teaming up to challenge the Conclave, politically.”

“This place is just awful.” Lucia tapped the tabletop with an impatient finger. “I guess the question is whether or not Grimes has something to offer one of these factions that they want more than the intel on his trinket. I just don’t know what that might be.”

“He’s an assassin,” Mindy pointed out. “And I suspect a pretty good one at this point. There is a pretty persistent rumor ‘round here that the Inquisition has a secret order of assassins. He could offer to take a contract on behalf of some church official or even a rich family.”

“Why not use local talent?” Catrina asked.

“Deniability,” Mindy answered. “If some crazy off-worlder heathen-type offs a prominent local, it’d get real easy to blame the corporation that hired him for the death.”

Lucia shook her head. “We are chasing shadows, here. Do we have any indicator that this is even a possibility?”

“No,” said Saladin. “But if I was Grimes, and I thought we were closing in, the Inquisition would be a great ally to have.”

“Shit,” Lucia said. “You’re not wrong.”

Roland tried to help. “The football is the monkey wrench. If we let on just how valuable it is, I think that is going to trump anything else Grimes may have to offer.”

Lucia did not look appeased. “So as long as there is nothing else Grimes can offer that attracts the Inquisition, they probably won’t help him, then.” She rubbed her face with a palm. “Why does that feel flimsy to me?”

Saladin answered with a smile. “Because it is flimsy. Between the Elders, the Orders, and all the rich donors on this planet, there are about a million helpful things Grimes might be able to do for any one of them. Most of the Church leadership is made up of petty little dictators ruling over organizational fiefdoms. They scheme constantly, and I can think of ten different players who won’t give a hoot about whatever it is one sinner is stealing for a godless corporation. If that sinner can help eliminate a rival, though?” Saladin winced. “Let’s just say that many of these guys will take the known quantity over the unknown.”

Roland grumbled, “We need a better fix on the situation down here.”

“You are absolutely right, Roland,” said Lucia, her posture finally relaxing. “We need to find Brother Martin.”

Mindy sniffed and stood. “That won’t be hard. I’ll head to Purgatory and ask around.”

Lucia held up a hand to stop her before she could leave. “No. I’m sending Manny to do that.”

Mindy frowned. “Why?”

This one Roland answered. “Because you are a famous assassin and local legend. Manny is a professional infiltrator.”

“Oh,” Mindy said it with a pout. “Probably a good call, then.”

“On it,” Manny said. He stood up and grabbed his satchel in one smooth motion.

“Be careful,” Catrina said.

Manny gave her a rakish, lopsided smile. “This is what I do,” he replied. “Back soon.” He left with a jaunty wave.

“Now,” Lucia said with a sigh, “we wait. At this point, I think it’s best that Catrina return to Exit Wound. We are entering the face-punching phase of this operation soon, and I think that your skills are better used up there dealing with the OmniCorp response.”

“Also, I’m not bulletproof,” Catrina added. “I agree. I’ll see you guys back up there.”

“I’m hungry,” Roland said. “Let’s grab food and get as much rest as we can before this all gets crazy. I don’t need much in the way of sleep, so I’ll take the watch until Manny gets back. I need to check in with Jimmy and Don anyway.”

With matters settled for the moment, everyone except Roland left the main room to find a meal or a cot. Roland pulled out his handheld, encrypted the signal, and keyed up Don Ribiero’s code.

“Hello, Roland,” he heard the old man answer. “How is it going down there?”

“Still slow. Grimes is good at hiding. You make any progress?”

“Without the memory core, I can only work with what I’ve already managed to extract. It’s not much. Several references to a top-secret initiative called ‘Project Hela’ seemed particularly important to Chapman, but the nature of his hybrid brain fragmented all the data.”

“I wonder if that’s the new gate tech they’re all fighting over,” Roland mused aloud. “Hela was the Norse goddess of death, but the name is probably random.”

“I cannot say,” Dr. Ribiero replied. “It’s literally just a flagged term floating inside a cloud of indecipherable static at the moment. We need to get that memory core back to Earth.”

“We’ll get it, Don. How’s Freeman?”

“Insufferable but improving. He alternates between mortal terror and wide-eyed wonder at regular intervals.”

Roland grunted. “Ugh. Is he helping at least?”

“Oh yes. Getting lost in the work seems to be good for him too. He’s rather smart, actually.”

“Good. Keep at it. Things are going to become loud down here soon. I think we’ll be back on board sooner rather than later.”

“Is that good or bad?”

“Little of both, I suspect. Hey, Don?”

“Yes?”

“I have a bit of a tech question for you.”

“Shoot.”

“These Knights down here. Something is bugging me about them. They use power armor because cybernetics are apparently a sin. But the bastards move way too fast. Agility is off the scale for their size too.”

“Good armor can make a man very fast, Roland. Especially if the AI can be attuned to the wearer.”

“Manny says that the control signals are pulled through the skin. Could that be it?”

There was a pause while the elder Ribiero pondered this. “I mean, from a pure performance standpoint it will work better than force-feedback loops, obviously. But there are a host of problems with transdermal locomotor nerve conduction. First of all, it hurts like hell if you don’t modify the nerves ahead of time. It certainly can’t make their reflexes better without some kind of competing input from the AI.”

“So, while the AI is pulling the signals from the nerves, it’s also sending signals of its own?”

“Crude, but not too far off the mark, I think. If the AI learns enough about the wearer to map certain stimuli to action potentials, then there is no reason the armor can’t drive the body faster than its own feedback loops. Lots of good armatures do that already. Your own body does it very well.”

“I have an artificial nervous system. Armatures have mechanical limbs. These guys don’t have anything but what God gave them at birth. What about feedback? Signal latency? Parallel overloading? All the stuff people with wired reflexes have to deal with?”

“It’s all manageable with modern technology. I’m not sure what you are struggling with here, Roland.”

“You’re not hearing me. No implants of any kind, Don. Nothing.”

“Wait,” Ribiero said. “I thought you were just talking about prosthesis. You mean nothing at all? Not even a basic cerebral bridge?”

“Everything goes through the skin, according to Manny.”

“And they move fast? How fast?”

“Not as fast as me, but close. Definitely superhuman.”

“And you are certain there are no implants.”

“Felony crime here.”

“How are they not all insane epileptics?”

“My question exactly.”

“Have Manny send me his scans.”

“Already done. Check your inbox.”

“Oh yes. There they are. Sorry. I’ll get right on this.” Ribiero changed the subject. “How is Lucia doing?”

“She’s in her element, Don. Out-plotting the professional plotters and all that.”

“Emotionally?”

“You’re asking me?” Roland paused to think about it. “Seems normal enough. No anxiety issues or signs of bad risk-assessment stuff. The incident with Grimes shook her up a bit, but I think she’s in a good place.”

“You make sure she comes back, soldier. When Grimes shows up, I expect you to handle it. Not her.”

“On my life, Don. You know that. And we have a plan for Grimes.”

“If I didn’t believe that, I’d have already deactivated you. Remember that.”

Roland assumed the old man was joking, though he sounded serious. “Wouldn’t have it any other way, Don.”

Roland’s next call went to the DECO analyst. James picked up on the first ping. He did not bother with a greeting. “Saladin updated me. Do we trust this local asset?”

“I think he’s solid enough for what we are asking,” Roland replied. “We don’t have time to sit here and wait for Grimes to make a mistake.”

“That’s probably accurate,” said James. “Be advised, Roland. I’m starting to hear signal chatter about your group from the higher levels. A Conclave Elder is moving some assets to the Underworld, and I don’t think that’s a coincidence.”

“What kind of assets?”

“If my people have it right, one of their senior Knights is on his way.”

Roland blew a dismissive harrumph. “This place has a lot of Knights, Jimmy.”

“Not Fratre Militae, Roland. This one is a Teuton. It’s a bigger deal than it sounds according to the chatter.”

Roland wiped his face with a thick hand. “Great. How big are we talking?”

“I’m not sure, but it does not seem to align with Grimes or OmniCorp. The players are all wrong for that.”

“I don’t need complications, Jimmy. Run this down. Fast.”

“Obviously,” James replied. “I’m digging into this Teuton now. I’ll have something in a few hours.”
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CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO
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Grimes was learning to dislike the cold. Inured by training to most forms of discomfort, he could endure virtually anything in pursuit of his goals. Cold, however, he had the least experience with. Without exception, everywhere on Venus boiled with heat. This never proved an issue for the killer. Cold, he soon discovered, possessed its own unique flavor. If not managed, a minor chill would creep into the very bones and settle into a dull ache, eventually rendering joints into stiff immobility and turning muscles into useless knots. The pain itself meant nothing to Grimes. But he soon learned that there existed a particular sort of excruciation in the novelty of new pain. All the sensations being cold brought to his paradigm were new, and without the comfort of familiarity, he was left to wonder what fresh inconveniences the damp chill of the Underworld might bring him.

He could have rented a sleeping unit and rested in relative comfort. The temptation to do precisely that tiptoed across the goosebumps dotting the bare skin of his face and neck. This, of course, was folly. Any such transaction would leave a trail for his pursuers to follow. Better to simply disappear into the many convenient shadows and stay there. The Underworld offered no paucity of dark holes to hide in, making this the easy choice.

Grimes found a maintenance scuttle that connected two levels of air purification equipment and secreted himself into an alcove barely large enough for his supine body. He could wait there for days, if necessary. He would have to venture out for water and food and the occasional bathroom break, but not often and not for much else. Soon, the Fratre Militae would scrub those fixers from his path, and he would transfer his package before catching a transport to somewhere with a spaceport.

He spent the first day searching for mushin. Grimes longed for clarity, and the state of having no ego, no emotion, no mind, was where clarity lived. He never found it. He could remember it, of course. He remembered how easy it used to be too. When he possessed only a singular purpose, wiping all thoughts and feelings away had been a simple exercise. He imagined a lone candle in an otherwise dark room. The single flickering point of light dominated attention at first. If you looked into that tiny flame, your eyes lost the ability to see anything else. Once one could neither see nor think of anything but the flame, all that remained was to erase it from your perceptions as well. No candle. No room. No light or dark.

No mind.

Perfect clarity.

Losing mushin had been like losing a limb. He had felt it go too. It had crumbled like a sandcastle before the rising tide, washed away by something inexorable and larger than his limited imagination could understand. The Balisongs and the cause had been his candle in that dark room. A candle snuffed out by the greed of a few evil men and the weakness of inadequate resolve. Without that purpose, without the comfort of his absolute faith in the righteousness of his path, the shadows of doubt and hurt swallowed all attempts to relight it. How does one focus on something that does not exist? Grimes had no purpose. Worse, he never did. He was born of nothing, lived for nothing, and he was probably going to die for nothing.

His eyes snapped open. He could not tell from fear or anger, but the surge of emotion shattered his focus like crystal. Another failed attempt. The heat of anger bathed his cheeks, and he molded the emotion into a singular focus on his goals. At least he had zanshin. Zanshin did not require emptiness or calm. Zanshin lived in the instant between thought and action. A single unbreakable channel of pure distilled concentration that brooked no distractions. An old warrior, Grimes could not remember which one it was, had once written that a soldier’s purpose must be so strong that he would take three steps toward his goal after being decapitated. That was zanshin. Mushin was an archer, blocking out the entire universe to make a perfect shot. Zanshin was the arrow, an unthinking instrument hurtling across the chaos of the battlefield to complete a discrete task. Grimes had lost his ability to be the archer, but no matter what fate had in store for the assassin, he knew he could always be the arrow.

With as much of his mental state decided as he could manage in the moment, he decided to venture out for food and to reconnoiter his surroundings. In truth, he just wanted to stretch his limbs and warm his blood a little. Dropping the twelve feet from his hiding spot to the maintenance catwalk below made no sound, despite his almost 275 pounds striking the loose decking at considerable speed. His thighs and calves flexed in perfect time to soften the impact and leave no audible trace of his descent. The case with the memory core thumped softly against his back, reminding him that the real prize remained in play. Even so, this special attention to stealth was probably unnecessary. No human had been down this particular path in months, judging by the dust and darkness. Nevertheless, Grimes refused to be sloppy or complacent. It would be just his luck for a random maintenance person to hear him land and report the noise. He stayed in his crouch for a second, cocking his head to listen with bionic ears for signs of life. His eyes pierced the darkness with infrared and ultraviolet filters both. He heard nothing and saw nothing. Satisfied, he began to pick his way among the machines toward the hatch separating the mechanical room from the main walkways.

He stopped at the hatch, listening through the metal to ensure that no random passer-by stood on the other side. When all was quiet, he opened the door and slipped into a dim corridor. He made his way down the hall without stopping. Hood pulled low over his face and posture bent just enough to mask his height and build, the killer stepped from the dim path and onto a large concourse. Here he found ambling masses of people traveling to and from their points of interest in dense clumps. He had not chosen to move at this time by chance. Crowds were camouflage, and Grimes needed it. He attached himself to a group of what looked and smelled like food service workers as they moved to his right. They chatted amicably about the quality of synthetic poultry in the Underworld and exchanged terse gossip about a secret chicken coop with actual live birds somewhere below. Grimes stayed close enough to look like part of their group, but not so close as to draw their ire. When they reached an intersection with another corridor, Grimes broke away to move off to the left branch. Signs indicated that further along this path he would find an automated food vendor and a public restroom. He went to the restroom first and relieved himself before moving on to gather supplies for another long, cold night wedged in between two machines.

He did not recognize the man waiting for him at the kiosk. Tall, spare, with a towering shock of lime green hair atop his pale head, the man wore a long sleeveless coat in some sort of shiny black synthetic material. Normally, Grimes would merely wait his turn and secure his food. He locked eyes with the stranger right away and knew in a moment he would be missing this meal. The green-haired man smirked and waved at the killer’s approach. Grimes let his eyes flash orange while they scanned the stranger. As he suspected, the gaudy coat hid a dozen weapons and other devices meant for spying. The scan revealed no bionics, though. No body modifications were apparent either. That narrowed down the potential affiliations to only one possibility.

He stopped four feet away and tilted his head. “Can I help you, Inquisitor?”

Green-hair’s smile widened. “That is what I love about you foreign operatives. You are perceptive. The worms down here could not find their own asses with both hands and a map, but you are the second off-worlder to decipher my profession in the last day.” 

“I have no business with the Inquisition.”

“Of course you don’t, Mr. Grimes. The Inquisition, however, has some business with you.”

Grimes took a step forward. “I’m hungry. Get out of my way.”

Green-hair stepped to the side and gestured to the food kiosk with a flourish. “By all means, be my guest.” Grimes stepped up and began to make selections. Green-hair hissed at the options presented. “But if you would like something more palatable, I believe I could be convinced to spot you a nicer meal somewhere more private.”

Grimes let his hand fall from the order screen. He turned his head without turning his body to address the man. “You are not going to leave me to my business, are you?”

“Afraid not.”

“Fine. Do you have a name?”

“The people down here call me Slag.” Green-hair bobbed his head from side to side. “But that’s more like my character. My friends call me Raphael.”

“Slag suits you better.”

The man called Raphael laughed. “Hah! You pick, then. Come on. Follow me.”

Grimes did not want to follow Raphael. But he did not want to go back to the maintenance tunnel and this Inquisitor likely represented his best chance of getting back to somewhere with a spaceport. He fell in behind the man, leaving a generous gap between them. If Raphael noticed his caution, he said nothing about it. Grimes noticed the other Inquisitors slotting in around him at respectful distances as they walked. He acknowledged each with a curt nod. They may as well know that he was not fooled. It would save time and misunderstandings later if these Inquisitors did not overestimate their own prowess. They walked in silence, Grimes mapping the route with his internal bionics for later repetition. He need not have bothered, for the destination was not a secret room or clandestine hideaway. Raphael pointed to an otherwise uninteresting door with holographic letters floating above. They read, “The Comfy Chair,” and rotated in a jaunty wobbling circle around a smiling recliner.

“Man,” Raphael stated with a smile, “no one can resist this place. Rumors say they have real chicken.”

Grimes saw the facade for what it was. “This is a front for the Inquisition? A restaurant?”

“You’d be amazed what you hear in a place like this,” Raphael replied. “Gimme a sec, I gotta get into character.”

Raphael sagged his shoulders, pasted am arrogant sneer on his lips, and stuck his hands into the pockets of his coat. His cohort adopted similar postures, transforming into what most people would be fooled into thinking was another burned-out clump of Underworld lowlifes. Grimes, with his hood still up and his drab attire, matched well enough to not seem too out of place.

“Follow me,” Raphael said as he slapped the door control. It slid open with a hiss and a squeal, and the Inquisitor stomped through as if he owned the place. Grimes followed. Inside, the smell of cooking meat assailed his nostrils. Several people looked up from their tables to fix them with a glare, though Raphael meet each without slowing his pace. They crossed the floor, weaving through metal tables and heading for the kitchen. Grimes saw a waitress reach up to fix her hair and caught the glint of a carefully concealed communicator beneath her auburn tresses. Grimes could not say if these Inquisitors were sloppy or if he was just very good. None had been difficult to spot up to this point, though. Then he remembered that bionics were outlawed here, and that he was capable of seeing and hearing things others could not.

The kitchen smelled worse than the dining room, and Grimes needed to turn down his olfactory systems to avoid retching. Based on the aroma, he suspected they really were processing actual animal flesh here. These Inquisitors ate well, at the very least. Past the kitchen, Raphael took the group through another door and into a small office. He went to the lone desk and tapped on the terminal a few times. The far wall shuddered and slid away to reveal a tight hallway. Grimes smiled. “Ahhhhh,” he commented. “Very nice.”

“Sometimes the old ways are the best ways,” Raphael replied. “Most folks think we fence stolen goods out of this place, so no one gets suspicious when scumbags like me come and go from the back office. Come on.” He trotted off down the dim hall. It proceeded for more than fifty feet before terminating at a simple metal door where Raphael entered a code. He made no attempt to hide it, and Grimes assumed that the code had nothing to do with unlocking the door. His eyes had already confirmed that a suite of high-end devices scanned them while they waited. Bio-recognition would be what allowed them access, not whatever combination of letters and numbers Raphael had tapped out. The code, Grimes surmised, warned others on the other side as to the situation in the hall. If Grimes abducted Raphael and tried to use him to get that door open, Raphael could simply enter a code that warned his team of the danger. Balisongs had many such tricks themselves. These were mostly hand signals and verbal cues that a brother under duress could employ to warn the others of foul play. Raphael had not been wrong. Sometimes the old ways were the best ways.

Once through the door, Grimes found exactly what he suspected he would find. A thoroughly modern and technologically advanced command center spread out before the knot of Inquisitors and their guest. Monitors lined every inch of wall space, and each glowed with moving images from all over the Underworld. Facing these were rows of desk terminals, and more screens dotted these like the offspring of their larger brethren on the walls. Men hunched over the workstations, talking into comms and swiping instructions to what Grimes assumed were teams of Inquisitors secreted all over the facility. In the center of the room a large oval table sat, surrounded by chairs and sprouting its own robust garden of terminal screens. Grimes pressed his lips together and exhaled through his nose. There was much more than a token intelligence gathering operation going on here. No wonder he had been found so easily. Sensing his irritation, Raphael spread his arms wide and turned to face Grimes. “Welcome to Inquisition Post 171 Bravo, Mr. Grimes.”

“I’m still hungry,” he replied. 

“Donatello,” said Raphael to one of his team members, “get our guest some tenders, would you?”

“Sir,” the man said with a curt nod before shuffling off down the hall.

Raphael went over to the table in the middle. He dropped his coat onto a chair and gestured for Grimes to sit at an identical version across from him. “Real chicken, man, fried in real fat. You’re gonna love it.”

“And our business?”

“We have one more guest arriving. Then we’ll talk business.”

“Do I get to know who that is?”

“In a minute. This guy loves to make an entrance.”

“Well, that is certainly cryptic.”

Raphael shrugged. “I’m a spy.”

It took six minutes for the mystery to resolve itself. Grimes had just bitten into an honest-to-goodness real chicken tender when he felt the floor vibrate beneath his feet. He looked up in time to see the wide double doors at the back of the room slide open. Beyond the threshold stood a man in brilliant blue power armor. He paused in the entrance, if only to let everyone get a good look at him before he strode into the room. The armor gleamed, its ornate flourishes and intricate gilding catching every stray bit of light and reflecting it forward like the facets of a well-cut gem. His right hand was encased in an enormous gauntlet, and the scanners in his eyes told Grimes that the big fist hid technologies like nothing he had ever seen before.

“Captain Jericho!” Raphael called from his own seat. “Good to see you! Please, come sit!”

“You know I cannot,” Jericho replied. His helmet speakers lent an ominous electronic timbre to his voice. Grimes scoffed audibly at the gross theatricality of it all. Perhaps the pious rabble found the act impressive. Grimes did not.

“Captain,” Raphael said with a weary sigh. “You do not need to be in the armor here. Have a seat so we can eat and talk. I like to see a man’s eyes when I discuss the work of protecting the Church.”

The ornate faceplate at the front of the bascinet helmet lifted to reveal the face of Knight-Captain Jericho. Grimes marked the square jaw, deep angry eyes, and face scored with lines born of age and battle both. Grimes knew that look. This was no swaggering Sword Brother thug. This was a warrior in the old tradition, a true believer armed with a powerful battlesuit and the conviction of total faith. Something about Jericho irritated Grimes. He recognized too much of what he saw in the Knight. He saw shadows of himself. Distant flickers of what he had been lashed his subconscious with stinging recriminations. These passed quickly. Too much time separated those wasted years on Venus from this moment for Grimes to take his self-doubts to heart. In truth, after taking a few seconds to reflect upon it, Grimes realized that he felt nothing but pity for Jericho. The Knight was a fool, and no one had told him yet.

“Can you see my eyes now, Inquisitor?” Jericho sounded haughty. Grimes tried not to roll his eyes.

“Yes, Captain,” Raphael replied, a wry twist to his lips. “To business, then.”

“Please,” urged Jericho.

Raphael’s scowl deepened, and something like irritation at last bent his tone into something far less cordial than it had been. “Let’s start with introductions, then. I am Inquisitor-General Raphael Cantonino, and I have had just about all the disrespect I care to take from you, Captain.” 

The way Raphael leaned into the Knight’s rank told Grimes that perhaps Jericho’s arrogance had exceeded his position in the local hierarchy. The way Jericho’s jaw clenched in response to the barb confirmed this. The assassin suspected this might be a common theme with Jericho. Arrogance came naturally to some people, and the Knight oozed condescension from every line and pore on his face. Raphael took note of Jericho’s shift as well, and he flashed white teeth in a mean smile. “And this is Killam Grimes, a registered freelancer in good standing with the Hunter’s Lodge.”

Jericho’s heavy gaze fell on Grimes, who met it with his own level glare. Instant animosity bloomed to fill the space between them. “Grimes,” the Knight said with nod.

“Captain,” Grimes responded, equally brusque.

“Great!” Raphael said. “We’re all friends. Good. Let’s get to the task of doing God’s work, shall we?”

“I’m an atheist,” Grimes said, without taking his eyes off Jericho.

“Nobody’s perfect,” Raphael quipped. “Now, I understand Mr. Grimes here needs to escape our planet with an object of some value to his employer, yes?”

“Essentially,” Grimes said.

“Right. And Sir Harland needs to retrieve a fugitive for Elder Polito.”

“What does that have to do with me?” Grimes asked.

“Well, that fugitive is Melinda Carter.”

Grimes did not recognize the name at first. He took a few seconds to think of why that name should mean anything. “Mindy,” he said at last.

“Correct,” said Raphael.

“You want me to help you abduct Mindy?” Grimes felt his face tighten. “That is not a small thing to ask, Inquisitor. She is not some blushing debutante you can simply stuff into a sack. On her own this would be a challenge. With her friends nearby, the task may be impossible.”

“With God, all things are possible,” Jericho said. “And The Lord is on our side.”

“You will forgive me if that does not reassure much,” Grimes replied. He tried not to be curt, but Jericho’s manner grated on his nerves.

Raphael nodded. “Well, the Lord’s plan often includes worldly help. That is where the good captain comes in. Sir Harland can handle Tankowicz—”

Grimes failed to conceal his sneer this time. Raphael replied with an eyeroll. “Trust me, Grimes. For all his faults, there is no greater warrior in all of explored space than Captain Jericho. He is the First Fist of the Teutons for a reason.”

“I will defeat the abomination.” Jericho said it with a vehemence that reeked of madness to Grimes. The assassin conceded that he was probably a bit sensitive to that sort of thing, though.

“Fine,” Grimes replied. “So who will handle the Ribiero woman, Richardson, and the most famous assassin in the galaxy while you are doing that?” Grimes barked a harsh laugh. “Inquisitors? Hah. I think not, Slag.”

Raphael did not take the insult to heart. “Well, we will have the Sword Brothers to help, and of course, yourself, Mr. Grimes.”

“And what is my role in this farce?”

“You, my dear Killam, are the bait.”
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CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE
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Brother Martin scowled deeply at Manny from across the table. The early afternoon hour meant that Purgatory had not ascended to peak insanity yet. Though still crowded and buzzing with an electric air of barely restrained frenzy, the two could still make conversation without shouting. Manny felt the mania building around their booth, a strange boiling pressure intensifying with each passing minute. It made the skin of his cheeks tingle and sent butterflies thrashing about in his guts. He hoped he and Martin could finish before the crucible achieved critical mass and everything went haywire once more. 

“What you are asking is not exactly a little thing, you know.”

Manny held up his hands in surrender. “I know. We just want to complete our business and leave, Friar. This is the best way. Grimes is a dangerous assassin and killer—”

“And you are what exactly?”

Manny winced. “Not a whole lot better than him, sometimes. I suppose that is a fair point. But we fix problems, not cause them. That is what we are trying to do here. There is a corporate war brewing, and Grimes stole something that might prevent it from happening. We just want it back. We don’t even care about Grimes, if I’m being honest.”

“You fix things? Really? Do you have any idea at all what you have done? What it is you have brought to my home?”

“In our defense, sir, we did not bring anything. Grimes stole something and tried to hide here.”

“Not that. I’m talking about a different disaster, one that has nothing to do with corporate profit margins.”

“I’m lost,” Manny said. 

“That is literally ninety percent of your problem,” muttered the friar. Louder, he said, “The people here live on a razor’s edge, kid. Never more than a few bad moments away from going nuts and...” His voice trailed off, and he shook his head. “Doing something stupid. Do you understand what your big friend is putting in their heads?”

Manny tilted his head and nodded. “The Knights represent the Church, and the Church is no friend of theirs. Roland makes the Knights look vulnerable. The big scary Knights are not so scary anymore.”

“Should have expected a Venusian to pick up on that pretty quick. Well done. Now all anyone can talk about is the new guy who slaps Knights around. There is way too much dangerous chatter going on. A lot of people are going to get hurt. That’s what I’m worried about. So yeah. Getting you guys out the door is very high on my list of things to do. Tell me about this thing Grimes stole. What is so important that OmniCorp and Gateways are willing to destroy a whole city over it?”

Manny chewed a lip. Then he rolled the dice. “Friar, what Grimes has is the last earthly remains of a good man. It’s the memory core of a powerful cyborg that was imprisoned by the Prospectors. It’s a repository of all the crimes committed by them and OmniCorp.”

Martin gave Manny a look equal parts horror and confusion. “It’s a human brain?”

“Yes. Well, no. It’s the parts of a human brain that weren’t destroyed by a rogue AI. Its last act of defiance before they murdered him was to steal all the evidence necessary to bury his torturers. What is inside that thing could destroy OmniCorp and expose a great evil.”

“And I am supposed to just believe all that?”

“It is the truth. Take it on faith, if you like.”

“Faith?” Martin laughed out loud. “That’s rich! Let me tell you something about faith, kid.” Martin rubbed his face with both hands. “Years ago, my mother had a picture on her wall of a bird sitting in somebody’s hand. Some random songbird, right? Just a stupid bird staring at the palm, which held a bunch of seeds or whatever. Underneath it said, ‘Faith is not belief without proof, but trust without reservations.’ As a kid that stupid picture made me crazy. Pure circular thinking, impervious to any sort of logical counterpoint. At ten years old, I knew it was total bullshit.” Martin shook his head. “Then March Hare happened. I learned something about faith there. There was a moment, kid. A moment when I no longer believed in anything. I trusted nothing. I saw such things as to destroy all the little stupid lies that keep us all sane and getting out of bed in the morning. I was completely lost. Do you know what I thought about in that moment?”

Manny said nothing. He waited.

“I thought about that stupid picture of that stupid bird.” Martin smiled. “Can you believe it? That is when I knew I had faith. That God had given me everything I needed to get through my moment. I did not have to trust or believe. I just had to do. God did not need to command me or hold me up. I already was where and when I was supposed to be. Faith is the acceptance of something profoundly unacceptable. Like, say, learning to live in each moment, no matter how awful or wonderful, simply because that is where and when you are.” Martin waved a hand around his head. “It’s not the robes, or the hierarchy, or the performing of complex rites. It’s not obedience to archaic dogma. None of that is faith. That’s theater.”

“And what is faith, then?”

Martin flashed his teeth in a wide smile. “You don’t want the whole sermon? Fine, I’ll skip the gory details and give you the big reveal up front. Faith is neither belief nor trust. Faith is a life preserver. Faith is what you are left with when you are all out of everything else. Faith is the last place inside you to give up when the rest of you is broken. It’s stronger than trust, or belief, or even truth.”

“Sounds like desperation to me.”

“Close. I bet it’s pretty indistinguishable most of the time. For a lot of folks, God is invisible right up until the moment you think you’re going to meet him. The point is that I did not discover my faith until there was nothing left but my faith. God was always there, you see. He’s just subtle sometimes. His ways are mysterious and all that jazz. He didn’t need me to prance around in a purple robe wearing a sanctimonious look on my face to serve.” The friar’s face wilted a little. “He needed me to save as many young spacers’ lives as I could before I bled to death from a ruptured liver.” He looked back up to Manny. “So that’s what I did. It was not as many as I would have liked, but I have total faith that it was as many as I could.”

“That does not sound like a benevolent God to me.” Manny said it before he realized how rude he sounded. “Sorry.”

“The universe is a big, complex place, kid. I can only do what I can where I am. The parts we humans play are small because we are small. I do the best I can and take the rest on faith. Which brings us back to your story, which you have asked me to take on faith. You do understand that telling fantastic stories and countering all criticism with ‘take it on faith’ is exactly what the Church Elders, do, right? That ain’t how faith works. Or at least it’s not supposed to work that way.”

Manny winced. “Ouch. I see your point. I’m sorry I phrased it like that.”

“Do you have faith?” Martin asked.

“Can’t say as I do. Not the way you describe it, at least.”

“Why not?”

“I suppose I did have it once, in a way. I was raised to serve a cause, you know. Taught the rites and rituals of my people from birth, same as people here. Well, nothing like what you do here, actually. But I can see the parallels. I was taught that doing the things they commanded made me righteous. A piece of something greater.”

“Sounds familiar,” said Martin, his eyes sparkling.

“I was a terrorist, Friar. I helped kill a lot of innocent people.”

Martin lost his smile. “Wow. I’m sorry. Venus. Right. Should have picked up on that. What happened?”

“I lost my faith. Because I saw the lie of it.”

“I see,” said Martin. “But what about now? You came to me describing your cause as righteous. Righteousness is a feeling, not something you can quantify. It can only be taken on faith. But here you sit, telling me you have no faith? How can both be true?”

This made Manny pause. The man had a strange kind of point. “I suppose, at the end of the day, I want to feel like I’m making things better, not worse. I’ve done horrible things, and I guess I just want to pay the universe back for some of it.”

“You truly believe that what you are doing is ever going to wipe your conscience clean?”

The question hurt. “No. I’m not sure anything can ever do that.”

“Will you keep trying, then?”

Manny had to think about that too. “Yes. I think I have to.”

The friar’s face split into an enormous grin. “That sounds like a young man clinging to a life preserver to me!” 

“What?” Manny was completely lost.

Martin placed a hand on his shoulder. “All of what you were. Everything you did. It’s done. The debt cannot be paid back. But you are going to keep working off what you owe anyway, because you have faith that this is what you must do. You don’t believe it’s actually necessary, because you already know that all your actions are a choice. You don’t trust it because it’s an entirely untrustworthy motivation. It’s pure, stupid, illogical, blind, beautiful faith that’s pushing you. It’s wonderful.”

“I still don’t believe in any God.”

“Manuel, you are on an impossible quest, fighting infinite enemies, while looking for something that does not exist. Faith is the only thing you have, kid. The question comes down to this: what exactly do you have faith in?”

For a moment, Manny did not know how to respond. Then a small smile turned the corners of his mouth. “All evil needs to triumph is for good people to do nothing. I have faith that by doing good now, I can make the future better for a lot of kids just like me. I don’t need a god, or a mysterious plan, or a near-death experience to know that I want to be part of the solution, not the problem.”

Martin rolled his eyes. “You know Edmund Burke believed in God, right?”

“Who is Edmund Burke?”

“The guy you just quoted.”

“Good for him, then. I’m not going to any church.” 

“Well, if God exists, I’m sure he doesn’t mind. Trust me.”

“If?” Manny raised both eyebrows.

“Nobody knows the hereafter, kid. I certainly believe he exists. But what the hell do I know? I got faith, though.”

“You are a very strange Friar, Martin.”

“Why? Because I don’t preach at you in flowery platitudes? Because I don’t walk around as if I am some special conduit for heaven’s wisdom?” He blew a raspberry. “I know what I believe, and I know what I don’t know. I live the way I do out of faith. I could be stark raving mad, though. I’m happy to let you decide for yourself what you do and do not believe. It’s why I’m a friar and not a priest.”

Manny held up his hands in surrender. “I came here trying to get your help with my job, now I’m wondering what to think about the whole universe.”

“Told you they put stuff in the drinks, here,” Martin said. “Even the water.”

“Will you help us?”

“Of course. I was already doing that when you came looking for me. This assassin is bad news.”

Manny threw up his hands. “Then why the lecture? Why all the questions?”

“I have moral imperative that drives me to give unsolicited sermons to all confused off-worlders whenever I can sneak one in. It’s part of my calling.”

Manny laughed. “I guess you got me, then. Do you know where Grimes is?”

“Yeah, the Inquisitors have him.”

“What?” Manny’s eyes went wide.

“There’s more,” Martin said. “I have it on good authority that Elder Polito has taken special interest in this situation. I can’t figure out his angle, but he’s real serious. Sending a Teuton down and everything.”

Manny dropped his head into his hands. “This is bad.”

“What?” Martin sounded concerned. “What do you know?”

“It’s Mindy. She was supposed to be one of his wives or something. It’s why she left this planet as teenager.”

“The blond?” Martin wagged a finger. “That is... bad. Polito is powerful, and he doesn’t like not getting his way.”

“What will he do?”

Martin ran fingers through his hair and tried to look calm. “I don’t know. He might want to kill her, but that’s a big step even for him. The scandal would ruin him if he got caught. He might try...” Martin trailed off.

“What?” Manny pried.

“I mean, he could bring her in, right? Remove her biotech, re-educate her, force her to marry him. Basically, turn his big embarrassing loss into a win.”

Manny sneered “She would rather die. Or, more likely, she would rather kill him.”

Martin sneered back. “You don’t know how re-education works here, kid. They’ll pump her so full of drugs she’ll do whatever he wants.”

“Your Church is disgusting,” Manny whispered. 

“Not mine,” said the friar. “Now you know why I stay down here to do God’s work.”

“Do you really think he would try to kidnap her?”

Martin shrugged. “I’m not sure what else he would do. She’s not a criminal, per se. But he does have rights to her if they really were betrothed.”

“Rights?”

“Kid,” Martin said with a heavy sigh. “If the deacons decided that Mindy was going to marry Polito, then he has rights to her. She’s good-looking, so that means he probably made a hell of a donation to the Church to secure that arrangement.” He leveled a heavy-browed gaze at Manny. “You get me?”

Manny choked on the words, so thick was his disgust. “Money changed hands. I get it.”

Martin bobbed his head. “Exactly. Money and influence. Her family probably lost a lot of clout when she ran, and Polito lost a ton of money.”

“Oh, hell,” Manny breathed. “We do not need this right now.”

Martin slapped the table. “Let me work on this. Give me four hours and keep that blond out of sight. Your crew is popular down here so I think we have some angles we can work on. Can we get some kind of distraction? I need the Inquisition to give me a little breathing room.”

“Would a bunch of ugly fights with Sword Brothers work?”

“Can your guy avoid killing them? These are not evil men. Stupid. Zealous. Often brutish. But not evil.”

“So they never steal from folks, accept bribes, or employ excessive force, then?”

Martin winced. “Okay, fine. Most of them are pretty bad. But that does not mean they deserve death. Also, killing them will only provoke a higher level of response from the other orders. Brawling is one thing. The Sword Brothers actually love a good scrap. But if your guy starts stacking bodies, this gets worse, not better.”

Manny titled his head. “He will try very hard not to kill anyone, I promise. Will they return the favor?”

“Probably not. This is what makes us better than them.”

Manny nodded. “Good enough, I guess.”

Martin heaved an enormous sigh. “It will have to be good enough. Else none of this matters.”

“Remember, all we need is that memory core,” Manny said. “Once we have it, we’re gone.”

“It’s what you’ll leave behind that makes me nervous,” said the friar.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR
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Sir Archibald Montague Jones was in a mood.

He knew he was not supposed to have moods. Or at least his moods were not supposed to affect his duties. To the everlasting chagrin of his superiors, however, he often struggled with the burden of his own ferocious temper. The number of hours’ penance this cost him served only to make things worse. Whether meditation, menial labor, or the meticulous care of his vestments, the various methods employed by the Order to encourage his improvement simply provided more empty hours for his mind to stew on whatever had pissed him off in the first place.

At least his armor glistened. His last flight of pique had resulted in his Steward ordering him to scrub every crevice with a toothbrush. This process took close to eleven hours, leaving the Knight’s personality in its current unraveled state. So far, today’s patrol presented Jones with no outlets for his anger. The Underworld was surprisingly well-behaved most of the time if one ignored the rampant sin and disrespect for the Almighty.

He began his sweep at the outer ring, stomping down the center of the concourse without a thought spared for the safety of anyone else. Streams of people parted to flow around him, most serving him with deep scowls or open disgust. This helped. The condemnation of these dirty sinners nourished his soul like bread and wine. As long as they hated him, Jones was probably doing things right.

He felt something bump against his thigh and looked down to see a young woman sprawled on the deck. How she had missed his bright red armor and his enormous stature, Jones could not say. What he did say, turned out to be rather rude and abrupt. “Watch where you are going!” he barked, stepping right over her prone body as if she were nothing more than stone in his path.

“Why don’t you watch where you’re going?” somebody shouted at his back.

Jones stopped. He inhaled deeply, feeling the prickle of his armor’s sensors across his skin like a million tiny pins and needles. His AI picked up the rising adrenal and cortisol response, and the pain intensified while it prepared them both for violent action. At times like this, Jones could swear that his armor wanted him to lose his temper. Quite often, a minor irritation in his off-hours became an unbearable affront when on patrol. This was, of course, impossible. The pain made him short-tempered, and the armor reacted to his anger with more pain. Such was the cost of his office. Jones ground his teeth in a feral grin. No one could see this, of course. His helmet and visor were fixed into position, presenting those around him with nothing more than an expressionless faceplate. Reveling in the opportunity to indulge his rancor, he turned to see which gutter-dweller had found the temerity to speak to him in such a manner.

He did not see a gutter-dweller. He saw a giant. Taller than even himself in his armor, the thing across the hall could not be strictly human. It was a man, at least. Wide-bodied and hypermuscular, the thing leaned against a wall with its arms folded and a sour twist to his brutish face. The casual posture infuriated the Knight. It reeked of a confidence bordering upon disrespect. As a precaution, Jones washed the figure with the not-inconsiderable suite of scanners built into his armor. The results scrolled across his HUD in bright yellow letters. The dim memory of his morning briefing and the recent plight of Sir Francis collided in his mind, and he nearly whooped with joy.

“It’s you!” he growled.

The large man grimaced. “I mean, yeah. It’s me. By definition, I can’t not be me. Is this some sort of philosophical thing, or are you just really stupid?”

“You are the one who ambushed Sir Francis!”

“Ambushed?” The giant seemed to find that funny. “Is that what he called our tussle?”

Jones took a step forward. “You will not find me so easily tricked, abomination.”

“Who’s tricking you? I’m literally standing in front of you, completely unarmed.” The giant stood up straight and graced Jones with a look of pure pity. “On second thought, I’m actually starting to feel guilty about this.” The big man pointed to the Knight. “Are you sure you’re really a Knight and not some genetic mistake that tripped and fell into a suit of armor? Why don’t you apologize to the poor lady you just ran over like a real knight would?”

Jones had forgotten about the woman. Jones often forgot about the people he bumped into. The rebuke stung more than he would ever admit. At some point, he had technically vowed to protect the common folk. He put such things aside to focus on threat before him. His hand went behind his back to retrieve his weapon. A short mace with four blunt flanges on its head appeared from within a hidden sheath. It hummed and crackled with ominous intensity.

The giant’s eyes widened. “Oh, please, don’t tell met his thing has one of those stupid names like the last guy. Let me guess, you call it Foehammer or something equally ridiculous, right?”

Jones stopped. “Foehammer? Are you a simpleton? Can’t you see that this is a mace, not a hammer?”

“Foehammer was a sword, you illiterate shitheel,” groaned Tankowicz. “You jerks are really ruining my childhood, you know that?”

“Are you insane? Or merely stupid?” Jones seemed legitimately confused. He spun his mace over his wrist. “Either way, you will soon learn what it means to feel God’s wrath as inflicted by Smiter!”

“Smiter, huh?” The giant flexed his hands and curled them into fists. “Well, since we are doing stupid names, you should know that I have a name for these,” he waggled his mitts. “I call this one—” he raised the left “—Skullfucker.” He pumped the right fist one time. “This one is called the Colostomizer.”

The corridor emptied as the two men came to blows. Jones appreciated the extra room, not that he cared to allot any consideration for those foolish enough to get in his way. The relief had more to do with the reduction in paperwork than any real desire to preserve life. Smiter buzzed like a hive of electric honeybees as it sped toward Tankowicz in a scorching arc. The giant ducked the strike, then rose up in its wake to deliver a murderous gut punch. Jones felt the blow as both a crushing pain and the searing burn of neurological feedback. He did not cry out, though he wanted to. He brought Smiter back toward his foe, a savage back-handed swing driven with equal parts agony and fury. It missed, but the swing pushed Tankowicz back on his heels. Jones pressed his advantage, throwing a straight left in the wake of his backhand. His armored fist struck the giant a glancing blow off the shoulder. Tankowicz stumbled, and Jones brought Smiter high overhead while leaping forward. With the haft gripped in two hands, Jones felt the heady rush of triumph suffuse him with extra strength. He brought Smiter down at the hideous bald head of his enemy with a jubilant battle cry.

And missed.

Somehow, Tankowicz spun out of the descending mace’s path. Smiter bit deep into the metal plates of the floor, and in an instant Jones comprehended the staggering depth of his folly. His armor AI had scanned Tankowicz and automatically selected the proper level of gravitic shockwave necessary to destroy the enemy. As his mace made contact, Jones realized that perhaps he should have paid attention to that data before making wild swings. 

A sound so deep and low it could barely be heard came from the point of impact, and the air rippled outward in a visible wave of distorted light and sound. The metal flooring warped and wobbled before shattering in an expanding circle. In a fraction of a second, the deck beneath his feet exploded into thousands of shards. Razor-sharp slivers of steel erupted in a thirty-foot sphere emanating from the head of the mace, lancing outward in a devastating metal wind. Jones heard Tankowicz snarl in pain and rage but could not look. He was falling, and the expanding gravity wave knocked his AI into a re-boot cycle. His skin screamed with a million volts of neurological feedback, and this time he did yell.

His AI had not rebooted by the time he completed his fall to the level below. The Knight slammed into the floor in a twisted red heap amidst a falling rain of shrapnel from above. Smiter had destroyed the deck completely, sparing those below from being crushed by large pieces. Their screams and cries of fear and pain, however, told the story of many incidental wounds.

His AI came back online in time to warn him of an approaching danger. Something large and heavy descended upon Jones, and he did not need the angry alarms from his HUD to tell him what it was. He tried to roll out of the way and failed. Tankowicz struck him like a meteor, driving him back to the floor with a crash. Jones flailed with his mace. He had discharged far too much energy for the head to have any real charge left, but his arm was strong and Tankowicz wore no helmet.

The blow never landed. His arm struck something heavy and solid, and Jones could not believe what he saw. Tankowicz had seized his arm at the wrist, and the strange giant drove his gauntlet back against the deck with no more than the strength of his one arm.

Tankowicz struck Jones across the faceplate with his free hand, a vicious right hook that rattled his head inside his helmet. Jones felt Smiter being torn from his grasp and struggled beneath the giant. He tried to keep his weapon. He tried to escape the pin. He tried many things, and none of them worked. Electric fire seared across each nerve ending in searing waves of pain. It felt like his armor was cooking him alive as he drove himself to ever higher levels of output. Jones bit his lip and tasted blood. The warm coppery liquid galvanized his focus, distracting him from the moment long enough to concentrate on what he was doing. Jones bucked hard, sending Tankowicz off his chest and over to the side. The giant never released Smiter, though. Tankowicz rolled to his feet even as Jones lurched upright. Jones threw a punch with his left hand, and Tankowicz caught it at the wrist.

The two titans strained at each other for several long seconds. At last, Jones staggered backward, the strength of his foe an insurmountable obstacle. Tankowicz twisted and tried to sweep his legs. Jones stepped clear and countered with his own effort to throw Tankowicz. The giant blocked the attempt and forced Jones back on his heels once more. Back and forth they grappled, neither man able to force the other off-balance. Jones pulled Tankowicz in range for a knee strike, which Tankowicz took with a grunt of pain. He responded with knee of his own that nearly lifted Jones from the floor.

With their faces mere inches from each other, the two men locked eyes for a moment. Jones noticed strange silver fluid leaking from an ugly gash across the giant’s forehead. He ignored it because the monster’s eyes demanded his full attention. Something was wrong with his eyes. The mocking, jocular, arrogant thug’s eyes were gone. In their place sat two jet-black pools of ice-cold fury.

Tankowicz neither sneered nor snarled; he resumed his attacks with all the intensity of a robot. Knees, foot sweeps, and even a headbutt followed. Jones kept his feet and weathered the storm. He worked to get his mace free while avoiding the worst of the giant’s assault. As long as Jones still held Smiter, he knew that Tankowicz could not afford to let go of it. This limited the giant’s ability to utilize his greater strength, though Jones had to admit that the big man possessed enough skill to keep the bout dangerously competitive even with a handicap. If Jones stalled long enough to get Smiter charged, even a light tap would be enough to turn the fight back into his favor. He wrenched his mace arm again, and Tankowicz slammed him into the wall for his trouble. Jones ground his teeth and wondered if anything could break this devil’s grip.

The stalemate wore on for another sixty seconds, with Tankowicz continuing to punish Jones for every attempt to free his weapon. The giant never made a mistake, never tired, never stopped. Even though his armor took each impact without complaint, Jones began to panic. This was new. He had never known true fear before, and his faith had brought him safe through countless battles prior to this. Yet, all the same, something primal awoke in the back of his mind. A deep unreasoning terror began to build. His armor responded with more feedback. Jones knew it would, but the pain was getting to be more than he could take. The pain drove the fear, and the fear begat more pain. It made him strong, and so he yanked at his mace for lack of any better ideas.

Too hard. Jones felt his balance shift even as Tankowicz spun with the force of the pull. At first Jones thought he had succeeded in toppling Tankowicz. The Knight rejoiced for the half-second it took for his foe to complete his turn, ensnare his arm with both hands, and throw him to the floor with the force of their combined mass. Jones did not get the chance to react, as Tankowicz did not wait for his body to settle before hoisting him aloft once more. Again, Jones plummeted to the deck, this time headfirst. He thrashed, twisting and spasming his limbs in a futile attempt to break that horrible grip. Tankowicz twisted his mace arm hard enough to flip Jones onto his belly.

Red metal boots dug and scraped at the floor, finding no purchase. Still struggling, Jones felt the big man shift his grip. A gasp came next when his arm straightened against something hard and unyielding. He turned to look over his shoulder and found his elbow braced against the giant’s shin. Jones gnashed his teeth so hard he felt a molar crack when Tankowicz pulled. He summoned all his will and begged his armor to respond in kind. The armor shrieked; a dozen actuators resisted the relentless might of his foe with all the power of its nuclear heart. Waves of neurological feedback came so strong and so fast that Jones blacked out for a second. He awoke to the screech of his armor failing and the gut-wrenching pain of his elbow dislocating.

Sir Archibald Montague Jones screamed.

At last, his fingers went limp, and the mace slipped from his grasp. The Knight felt himself rise, lifted from the deck yet again. Then he was flying. Tumbling through empty air until his collision with a wall sent him back to the ground for a final time. Jones lost control of himself again. Powerful convulsions racked his body. He twitched and thrashed within the armor, and he vomited into his helmet. The faceplate opened to oblige the flow of stomach acid and blood, preventing him from drowning in his own fluids. Jones remained blissfully ignorant of his state because he had fallen unconscious once more. A few seconds later he looked up, eyes fuzzy, to see Tankowicz standing over him. The giant held Smiter with a hand at each end of its haft.

“You charge-dumped a fucking gravity hammer indoors?” Tankowicz seemed to be forcing his words through teeth clenched together. “What is this thing? Ten megajoules? Twenty?” The giant curled a lip in disgust and snapped the handle over one enormous thigh. Smiter popped like a firecracker and threw a shower of blue sparks over the Knight’s exposed head. Jones could not even blink when hot fragments burned his eyelid. Tankowicz dropped the dead pieces of metal and growled, “You are supposed to be a Knight! A protector! Do you know what that shockwave does to unprotected humans? You almost liquified the organs of fifty innocent people! What the fuck is wrong with you?”

Jones could not find his words. The armor continued to lash him with ripples of pain. He knew it wanted to keep him moving, to get him back into the fight, but his body refused to move.

No, not his body, Jones realized. His brain. It was like his brain had been disconnected from his nerves, and the signals commanding his muscles could not get through. More terrifying discoveries followed. He could not feel his destroyed arm anymore, just the millions of electric needles puncturing his nerves over and over again. He could not taste the blood and bile in his mouth. He could not smell the burned ozone stink of his sparking mace. He tried to talk, but only a strangled moan and more blood-soaked drool escaped his lips. His body was not his own, and all he could do about it was pray. Tears flowed from his eyes, and though he tried, the fallen Knight could not blink them back before his enemy witnessed his moment of weakness.

“What the fuck is wrong with you?” Tankowicz repeated, this time more intense.

I don’t know, Jones wanted to answer. A strange tightness in his chest made breathing hard. Help me, God, please!

Tankowicz stepped forward to take a closer look. “It’s just a busted elbow. What the hell?”

Sir Archibald Montague Jones had heard all the stories as a squire. He had visited the Hermitage as part of his training as well. It was no secret that serving as a Knight came with risk. Some escaped permanent harm; others did not. Every young squire assumed that they would be one of the lucky ones to retire with minimal nerve and brain damage. It seemed so long ago now. The time for manly pride had passed, and his tears flowed like rain. Jones stopped paying attention to Tankowicz and turned his attention to prayer.

His future was in God’s hands now. 
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CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE
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Jericho felt trapped. 

Sitting in a command center with a gutless backstabber and a spymaster dragged on his mood with all the inescapable gravity of a neutron star. This Grimes criminal made him seethe inside his own skin. Being a faithless heathen and a cybernetic abomination was not enough; he also had to be a pretentious condescending prick on top of it all. At least Raphael’s nature he understood. God called to each of his servants differently. Jericho supposed Raphael would be about as good a Knight as Jericho would be a skulking coward. Sometimes God’s work required skulking, and it was not Jericho’s place to judge the skulkers.

Raphael looked up from his screen. “Okay, we got action. Tankowicz just engaged Sir Jones in Corridor 5E. Not sure why, but reports say Jones is down and out for a while. Looks like he took the FAST lane out.” The Inquisitor shook his head slowly. “A bad trip too. I warned Lassiter that Jones liked to ride too close to the edge. Should have moved him out of the armor two years ago. He’s been borderline psychotic for six months.”

“FAST lane?” Grimes asked.

“A Knight’s armor can read both the neurological and neuro-motor activity of the wearer thought the skin. But skin, muscle, bone, all that stuff attenuates the signals. They get indistinct, so the armor boosts the electrical potential of the necessary systems with carefully modulated pulses. A few hundred per second or so. This makes the wearer’s instructions easier to read at the electrical level, and thus easier to duplicate.”

“Okay?” Grimes did not sound like he understood at all.

Raphael continued, “These pulses are strong enough to feed back to the brain, and over time, well,” Raphael shrugged. “The brain is a complex organ, right? This feedback is not necessarily the best thing for it.”

“The armor causes brain damage?” Grimes let his disgust show.

“Yes. Over time. Some are more susceptible than others. Knights are scanned and tested often to make sure that the armor keeps its feedback at a safe level for the bearer. As safe as possible, at least. Anyway, in some cases Knights forget to keep all this in mind and get an alarm for ‘Feedback Approaching Safety Threshold.’”

“FAST,” Grimes said, at last understanding.

“Yup,” said Raphael. “When the boys get to running hot, they call it ‘taking the FAST lane.’ It’s a point of pride for many of them to spend a lot of time there.”

“Fools,” Jericho interrupted the men. They discussed things they did not understand, and he did not appreciate the Inquisitor’s dismissive tone. “Our vestments are not toys. They come with risks and responsibilities.”

“You never find yourself in the FAST lane, Captain?” Raphael asked with a smirk. “In all your battles, all those tournaments, you’ve never exceeded your safety spec?”

“Never. That is why I can still wear the armor after twenty-seven years.”

“So what happened to this Jones?” Grimes asked. “For spending all this time in the FAST lane, I mean?”

Raphael looked back down at his terminal and swiped his finger across the screen. “Jones has been showing signs of feedback syndrome for a while. Mood swings, paranoia, stuff like that. Well, it looks like fighting your Tankowicz pushed him over the edge. He had a pretty bad seizure, and I’m scanning real damage to his primary motor cortex.” Raphael squinted. “He’ll probably walk again, but he’s going to have tremors for the rest of his life.”

“Can you not just fix it with implants?” Grimes knew the answer, but he wanted to make the Inquisitor say it.

“That’d be a sin. Can’t be mortgaging your immortal soul to the devil over a little wobble in the hands, right?” Grimes snorted at the obvious sarcasm. Raphael shrugged and added, “So how’s Venus doing these days? Free yet?”

Grimes did not tense up at the barb, though it took all his self-control to prevent a flinch. “I do not care,” he said. “And neither, I think, does Venus.”

“Feckless,” Jericho said. When Grimes turned to affix the Knight with a withering glare, he found Jericho quite unimpressed. “I speak no lies,” was all the Knight said.

“Settle down, Captain.” Raphael’s voice brooked no arguments.  “Mr. Grimes is our guest, and the key to making Elder Polito happy. Why don’t you go take out your frustrations on Tankowicz? He needs to be neutralized, or at least occupied for a while, and it seems now is as good a time as any. Meanwhile, Grimes and I will give the rest of his team a reason to come out of hiding and take a swing at their prize.”

Raphael’s dismissal stung, and Jericho suspected this to be intentional. He showed nothing in his face or posture to give away the victory. “Finally, you speak of something worthwhile.” He lifted his eyes to the ceiling. “Thanks be to God.” Then he stood and looked down on the two men still seated at the table. “I will go and kill this Tankowicz for you. It is upon you two to retrieve that woman. If you fail, the Elder may see fit to have me admonish you. Do not fail.”

Raphael met his look, and his tone shifted from casual to imperious. “See to your own task, Captain. And I will see to mine.”

Jericho curled a lip. “God willing.”

“As it ever was,” replied Raphael. “And so shall it ever be.”

Jericho turned on his heel and left through the large doors at the back of the command center. He stomped through the corridors fuming, his jaw flexing and his eyes burning. He assumed God was punishing him for his pride or his wrath. Why else would he be here in this blighted place, forced to work with criminals and suffer the commands of a rat like Raphael Cantonino? The thought of his designated task buoyed his deteriorating state of mind, so he focused on that instead of his ignominious circumstances. This was prudent, for his task required great care in execution. Tankowicz had bested Sir Francis easily. No matter what that oaf claimed in his reports, the telemetry from his armor told the tale without bias. Those vestments had registered forces more appropriate to medium armatures or vehicle crashes. Jericho slapped his helmet into place and called to his AI. “Joshua.”

“Ready.”

“Give me telemetry from Sir Archibald Jones, last hour.”

The data scrolled up one side of his HUD in red letters and helpful graphics. Jericho grunted to himself. Some of what he saw shocked him, though he should not have been surprised by any of it. Archibald’s mace AI had calculated it would take a full cell-dump to kill Tankowicz. If the Knight had not been firmly in the grips of FAST lane-induced psychosis, he might have checked the setting before taking a swing that nearly killed dozens of people. Whatever this Tankowicz thing was, it was not human, and it bore special consideration. Deep scans from both Francis and Jones revealed an enemy with thick dermal armor of some kind, as well as muscle density well beyond anything in his AI’s database. The quantity of energy required to inflict serious damage on the thing set Jericho’s teeth to grinding once more. The beast looked well-trained too. Watching Tankowicz move from inside another man’s helmet, Jericho observed tight footwork and technically proficient striking masked behind a loose brawling style. Tankowicz was clever. He disguised his true skills from his enemies right up until the moment came to finish the fight. Impact readings from Sir Francis registered force output more suitable for vehicle crashes than a fistfight. Jericho re-ran the numbers and checked the telemetry for calibration errors twice before he accepted the evidence of Tankowicz’s strength.

Strong. Fast. Well-trained. Jericho let that percolate while he walked. The obvious conclusion came to his mind, and it did not please the Knight. He already knew that Tankowicz was military, or ex-military. Now he understood that this connection ran deeper than veteran status and bionic limbs. Something more elaborate than a bionic commando stalked these halls. Grimes suspected a larger game was afoot, sending doubts about his role and the motives of his masters niggling at the edge of his consciousness. These concerns were not helpful and thus were subsequently dismissed with an uttered prayer. Jericho had enough to worry about without borrowing trouble from elsewhere.

Finding Tankowicz proved more difficult than the Knight would have thought. Corridor 5E was long and led to many other areas. No one in the Underworld would even speak to him once he stepped onto the main levels and began to search. Shopkeepers, maintenance people, even children refused to give up any useful information. No one offered him disrespect warranting punishment; rather they all seemed coincidentally oblivious of any giant cyborgs wandering their halls. After an hour of frustrated searching, a thought occurred to Jericho. That damned Inquisitor probably knew exactly where to find their prey and deliberately let him stomp out of their meeting without volunteering the information. Jericho could not decide who deserved more of his ire, Raphael for being a petty, puissant little cockroach, or himself for being a wrathful, vainglorious idiot. He made a note to report to his confessor and vowed to double whatever penance was set to him for this colossal lack of poise. He wondered if he would ever rise enough above his sins to please God and uttered another prayer asking for the strength and will to do so.

“Joshua.”

“Ready.”

“Ping Raphael Cantonino.”

“Pinging.”

Cantonino’s voice betrayed the smile Jericho knew must be smeared across his smug face. “Yes, Captain?”

“Do you have a fix on Tankowicz?”

“Oh, yes. He’s rather conspicuous.”

Jericho ground his teeth so hard his jaw ached. “And at what point do you think you might share this information with me, Inquisitor?”

“You need only ask, Captain.”

The bastard was going to make him ask, Jericho realized. He briefly considered just killing the connection and continuing the fruitless search on his own. He remembered the sin of pride once more and exhaled. “Would you be so kind as to send his location to my armor, please?” The forced formality of his diction destroyed any semblance of politeness. That he had even tried was a miracle in itself, so failing did not sting so much.

“Certainly, Captain. Stand by.”

Jericho’s HUD flashed with the coordinates a few seconds later. He killed the connection to Raphael without a word and stalked toward the main level.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX
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“I told you not to kill anyone!” Lucia did not even try to hide her exasperation.

“I didn’t,” Roland replied. “All I did was rough him up a bit and dislocate his elbow. He had some kind of seizure or something. If your dad is right about them, then the armor caused it, not me.” He sat down on the floor of their rented room. “I couldn’t afford to play nice, Lucy. He used a fucking gravity hammer. A big one. If anyone had been near us...”

“I don’t even know what a gravity hammer is, Roland.”

“Take anything with mass, and then add a graviton charge to that mass. Trigger the charge on impact, and gravity waves shatter whatever it is you hit. You can increase the energy delivery exponentially really fast.”

“And this is bad because?”

“If the thing you hit is too small, you end up with extra gravitons that just fuck off in a wave around the spot you hit. The tech is really only used in ship-to-ship and orbital weapons, and the power density of excess graviton waves drops sharply with range. Nobody panics much because there is nothing to get compressed in space. Down here?” Roland waved an angry palm hard enough to fan Lucia’s hair from across the room. She blinked in surprise, and Roland explained, “Even a weak graviton pulse compresses the air into a solid wall traveling at three times the speed of sound. That kind of shockwave turns soft tissue into pudding. We are goddamn lucky he hit the floor. At least that had some decent mass. If the corridor hadn’t cleared out when we started fighting, there’d be thirty dead civilians to clean off the walls.” Roland slapped his palm with a balled fist. “Why the hell would a Knight—” he spat the word “—be so fucking callous with the lives he’s supposed to protect?”

“Because they don’t actually care, Roland.” Lucia heaved a mighty sigh. “So this Knight tried to hit you with one of these things? Can they actually hurt you?”

“Not usually, but this one was fucking huge. I’m sure it could have killed me. A head shot would squish my brain pretty easy. Instead, it just blew the whole floor out from under us. I’ve never seen anything like it.” He waved a hand in frustration. “There is literally no practical purpose for a gravity hammer that big. It’s as dangerous to the wielder as it is the victim at that output. Not to mention anyone in the vicinity. They cost a fortune too. No serious soldier or military fields them because there are about a hundred more effective and safer ways to crack hard targets than building something absurd like that.”

“Does it look old-fashioned and cool?” Mindy asked.

Roland shrugged. “Can’t say it wasn’t cool-looking. Dammit.”

Mindy made a rude gesture. “Well, that is all the reason the Knights need to build anything. If it looks bad-ass and can hurt someone, they’ll do it.”

“And you,” Lucia said, pointing to Mindy. “The next time we’re in the vicinity of a vindictive and vastly powerful ex-betrothed of yours, can we get a little warning, please?”

Mindy frowned. “Unfair, boss. I didn’t think he’d even remember me. It’s been eighteen years at this point, and he’s got plenty of other underage girls to distract him.”

Lucia fixed the magenta stripe of hair dislodged by Roland’s demonstration. “I know. I’m sorry. I’m just freaking out a little here. We had a good plan off and running and it’s gone to shit faster than usual. Even by our standards.”

“The plan is still good,” Roland said. “This Knight is not dead, and the Inquisition having Grimes was always a possibility. Mindy’s situation could be helpful if we are careful with it.”

“Oh, I know, Roland. If this Polito jerk is that hell-bent for his blushing bride, then he is absolutely going to use Grimes as bait to draw us out. The only question is where he’ll do it and how he intends to trick us.”

“I’m going to assume he’ll drag me into some fight to pull me away,” said Roland. “How do you think he’ll separate the rest of you from her, though?”

“Grimes will show himself. They’ll probably have him try for Mindy while the Inquisitors and Knights handle me and Manny.”

“That’s a lot of coordination, boss,” said Mindy. “It’ll be hard to get us all into the spots they want us for a clean chance at me.”

“We’ll make it easy,” Lucia said. “You won’t even hide.”

“I hate being bait. What’s your idea?”

Lucia stood up and buckled her gun belt to her waist. “First, we have to move now. The Sword Brothers are going to be on the warpath, which, believe it or not, is a good thing. Martin wanted cover. Now he has it. Next, we need to keep Mindy in places where she can be baited to chase Grimes. He is going to try to lead her somewhere the Inquisition can make their grab for her. We are going to make that as convenient as we can.”

Roland stood as well. “And how do we move around without getting nabbed in the meantime?”

“They won’t do anything until you are busy. Manny says there is some ringer on his way to deal with you, so go ahead and draw him out.”

Roland smiled. “Jimmy said something similar. Should be fun. I know just how to handle that kind of thing.”

Lucia smiled back. “It ain’t rocket science. The Sword Jerks are going to descend on you as soon as some snitch reports your position. That’ll bring everyone running to you, which is going to clear the way for us. We can handle what comes as long as we don’t have to deal with gravity hammers and weird crap like that. Take the gun and the helmet, dear,” she admonished. “This is getting dangerous fast. Try not to kill, but also try not to die, okay?”

“I’ll be fine, Lucy,” Roland grumbled. He dragged his helmet from his bag and affixed it to his head. The faceplate swung closed and locked with a click. A small hiss followed as it sealed into place. His voice came through the silver-white skull motif filtered and tinny. “I know what I’m doing. Where will you be heading?”

“Purgatory first. From there, we’ll put out feelers for Grimes through Martin. We will hunker down there for as long as it feels secure and then move on if we have to. Hopefully the friar will signal before that happens.” She looked over to Mindy and Manny. “Full kit, team. Armor and guns.”

Mindy, in her blue armored jumpsuit, simply patted the pistol strapped to her left hip and rested her right hand on the pommel of her sasori dagger. “Already there, boss.”

Manny pursed his lips and shrugged into a ballistic vest. Once fastened, he grabbed a stubby old-fashioned chemical propellant shotgun and his green satchel. “Ready as I’ll ever be,” he said. “And thanks to your father,” he jostled his satchel, “I have some surprises ready for our armored friends out there.”

“Great,” Lucia said. “Okay, Roland. You get a twenty-minute head start. Go play.”

Roland grunted assent. “Stay on comms, everybody,” he rumbled as he left the room.

When he was gone, Lucia turned to Mindy and Manny. “Okay, now things get a little weird.”

“You got a plan for us, boss?” Mindy asked.

“Yes, but I didn’t want to argue with Roland about it for half the day. Just follow my lead.”

Lucia’s lead took them all to Purgatory, as planned. It was inside the bar that things took a turn. Brother Martin found them there almost immediately.

“You have well and truly kicked over a hornet’s nest, lady,” the man said by way of greeting. He ushered them to the back of the bar and into a semi-private booth. “Don’t bother ordering anything. We’ll be moving in a second.”

“What’s going on?”

“Sir Archibald is probably handicapped for life, the Inquisition is working with an Elder to kidnap her,” he pointed to Mindy. “Also, your assassin is helping them in exchange for a trip off-planet, and topping this little sundae off is the latest bit of scuttlebutt to hit the streets.”

“And that is?” Lucia sounded irritated.

“Elder Polito is on his way here, and they already sent Jericho.”

Mindy inhaled sharply.  “Polito is coming here? Why?”

“Apparently, young lady, you have made an impression on him. His desire to save your soul has driven him from the Garden itself.”

“How bad is that?” Lucia asked.

Martin cast his eyes toward the ceiling. “How bad? He will be traveling with a bunch of Templars, I’m sure. Jericho alone is a huge problem, but a few Templars plus the thirty or so Sword Brothers down here is not a good thing. For safety, they’ll want to lock the whole place down and that is just not going to work. Every time the big fella punches a Knight, the people down here start to think about kicking them out altogether. If a famous Teuton and some Templars stroll in with a freaking Elder—” Martin pantomimed an explosion with both hands. “Boom! The people are going to go berserk, and I can’t figure out how we’re going to avoid a full-on riot.”

“Shit,” Mindy hissed.

Lucia seemed oddly thoughtful. She said nothing and stared at the tabletop while her brain parsed out probabilities. “They’re making a mistake.”

“Yes, they are! You can’t fight the Knights with—”

“Not the people. The Inquisition.”

“Huh?” was Martin’s eloquent reply.

“They don’t know Grimes. If this place goes crazy, he won’t play ball with them. He’ll use the chaos to slip out on his own.”

“You’re sure, boss?” Manny asked.

“Grimes doesn’t care about Mindy or the Elders. He just wants out. He won’t trust them to do the job right, so he’ll play along until it looks safe to slip away.” She snapped her fingers. “Then he’ll be gone.”

Martin wiped his face with the palm of one hand. “How does that help—or does it?”

“We don’t care about the Elders either, Friar,” Lucia said. “But Grimes will have that memory core on him. We need to force this issue before all of the Underworld goes crazy. How much time do we have?”

“No more than a couple of hours,” he replied. “The Knights will arrive first to make sure it’s safe. Then once the place is more or less pacified, he’ll come in.”

“They expect to have Mindy before then,” Lucia said. “Good. Roland is about to cause another ruckus. That’s going to be our moment, I think.”

“How’s that?” Mindy asked.

“The Inquisition will want this done before a riot breaks out, too. They are going to let us get a look at Grimes while Roland is otherwise occupied.”

“Because he is the biggest threat?” Martin seemed to be catching on.

“Exactly. Mindy was right. Getting us all where they want us is a tall order. Right now, we’re kind of doing the work for them. Normally, that’d be bad, but this time—” She shrugged. “We are going to make it work for us.”

Mindy sighed. “I hate it when you say stuff like that. What do we do next?”

“We wait here, and we let them see us do it.”

“Grimes will show up,” Manny said. “Just close enough to make us move out of Purgatory.”

“Clever boy,” Lucia said with a smile. “Then he’ll lead us on a merry chase to some place where we can get jumped without causing a scene.”

“The Inquisition might just try for us in here, you know,” Mindy said.

Martin killed that idea with a sharp shake of his head. “No way. Too public. And you guys are too popular right now. Lucia is right. They will want you below the main decks and somewhere quiet.”

Lucia added, “That’s where you come in, Friar.”

“And how is that?”

“I need most of those quiet places to become a bad idea, fast.”

Martin replied with a slow nod of comprehension. “You want to cut them off? Keep Grimes in transit?”

“Yes. I want his options limited, and I want Grimes to know it’s going to be that way.”

Mindy’s smile beamed bright and wide. “He’s gonna get nervous and cover his own ass first.”

“Exactly,” said Lucia. 

“That just leaves a bunch of giant jerks in power armor to deal with,” Manny pointed out. “Do we have a plan for that?”

Lucia pursed her lips. “That’s a little dicier. But if they want us to follow the bait, then you better believe that they won’t have heavies in sight. They want to herd us to an ambush. If we avoid the ambush, then we don’t need to fight the Knights. In any event, I intend to skip the ambush altogether.”

“How?” Manny asked.

“By giving them exactly what they want on a silver platter.”

Mindy furrowed her brow at Lucia. “You’re talking about handing me over?”

Lucia nodded. “Why fight a running battle when we can skip that part and get to the main players?”

“Shit,” Mindy huffed. “I get it, now. This is gonna suck.”

“I have no idea what you are talking about,” Martin said. “But I’m pretty sure you are glossing over a whole bunch of Knights here.”

Lucia waved a hand. “Most of them are going to have their hands full with Roland and the riots, anyway. Trust us.” She raised a finger to her ear and pinged Roland’s comm code.

“Wait,” said Martin. “You actually want the riots?”

“The rioting is non-negotiable at this point, Friar. You said it yourself. This Teuton and the Elder are going to light this place off, right?”

“Yes, but—”

“No buts about it.” She silenced Martin’s reply with a finger and touched her earpiece. “Breach!” 

“Go,” Roland answered.

“Things are warming up, big guy. Going to need something noisy and distracting post-haste.”

“Ruffling feathers as we speak, boss. Breach out.”
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CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN
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Roland’s arrival in the atrium did not go unnoticed. Never inconspicuous, his recent encounters with the Fratre Militae elevated his status from a mere curiosity to a bona fide local celebrity.  The clumps of humanity moving around the main hall going about their business stopped and gawked at him as he stomped through. Though not like they did in so many other places. Smiling faces beamed at him and pointed him out to their companions. This was new. Most people avoided eye contact with Roland, even those who knew him in Dockside. It felt strange to be universally accepted and liked, and even stranger that a planet like Gethsemane is where it might happen. Having seen a few hegemonies rise and fall in his day, Roland understood just how much a person had to fear their government to find his presence comfortable. His jaw flexed, an unbidden response to the memories this train of thought brought back. More than a few places in the galaxy would never remember him fondly.

His brooding was not destined to last long. A street vendor ran from his cart to offer Roland a meat-filled pastry of some kind. Bemused, Roland took it and uttered a flabbergasted, “Uh... Thanks?” before biting down on the morsel. The vendor grinned at him, and Roland walked past without further incident. He did not know what animal’s corpse filled the insides of the pastry, but Gethsemane was one of very few planets where Terran livestock could be raised. There stood a good chance the food in his mouth would not make him sick. He suspected rodent of some kind, though he decided to pretend that it was very bad pork instead.

He became aware of a knot of teenaged girls in his periphery. He heard their giggling and whispering to his right, just outside his sightline. He turned to look and saw three teens in what probably amounted to the local counterculture fashion. The gaudy colors and patterns of their clothing made little practical sense, so Roland assumed the flamboyant dress to be an artistic statement. The girls gasped when he made eye contact, and the bravest among them tentatively stepped forward to ask if she could snap a holo of him. Roland stopped. He realized in that instant that he had absolutely no idea how to respond to that. He stood dumbstruck, his mind bogged down to a screeching halt by the question of why any human person would want a picture of him. He knew he had to answer. Lucia would kill him if he ruined the good will they had earned by being his usual awful self. But why? He was not handsome. He was not famous. He was not even particularly pleasant. 

“Sure,” he said at last. With a fervor that shamed him to his core, Roland hoped that the girls would not want him to pose or do anything weird.

The girls piled in to clump against him, the tallest barely rising to his chest. A tiny drone rose from her hand and hovered far enough away to get everyone in the shot. Oblivious to his growing discomfort, the girls struck bizarre poses and flashed hand signs Roland could not decipher. The drone whipped around them in a quick circuit then returned to the tall girl’s hand.

“Thanks, mister!” she said with an enormous grin. “Go get ‘em! Big Reds got their own bully now!”

“Go get who?” Roland heard himself ask.

“The Reds,” she replied. “’Bout time they found their own big bad, right? Fuck ‘em up!”

“Yeah!” squealed another of the group. “I hope you kill ‘em all!”

“They that bad?” Roland asked.

“High and mighty assholes swing like they are better than us,” said the tall one. “But when they get drunk or mad, they’re worse than anything.”

“Think they can do whatever they want,” said the third girl. “They snacked my daddy’s store, took all his stuff and claimed it was for some stupid church violation.” She smirked. “We snacked it all back, duh. But still. It was a shitty thing to do.”

“Hmm,” Roland replied. He needed a moment to parse the actual information from the slang. “And you think I’m here to avenge you? To beat up the Knights?”

The tall one laughed. “Brother, we don’t know why you are here, and we don’t care. The Reds have it out for you bad, so it’s beat or get beaten as far as your situation goes. But man, you swing like you know the dance.”

Roland had to acknowledge the truth in that. The girls possessed a certain streetwise intelligence he had learned to respect. He tried to smile at them and hoped they did not run in terror. “Truth is, kid, I’m not here to beat up the Sword Jerks.” He winked. “I’m kind of just doing that for the fun of it.”

The tall girl threw her head back and laughed. Roland decided he liked that sound. She gave him a playful punch in the arm and winced when her fist struck armor. “Sly roll, big man. I get you!”

“I’m in the mood to swing right now, if you really get me,” Roland said. “Any of you girls know how a big bad like me can find some action?”

“What kind of action?” The tightness in her voice made Roland flinch.

“The kind of action that lets a guy like me get some exercise in. Any way to get a sparring partner here so I don’t have to worry about someone smashing the floors with a gravity hammer?”

“Say no more,” the tall girl said, and her jocular tone returned. “Big Reds always come running if there’s a chance at pay or play.”

“Huh?” Roland was lost.

“Money or honey,” said another girl.

“Cash or ass,” said the third.

“I get it,” Roland said with a raised hand. “You aren’t going to do anything that will put you in danger, right?”

The tall one blew a raspberry in his direction. “Shit, big bad, we were born in danger. I’m in danger just talking to you. My breakfast cereal is dangerous, big man.”

Roland supposed she had a point. “Just be careful,” was all he could think to say in response to that.

“Sure,” said the tall one. “We’ll go get a Big Red and kite him back here for you.”

Roland assumed that meant what he thought it meant, so he settled in to wait. He killed the time by wandering the main atrium and taking in the sights of a dingy but otherwise thriving little economy. The parallels between Dockside, Venus, and this tiny unwashed piece of Gethsemane bothered him, and he struggled to understand it. He wanted to believe that the universe was impossibly huge. That a person might travel the unlimited vastness of empty space and eventually find something unique or special. Somewhere along the line, Roland had gotten old. No matter how many light years he traversed, no matter how many enclaves of humanity he found, nothing seemed to change. Sure, there were different structures to the outposts. They had different names and different governments. But the people were always the same. The same egos. The same conceits. Greed, lust, addiction, and selfishness were the only things that he could count on, and this irritated the big man in ways he lacked the emotional vocabulary to articulate.

Gethsemane should have been a haven for those who believed in a better life. Things like faith, hope, and charity were supposed to mean something. As soon as the thought materialized in his mind, he dismissed it for the naïve drivel he knew it to be. Gethsemane was no place for those who needed the solace of faith. It was the Garden where faith was questioned, the place where even the most devout were forced to look at what their hope and belief had wrought and despair. Roland wanted to tear it all down. A fierce, burning rage filled him. He pitied these people, and in a way that he did not like, he hated them. He wanted to grab each of them one by one and shake them until they saw sense. He wanted to scream at them to get off their knees and stop asking a magical being to make everything good. The thing they loved, the thing they placed all their hope in, actively harmed them. Why could they not see that?

He may as well go back to Venus and try to convince zealous terrorists that the dream they killed for was a lie. He might as well be in the heart of Dockside, begging yet another addict to clean themselves up. Or Prospectus. Or Galapagos. It did not matter, and this made Roland furious. People were awful to each other everywhere he went. No matter how nice a coat of paint societies slapped on the exterior, the powerful always preyed on the weak. The rich got richer by exploiting the poor. Those who served themselves first usually ate the most, while those who tried to make sure everybody got fed ended up dead or underground. What was the point of being a fixer if nothing ever got fixed?

He knew the answer, though he did not pretend to like it. The point was to try. Nobody was strong enough to defeat human nature. Nevertheless, a person who did not try was no better than those who exploited it. Roland looked down at his hands. They were large and strong. He had been cursed with great power by a horrible set of circumstances over which he had little control. What he did with that power, however, was up to him. In this, he knew he was no different than the Knights who walked these corridors. The only thing separating himself from the Sword Brothers was how he chose to use his power. He wondered if faith worked that way. Roland did not understand his drive to make things better, but he could not fight it either. His very nature drove him to fix the problems in all the worlds he visited. That was going to have to be good enough. He almost laughed out loud. Roland was no wiser than the pious man mumbling at a statue when he got right down to it. He did what he did because it felt right, just like they did.

A commotion to his left ended his reverie. He welcomed the sound with a wide grin. The overly theatrical screams of young girls told him all he needed to know. He slapped his helmet into place and stomped off in the direction of the noise. Past a cluster of vendor stalls, he found yet another red-armored goon standing over the three girls from earlier. Their faces were twisted in overwrought caricatures of fear and submission while the looming red giant bellowed in triumph. “Beg God for mercy, little whores!” the Knight intoned. “For you will receive very little from the Lord-Confessor!”

“Avenge not yourselves,” Roland intoned with mock solemnity. The Knight’s helmet swung up to face him. “Rather give place unto wrath.”

“Who dares...?”

“For it is written,” Roland took another step forward, and the crowd stepped back to give him room. “That vengeance is mine.”

The Knight lost all interest in the three girls, who took the opportunity to scamper back into the crowd. “The Fixer from Earth, I see. I should not be surprised that you associate with harlots and vandals.”

“Some of my best friends are harlots and vandals,” Roland replied. “At least they don’t hide what they are under pretty robes and lofty rituals.”

“I walk with the Lord!” thundered the Knight. The distance between the two shrank by one long stride.

Roland smiled beneath his helmet. Something about this interaction felt deeply satisfying. He pressed his palms together before his chest and tilted his head upward as if praying. “They profess to know God, but by their deeds they deny Him, being detestable and disobedient and worthless for any good deed.”

“What are you talking about?”

“What good deeds have you done today, Sir Knight?” Roland asked. Now they were nearly touching, Roland’s silver death’s head helmet dangerously close to the ornate bascinet of the Knight. “When you ‘walk with the Lord,’ how many innocent people in need do you step over?”

The Knight was slow to answer. “Do not pretend to know me, abomination. The insults you have offered my order are to be repaid in kind this day.”

“Is that why you are stalling?” Roland asked. “Killing time while a few more of your buddies show up?” Roland shook his head. “I think I will call you ‘Sir Wetlegs,’ on account of how you are pissing yourself right now.”

This barb had the desired effect. The Knight whipped a right hook at Roland’s head without warning. Roland caught it at the wrist and guffawed. “It would have been a lot better for you if you had just waited for backup, Sir Wetlegs.” Roland drove a headbutt right down the centerline. The sonorous ring of the two helmets colliding chimed not unlike a church bell. Roland did not often appreciate irony, but this time he made an exception. He did not, however, release the trapped hand of his foe. The Knight staggered back only for Roland to jerk him forward once more. Roland’s right fist made contact with the helmet just under the chin. Roland leaned into the punch, holding nothing back. His previous opponents had taught him to respect the armor and weapons of these Knights, and Roland was a fast learner.

It took all Roland’s strength to keep the Knight from flying away, but holding him fast meant that none of the energy of his blow was wasted in sending the Knight airborne. The punch did not ring like his headbutt. It made a metallic crunching sound and half the helmet collapsed under the Fist, before tearing free in a shower of sparks and blood. The chunk of helmet landed among the flabbergasted onlookers who leaped away from the grisly projectile.

The Knight stumbled and went down on one knee. Roland jerked one red gauntlet out to the side and brought his elbow down on the Knight’s shoulder. The blow drove both men to the deck with a crash, and the red-armored man screamed with pain. When they rose, the Knight’s right arm hung limp and useless. Nevertheless, the Knight lunged forward, left hand outstretched and fingers clutching for Roland’s throat. Roland caught this hand as well, turned to his left, and snapped the arm backward at the elbow. The Knight screamed again, and Roland shoved him back.

“Give it up, Wetlegs,” Roland said, a warning in voice. “Don’t make me hurt you any more.”

“The wounds are nothing!” snarled the Knight. 

“What are you going to do?” Roland wondered aloud. “Bleed on me?”

The Knight answered with a wordless battle cry and charged again, this time sending a booted foot for Roland’s guts.

Roland stepped forward, letting the kick sail past his abdomen. His own boot smashed down on the Knight’s planted leg right at the knee. Again, he held nothing back, trusting the armor to take as much as he could give. Metal crunched, and the leg bent backward in a grotesque manner. The Knight fell howling once more.

“Come on,” Roland growled. “This is getting ridiculous. Stay down.”

“Never!” The Knight’s voice had gone shrill and frantic. “I am invincible!” He rolled to a sitting position and swung his remaining good leg at Roland’s knee.

“You’re a fucking loony,” Roland muttered. With a heavy sigh, Roland stomped on the offending limb, pinning it to the floor. Then he reached down, took the foot in both hands and turned the ankle 180 degrees. The Knight’s howls of agony again echoed through the atrium, far louder than the wail of broken electronics and shearing metal parts. Roland dropped the leg and stepped back from his entirely crippled foe. “Can we be done now?” Roland asked. “Or are you going to try and bite my knees off next?”

The Knight spat blood from beneath his broken faceplate and sneered. He struggled back to a sitting position, his face twisting into a horrible grimace of pain. “A draw, at best, abomination. Soon to be irrelevant.”

Roland heard the clumping of metal boots even as the red Knight spoke. “Yeah, I figured your boys would be on their way soon enough.”

The crowd parted with the arrival of two more Sword Brothers. Each held a humming vibroblade, sending onlookers scampering to avoid the lethal tools.

“Quit waving those around!” Roland barked. “You’re going to hurt somebody, you fucking amateurs!”

The Knight on the left leveled his blade in Roland’s direction. “You are correct, sinner. And that somebody is you!”

Durendal appeared in Roland’s right hand. He thumbed the magazine selector to explosive beads and grumbled, “That’s what they all say.”
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CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT
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Jericho heard the explosions long before he saw the commotion. The booms were not loud enough to denote anything too large, and his armor’s sensors barely registered the concussions. Joshua predicted small anti-personnel munitions, and Jericho agreed with his AI’s guess. Somebody was peppering the atrium with small grenades for reasons not immediately clear. He burst into the open space, and the question had its answer.

Tankowicz stood with his weapon outstretched in one hand, spraying two Fratre Militae with a hail of explosive beads. Too low-yield to damage the vestments, Jericho understood the purpose of the dramatic fusillade long before the Sword Brothers figured it out. The two red-armored buffoons were covering their helmets with their weapon arms, and in seconds their well-crafted vibroblades disintegrated into scorched scrap. The idiots did not understand their folly until the barrage ceased and the chuckling cyborg re-holstered his weapon.

Jericho noticed the helmet then. The featureless skull motif against the flat black of the cap startled him at first, though he recovered quickly. Jericho understood the need for drama and evocation in a warrior’s vestments. His own blue armor was crafted to be as impressive to look at as it was to face in battle. Tankowicz, on the other hand, had chosen the face of a demon as his totem. A righteous fervor swelled within his breast. The monster revealed his true face now, and God had seen to it that his adversary bore the mark of his evil master. God was good. And God had ensured that good men would know evil by the face it wore.

Jericho did not leap in to aid the Sword Brothers. There were too many eyes to witness this battle and too many tongues to wag in its aftermath. When the rabble whispered tales of this day, no one would claim that the First Fist of the Teutons needed the help of any one or any thing to slay the monster. It took only a cursory examination of the burgeoning fight for Jericho to predict the outcome. Without their swords, the Knights were forced to brawl hand-to hand with Tankowicz. This appeared to suit the cyborg, as he made no move to draw his gun or flee.

The affair proved rather one-sided, though his report would reflect that the Sword Brothers acquitted themselves with both skill and honor. Unfearing, unyielding, and unencumbered by tactical awareness of any kind, the Knights hurled themselves at Tankowicz. Obsidian fists met their charge, darting forward in a jet-black blur to catch each red helmet with a ringing blow. Joshua tracked speed and power and relayed the data to Jericho’s HUD, and the Teuton scowled. The numbers scanned much higher than the telemetry from Sir Francis. Tankowicz had either found more strength, or he had been taking things easy the first time. More data scrolled along his field of vision as the fight dragged on. Jericho re-checked the reaction times twice to preclude any errors in the information. Tankowicz possessed physical speed and reflexes to rival any foe in Jericho’s long memory. He instructed Joshua to run models comparing his speed against the data and build tactics based on the results.

A red gauntlet thundered into the cyborg’s midsection with enough force to collapse a wall. At last, Tankowicz stumbled. Scanning through Tankowicz’s thick hide proved difficult, and the armor AI could not read any of the damage Jericho assumed must have occurred. When Tankowicz answered the blow with a brutal uppercut that lifted the Sword Brother from the floor and hurled him fifteen yards away, Jericho realized that the scan revealed no damage because there was no damage to reveal.  

“Just what in hell are you made of?” Jericho wondered aloud. Joshua answered with extensive analysis comparing the cyborg to known civilian and military armatures. It found nothing to explain what Jericho was seeing. Jericho dismissed the useless clutter from his HUD and continued his observations.

Tankowicz lunged for one of the Knights, covering the gap between them in an eyeblink. Faster than even Jericho could follow, the black cyborg dislocated his victim’s shoulder and stomped his knee into twisted metal. When the other leaped onto his back, Tankowicz threw him cleanly to the floor. Here Tankowicz secured a flailing arm and snapped it backward at the elbow. Then he turned the howling Knight to his side and ripped his shoulder out of the socket with a screech of tortured metal and a rain of blue and orange sparks. The Knights both writhed and tried to stand. Brave unto the last, Jericho noted their courage and sent a recommendation to their steward for both a commendation and additional hand-to-hand training.

“Stay your hands, Brothers!” he boomed through his PA system. “You have done well. But this one belongs to Sir Harland Jericho, First Fist of the Teutons!”

Tankowicz swung his skull face toward the noise and stood to his full height. “You again, huh?”

“I warned you what would happen, monster. You did not heed me then. Now you will reap what your sinful nature has sown. It is time to finish that conversation we started back at the port.”

“Just you by your lonesome?” Tankowicz gestured to the three mangled Knights at his feet. “You sure about this?”

Jericho knew the monster could not see his smile, and that was probably a good thing. “You are not without skill, monster. Do you think I cannot see what you are doing? I am the First Fist. I have fought more men than those three combined. I am not so easily impressed.”

“Neither were they,” the giant said. “Pride goeth...”

“Do not mistake confidence for pride, monster.” Jericho felt the electric prickle of his armor responding to his mental state. An icy thrill ran down the back of his arms and legs and up his spine. “I noticed that you’ve stopped battering at us and moved on to maiming the man inside the armor instead. A wise choice. Our vestments are too well made to be easily damaged. As with faith, it is the flesh that is the weakest link. Like the minion of the devil I know you to be, you exploit that weakness. As does the devil, you wage your battles with deceit. You fight as if you have no training, but I can see you have spent much time studying the combat arts. You are wise to trick your enemies thus. The Sword Brothers have fallen for your deception. I will not.”

“I guess you’re the reigning champ around here?”

“I am.”

“And you think you’ve got me pegged that well.”

“Only God knows the future. But with faith and courage, I intend to find out.”

Tankowicz nodded. “There are two hundred innocent people watching us, Sir Knight.” A black finger pointed at the Iron Fist. “I assume that thing hides a gravity hammer like the other guy used. Does God have an opinion on collateral damage?”

“I doubt there are any innocents in this room, or anywhere else in this Godforsaken hole,” Jericho replied with an audible scoff. “And I suspect you care little for them either way and just want me to disable my weapon. I will not.” He held up the Iron Fist for all to see and addressed the crowd. “Hear this! I will not disarm myself for the sake of sinners and reprobates! If you value your lives, you will leave this place! Go run and hide somewhere, cower in fear, and pray for the salvation of your souls! I give you twenty seconds! Go!”

The crowd stepped back as one but did not flee. Jericho frowned beneath his faceplate at their stupidity. It was Tankowicz who broke the silence.

“GO!” the monster roared.

Jericho swore he could hear something akin to desperation or fear in that bellowed syllable. He supposed the giant must only now be understanding the folly of his actions. The crowd shattered like crystal and ran for the exits. In five seconds, only Tankowicz and Jericho stood in the atrium. Joshua’s scanners told Jericho that a thousand eyes still watched from safe places along the walls, but for now the floor was clear.

“Is your conscience appeased now?” Jericho asked.

“Do you even have one?” replied the giant.

“Says the criminal and thug,” Jericho fired back. He immediately regretted his lack of poise. His skin crackled with pins and needles, making clear thinking difficult.

Tankowicz merely laughed. He reached up and unfastened the holster for his pistol and placed the weapon on the ground. Jericho remembered something from Sir Francis’s telemetry. “Ah,” he breathed. “Mighty Durendal being cast aside? Do you even know the story of that weapon and your name? Because you do not deserve either. Your namesake’s last action on Earth was to try and shatter that sword before his enemies took it from his corpse. It would not break, for God had blessed it as his instrument. The man still died, though.” Jericho tilted his head. “The flesh is always weakest, Tankowicz.”

“You’d be amazed how little flesh I have left, pal,” said Tankowicz. “Do you know the story of your name?”

“Of course I do,” Jericho replied. “A powerful foe stood defiant before the will of God. His chosen people brought it low with little more than faith and conviction. It is a good tale to remember, if one believes they are mighty enough to defy God’s will.”

“Old Sir Roland fought for God too,” said Tankowicz. “He killed thousands in the name of his king and his God. Until he was betrayed by a rival and left to face ten thousand enemies all by himself, that is. He died a glorious, magnificent hero’s death because his faith made him blind and stupid and arrogant. That’s the fun of allegory, you know. You mentioned Durendal not breaking? The sword didn’t break because the sword was not the problem in this story.” Tankowicz tilted his head, mocking Jericho’s version of the gesture. “It is a good tale to remember if one believes that faith is a substitute for intelligence in a warrior.” He straightened once more to his full height. “It ain’t your faith holding you back, Jericho. It’s your ignorance.”

Jericho was glad Tankowicz could not see his face in that moment. “I believe I am done waging this war with words, monster.”

The helmet made it impossible to see Tankowicz’s face, but Jericho could hear the wry condescension in his every syllable. “Have at thee, then.”

Jericho was not so foolish as to charge. The time spent bandying words with Tankowicz had been well-spent by Joshua in devising strategies. After twenty-seven years, Jericho trusted his AI completely, and he allowed his armor to drive his actions as much as he drove it. He closed quickly without rushing so as not to meet the heavy fists of his foe with his face. The first jab missed by mere inches, and Jericho sent the Iron Fist toward that hideous faceplate a fraction of a second later. The Fist was fully charged, and there was no question that a clean blow to the head would be instantly fatal. Tankowicz seemed to know this, too. He stepped back and out of the path with time to spare but left too much distance for a counterattack. This was as planned. Jericho could not allow his foe the opportunity to mangle his joints as he had the others. The Fist kept Tankowicz back and away where he could not employ his grappling tricks. This did not guarantee victory, as Tankowicz possessed enough raw strength to bash his armor to pieces if given enough time. Time, however, was Jericho’s ally. Superhuman reflexes or not, eventually the Fist would find a home on that disgrace of a body, and the battle would be his.

Jericho stepped into the gap separating the men and sent the Iron Fist at the silver skull once more. As expected, Tankowicz leaned back and dodged. “You fear the Iron Fist, monster!” Jericho hissed, his voice oozing unvarnished glee.

“Only fools and dead men have no fear, Jericho,” he replied. “Which one will you be?”

Tankowicz darted back into striking range and fired off a jab too fast for Jericho to dodge. Thanks to his AI, the armor began its parry even before Jericho commanded it to. A surge of bioelectric feedback seared its way from his spine to his fingertips, but his forearm deflected the blow in time to prevent clean contact. Jericho heard a frustrated grunt from Tankowicz. He sent the Fist at the monster’s guts as a response. Landing the blow was too much to hope for, but his foe’s hasty retreat put a smile back on Jericho’s face. He closed the distance once more, advancing behind the Iron Fist and delighting in his opponent’s consternation. He snapped out his left hand, taunting Tankowicz with a jab from the Velvet Glove. Twice more he flicked the smaller hand into the air before chasing the lefts with a savage straight right. The giant lost more ground, unable to parry the gravity hammer hidden within the huge fist without risking triggering the charge.

Jericho’s skin burned, the heat coming in waves of hot needles that seemed to penetrate into his very muscles. As always, no matter how much he asked of it, the armor never gave so much as to be harmful. He could not even say that it hurt as much as others claimed. It felt strange and uncomfortable, but in moments like this, Jericho never seemed to experience the agony or insanity that so often plagued his brothers. If anything, he felt pure and strong. The armor sang to his body and his body answered in kind. It was as close to feeling God’s touch as Jericho ever got, and he would rather die of a seizure inside the armor than ever give it up.

He could feel himself becoming faster, sharper, more in tune with the fight as it progressed. His own reflexes, supplemented by tactical insights provided at the speed of hurtling electrons, matched the monster’s well enough to keep him free from damage. He accepted his foes superior strength as a mere tactical consideration and balanced the equation with the knowledge that his armor’s durability would be proof against that strength. There was no fear, no pain, no doubt. Just the purity of purpose and an unshakable faith that God was on his side. Jericho loved these moments. He felt invincible.

He circled to the right, moving his attack to the enemy’s weaker side. He kept the pressure on with strikes designed only to harass. Committing to a killing blow invited a disastrous counter, and the Knight had done this dance too many times to be so impatient. After a minute of chasing, Jericho began to give ground. He slowed his blows and let some of his crisp technical perfection lapse to just shy of sloppy. He crafted his performance with care, selling the ruse with a slow and steady decline. Tankowicz fell for it, too. The cyborg came on with renewed vigor, taking greater chances at what appeared to be a flagging enemy. When the timing felt perfect, Jericho feinted a right hook, deliberately letting the blow go wide to present an opportunity for Tankowicz. The cyborg took the bait and lunged for his arm. Jericho struck out with his boot, catching Tankowicz inside the foot and sweeping his lead leg from beneath him. The giant fell, and Jericho pinned him down with falling knee to the guts.

Roaring in triumph, Jericho whirled the Fist over his head and brought it down to smash his prone foe.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE
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Roland caught the descending arm at the elbow and blurted an inarticulate curse. The Fist stopped an inch from his faceplate and quivered for a second before the Knight yanked it back. Roland rose with it, never releasing his grip on the elbow. He tried for a shoulder lock, but Jericho spun with him, a deft pirouette that kept his arm untwisted and shoulder position neutral. Roland saw the smaller left hand en route to smash his face and let go of the Fist with another grunted expletive.

He waded forward, keeping his body inside the potential arc of any other punches, and pressed Jericho back with two stiff jabs. Neither connected with any power, piling more frustration onto an already impressive hoard. The speed and reflexes of his opponent made no sense. Unaugmented, Jericho was matching him step for step and blow for blow. The other Knights had been fast, but Jericho moved like a man born into an armature. Worse, the Knight’s obvious skill and training turned a problematic opponent into a serious tactical challenge. 

He ducked a counter right hand and kicked at an armored blue kneecap. His boot skidded off the greave, and Roland recovered with just enough time to slip another potentially lethal blow from the huge blue fist. He stepped offline to buy himself a half second to think. The Knight laughed at him.

“You seem unaccustomed to a foe with skills, Fixer,” Jericho taunted. “You’ll not find me so easy to bully as the others.”

Roland stepped further out of range. “You do seem to have found your way into the ring once or twice, haven’t you?”

“Twenty-seven years I’ve worn this armor,” Jericho said. “I remain undefeated.”

Roland frowned inside his helmet. If Don was to be believed, twenty-seven years in that suit should have left Jericho brain-damaged. A thought struck Roland in that instant that irritated him more than Jericho did. Cursing himself for an idiot, Roland keyed the elder Ribiero’s comm code and dove back into the fray. With his helmet speakers off, he called into the channel before Ribiero said anything. “Don! Need some help!”

“Roland what are you—”

“No time!” Roland slipped a right hook and fired three punches back at Jericho while talking. “I’m going to scan this guy with as tight a beam as possible—” He took a pause to block an overhand left and kick Jericho away. “I’m going to be right on top of this bastard too. I need you to get a good look at him, okay?”

“Are you fighting someone right now?” Ribiero sounded incredulous.

“Yes!”

Roland swore he could hear Ribiero roll his eyes. “Fine then. I’m ready.”

Roland dove at Jericho in a low tackle. It took the Knight by surprise, sparing Roland from a crushing right-hand counter. His helmet scanners burst to life, washing the blue metal suit with a dozen different types of radiation. Roland hurled Jericho away before the Knight could recover himself and smash back with the gravity hammer hidden in his gauntlet. The Knight landed on his back more than twenty feet away, rolling to his feet with easy grace. Electric static turned his foe’s hollow laughter into something ominous and unearthly.

“You are an excellent fighter! It’s been years since I’ve had this much fun!”

Roland ignored him. “You get that, Don?” he called into the channel. Jericho advanced on him once more.

“Yes, yes,” Ribiero sounded annoyed. “I’m looking at it now. Give me a minute.”

“Sure, Don. I’ll just keep dancing around with a guy packing a fifty-megajoule gravity hammer while I wait, okay?”

“A gravity hammer, really? What kind of idiot uses a gravity hammer anymore?”

“Don!”

“Sorry,” mumbled the older man. “Working.”

Roland resumed his stalemate with Jericho. He knew he was stronger, and he knew he ought to be faster. Jericho’s combat mastery frustrated him, though. In the ring or the cage, a good opponent made for more satisfying matches. In a battle to the death, however, Roland preferred a more one-sided affair. Without the gravity hammer, Jericho would have been enough of a threat to command his full attention. With it, Roland doubted he could force the fight into the kind of scrap he could win. It was only a matter of time before that fist made contact, and time was on Jericho’s side.

Roland noticed two important things early, though, and both gave him hope. First, Jericho’s attacks came with judicious precision. Never wild, the big right hand only came when it looked like it might land. And second, Jericho took great pains to avoid grappling range. The Iron Fist could only hold so much charge, it seemed. If Jericho wasted that charge on the thick reinforced floor of the atrium, or one of the enormous metal columns, it might be some time before it could accumulate enough energy to be a threat to Roland’s armored body again. Jericho’s reluctance to come to grips with Roland told the big fixer that Jericho preferred his odds in a boxing match. This made obvious tactical sense, as the Iron Fist could end the fight in a picosecond. As long as the Fist stayed charged and lethal, a boxing match was all Roland could hope for.

While he waited for Ribiero to get back to him, a plan formed in his mind. He began to give ground. Circling and retreating, he let the Knight push him toward one of the support columns. He tried to sell the retreat as legitimate, letting the Fist get perilously close to striking him more than once. During one such pass, Ribiero’s voice startled him into almost falling.

“Roland, I thought you said these Knights don’t have implants.”

“They don’t,” he growled back through gritted teeth.

“This one does. Clearly. It’s actually quite clever how they hid them but rather obvious once you—”

“Give me something I can use, Don!”

“Right. This Knight has a fairly sophisticated cerebral bridge, and it looks like... say, more than two hundred internal nerve conduction buffers. He can handle a staggering amount of bioelectric energy, Roland. He must be very fast.”

The Fist drove for Roland’s midsection, forcing him to leap backward. “You don’t say!”

“If he’s giving you trouble, start damaging the buffers, Roland. They are not durable.”

“They are when they’re under six hundred pounds of power armor!”

“So hit it harder. That armor is loaded with paired transceivers. They activate the buffers when he wears the armor. That’s how they hid them—”

“Don!” Roland lost more ground. “Short version!”

“Sorry! The armor feeds back far too much energy for an unaugmented pilot to operate safely. Every transceiver you break takes some of these buffers offline. It increases his pain, and, ah... damages his nerves. It will slow him down. I’m lighting them up on your HUD now. They, ah, do seem rather well-protected now that you mention it.”

Red indicators began to flash across Roland’s view of Jericho, again looming large in his HUD as the Knight attacked. Each blinking target lay beneath some bulky piece of blue armor.

Roland heaved a mighty sigh. He had assumed merely pummeling the man to be a poor strategy. Now it seemed like the best one. Roland rarely appreciated irony, and this time was no exception. Of course, as long as that big blue gauntlet posed a threat, there would be no pummeling of anything. “Okay, Don, once I deal with this stupid gravity weapon, I’ll try it your way.”

“It looks like the gravity hammer is only a threat to your systems when above about two-thirds charge, Roland. Not lethal until eighty percent or more. Make him miss. It will not recharge quickly.”

Roland ducked again, nearly tripping against the pillar. “He’s not big on missing, Don, but I’m on it.” He killed the channel and found his balance once more.

Jericho never stopped advancing. Flawless footwork and impenetrable defense kept Roland’s fists from finding a home. Roland did not tire, and so he thought as he fought, keeping one eye always on the giant blue gauntlet. He spun to put the pillar between himself and Jericho, forcing a break in the Knight’s relentless assault. 

“Do you hide, now, monster?” Derision colored the taunt. “We are only just now getting to the good part!”

“Just curious, actually. How come you don’t go nuts like the others?”

“God favors his faithful. He has favored me with the will to be his instrument.”

“And who favored you with all those bionics, then?”

Jericho stepped around the pillar. Roland stepped around to keep them separated. “What are you talking about?” Jericho snarled.

“I wondered how you were so fast, so I took peek under the hood.” Roland tapped his helmet with a finger. “I scanned more than two hundred little nerve conduction buffers in your body handling all that crazy neurological feedback from your armor.”

“You cannot best me in battle so now you try to fight me with lies?”

“I don’t have to lie, pal. I’m uploading the scans to your local InfoNet right now. In five seconds, everybody on Gethsemane is going to know that their greatest champion is actually a cyborg.”

Jericho slid to the side and lunged around the pillar with a straight left. It missed Roland. “You cannot deceive me, monster!”

“Why not? It looks to me like a bunch of people already have.”

Jericho lunged, throwing his body around the column once more, nearly scoring a hit with the Iron Fist on Roland’s head. “Temper, temper, Sir Knight,” Roland teased. “I hope you’re ready for a scandal because my upload is already making the rounds. No point getting worked up over it now.” Jericho stopped chasing for a moment. Roland assumed that curiosity had gotten the better of his foe, but the Knight’s posture looked far too tense and ready for Roland to make a move just yet. He pushed harder. “Take a look. I’ll wait.”

“This is not possible,” Jericho said. “This is a deception, a forgery.”

“I literally just took that scan. The data is less than two minutes old, pal. That’s awful fast for such a good fake, don’t you think?” Roland stepped out past the pillar. “Don’t take it too hard. I’ve been a cyborg more than half my life. I mean, you’re definitely going to hell, of course, and all your tournament victories are pretty much bullshit. But other than that, it’s not so bad, really.”

The rhetorical jab proved more effective than any physical blow yet landed. The Knight’s posture shifted, and he bristled with restrained rage. “Liar!” Jericho screamed. He lunged for Roland with a looping overhand right driven by the twin fires of fear and anger. 

Roland pivoted on his right foot and let the punch sail past his head. “Gotcha,” he muttered.

The massive blue gauntlet had devolved into an azure blur when it collided with two hundred tons of exotic load-bearing alloys. The sound that followed was too low in pitch to be heard by human ears at first. A solid wall of compressed air exploded outward from the point of impact, warping the light into an expanding sphere that lifted trash and dust from the metal decking and sent the detritus scurrying away like frightened rodents. The column, tall and thick, shuddered and undulated from bottom to top in waves of rippling metal. When the waves struck the ceiling, concrete cracked and rained down in watermelon-sized chunks that exploded against the floor. With a great shriek of tearing metal, the column split along its axis, a wide fissure darting halfway to the vaulted ceiling above. The whole thing leaned, lifting the deck plates where they attached to the base and filling the air with a horrible groan before settling into a mangled caricature of its former glory.

The blast threw both fighters to the floor, and they rose to renew their contest without a word. Roland shook his head to clear the ringing from his ears and watched Jericho do the same while his HUD rebooted. A small smile stretched his lips behind his death’s head mask. “That’s what I’m talking about.” His scanners, coming back online one by one, confirmed his and Ribiero’s suspicions. It would be some time before the Iron Fist posed a threat to Roland Tankowicz again. Time he intended to use to his advantage.

“Ready for round two?” he asked.

“Yes,” Jericho replied, his tone clipped and angry. Something in the terse syllable caught Roland’s attention. A strange sense of detached resignation, flavored with a dash of incandescent rage. It was a tone Roland had heard many times before. Soldiers at the end of their ropes, too tired and angry to care about anything anymore except the fight in front of them used it. Some of the most horrific and callous actions ever conceived on the battlefield had begun with that tone. Jericho was no longer fighting for his God, or his people, or his honor. He fought on because fighting was all he had left. His universe, once ordered and reliable, now swirled with uncertainties and contradictions. Fighting he still understood, and he would cling to it like a terrified child clings to a favorite blanket.

When a man with great skill and bearing weapons like Jericho’s spoke like that, Roland knew what came next. He let it come. Revealing those implants had destroyed the man’s identity. It was necessary. Nevertheless, Roland understood what he had done and accepted Jericho’s hurtling charge as his penance. He met it with a left hook that bounced off Jericho’s guard to no effect. Jericho answered with his own left hook that Roland parried with a forearm. Without the danger of the Iron Fist, Roland could finally stand his ground. He leaned into his counterattack, blasting punches at Jericho’s armor wherever he saw a hole. Conditioned to protect his head, Jericho’s tactics left his most heavily armored places at the transceivers beneath undefended. Roland’s fists slammed into the blue cuirass over and over while Jericho bashed at Roland’s face. Roland felt the impacts of his punches as they dug into Jericho’s flank and grunted in satisfaction when the Knight staggered. His HUD highlighted the location of his targets and their paired buffers. The blinking red icons covered the blue armor, spoiling Roland with targets.

Jericho remained unaware of Roland’s strategy. To Roland’s practiced eye, the Knight looked entirely focused on his own fight. He targeted Roland’s head with powerful blows, even employing the Iron Fist at low charge when an opportunity presented itself. Pain exploded in Roland’s midsection when the big gauntlet dug into his ribs. The gravity wave was a mere shadow of the blast that destroyed the pillar, and Roland’s mass distributed most of it without damage. Some of the shock found its way to the armored carapace surrounding his internal organics, rocking him backward with a gasp of surprise and pain. Roland failed to defend the overhand left that followed and took the blow clean across the helmet. He fell, and Jericho was atop him once more.

The Iron Fist dug into the floor an inch from Roland’s head, blasting a divot into the steel by his left ear. Ignoring the sudden wave of pain and static, Roland drove his hips upward to unseat the Knight. When he felt the weight leave his chest, a quick roll dragged Jericho over his hip. Jericho fell to the deck but turned to his hip and immediately began to rise. Instead of rising himself, Roland grabbed Jericho by the helmet and yanked him back down. He trapped Jericho between his legs and pulled him in tight. The Knight resisted, pulling his shoulders back and lifting his body away from Roland with the whine of overworked actuators. Roland held strong, arms and legs both. He bet his strength and position against the power of Teuton armor and refused to let Jericho pull away or free his right arm. Scanning at close range, Roland’s HUD highlighted six buffers along one blue arm and a transceiver buried beneath the pauldron. He seized the straining limb in a grip of iron. Jericho twisted his body in anticipation of what came next, yet he remained powerless to stop it. Roland threw a leg across Jericho’s face and pulled the trapped arm straight against the inside of his thigh. Juji-gatame attacked the victim’s elbow, though the blue armor of the Teutons proved strong enough to spare Jericho a painful dislocation for a few seconds. Jericho used those precious instants to sink low and force his arm out of a locked position. Roland barked a cry of victory at the predictable reaction and rolled his straight arm bar into an omoplata shoulder lock. Again, Jericho proved to be well-trained. He grabbed his own hip to prevent a ruptured shoulder and rolled in the direction of Roland’s torque.

Exactly as Roland knew he would.

When Jericho completed his escape, it left him lying on one hip. Roland surged upward, yanked the arm straight, and punched the inside of Jericho’s elbow as hard as he could. Something under the surface crunched beneath the black fist, and the arm bent awkwardly for an instant. Roland turned it over and drove a hammer fist against the back of Jericho’s arm right were the pauldron met the rerebrace. He was rewarded with another satisfying crunch and a growl of pain. Heaving with impossible strength, Jericho scuttled away with a feral snarl and vaulted to his feet. Roland did not chase.

Roland’s helmet scanners were neither powerful nor precise by the standards of the day, but at this range spotting the damage to Jericho’s internals required neither power nor precision. Jericho’s left arm bore the scars of Roland’s blows in ugly dents and warped metal, and the six blinking indicators in Roland’s HUD had shifted to dull gray.

“We can stop this, Jericho,” Roland said, though he knew his words were wasted. “You can’t help what you are, what they did to you. But you still have choices.”

“I choose victory,” Jericho hissed. “Or death.”

“I knew you’d say something like that,” Roland replied. “I don’t want to kill you.”

“What men like us want is unimportant. God’s will be done.”

“Get to doing, then,” Roland said through clenched teeth.

The two men met once more in a flurry of blows. Roland still respected the Iron Fist, but no longer shied away from it. Their punches landed like thunderclaps, each man bashing at the other’s defenses like giants from some ancient mythology. Roland aimed for transceivers beneath the surface, making his targets unpredictable to Jericho. Jericho’s damaged left arm could no longer match Roland’s speed, and the big Fixer’s relentless assaults focused on the weakened side. Roland slipped a hook beneath one of Jericho’s jabs, and his fist crumpled a section of cuirass near the left armpit. Jericho brought the Iron Fist around to punish Roland for this, and Roland bobbed beneath it to land an uppercut to the same area on the right side.

Ribiero had been correct in his assessments of Roland’s adversary. The armor was quite tough, and even his strongest blows were only denting it. However, the transceivers beneath the shell were delicate by design. Large quantities of force directed to these specific locations proved effective, and Roland saw the proud blue Knight falter and slow. Jericho’s counterattacks came later and slower as damage accumulated. The Knight’s movements lost their easy fluidity and grew stiffer and more mechanical with each damaged component. This only made Roland’s work easier, and the big cyborg did not hesitate. Roland found new targets everywhere. The neck, the knees, the spine, all took murderous hits to precisely the right places. It did not feel fair. Roland attacked weaknesses the Knight did not even know existed, leaving him powerless to defend himself. Jericho snarled and flailed in angry confusion while Roland pounded at what appeared to be random targets. Jericho slowed with each successful attack, and after three minutes of precision striking Roland knew the battle was his.

Finally, a booted foot crushed the top of Jericho’s cuisse, buckling the leg at the knee and sending the Knight to the floor. Roland’s boot whirled around once more, unable to resist the target of Jericho’s exposed helmet. The kick landed without mercy and nearly decapitated the Knight.

Jericho’s helmet cracked like an egg, pieces flying off in three directions. He spun two full turns in a cartwheel before slamming into the floor with a metallic crunch. Roland ran him down before he could rise again. He shouldered the staggering Knight back to the ground, put a knee on his chest, and raised his hand to crush the exposed skull.

Then he stopped.

Harland Jericho stared up at Roland, his jaw working up and down and emitting small choking sounds. Jericho’s body twitched in his armor, a bloodied eye looking up in fear and horror at the silver skull above.

“Holy shit,” Roland said, comprehension socking him in the throat. “You didn’t know, did you? You never knew how much it hurt.”

Jericho gasped, finally forcing some air through his lungs. “The... pain...”

“Twenty-seven years,” Roland said. He grabbed a twisted hunk of blue breastplate and hauled Jericho into a sitting position. Tears flowed from the Knight’s eyes to mix with the blood from his broken nose. “Twenty-seven years you’ve been lording yourself over your brothers, bragging about how easily you shouldered their burden. You thought you were better than them, didn’t you?”

Jericho could only wheeze and choke. His body shuddered in waves of convulsions. Roland released him, and he fell back to the floor. Jericho gasped his words to the air. “I did not... I did not...”

“You didn’t know,” Roland repeated, softer. “That you are a cyborg. Just a weapon built and lied to and used to advance somebody else’s agenda.” Roland felt his anger cool. “Just like me. Just like Chapman.” A thought occurred to him. “Just like Grimes.” Roland kneeled to look into the pale, blood-streaked face of yet another of his dark reflections. “I didn’t come here to kill you, Sir Harland. And I don’t need fancy armor or rituals to tell me how to do the right thing. So here,” Roland extended his left hand. “You’ve had the iron fist from me, so here is my velvet glove. I have people who can fix what is broken and help you learn to live with what you are. Take it or leave it.”

Jericho’s eyes narrowed, and he lurched upright. His words were slurred, and his eyelids twitched. “Victory... or... death...” he growled.

Roland turned his back to the Knight with a defeated sigh. “Die on your own time, then. I have shit to do.”
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CHAPTER THIRTY
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The blond assassin made no attempt to hide herself. Why this made Grimes uneasy, he could not say. She had no compelling reason to hide, he supposed. Nevertheless, something about her relaxed posture felt odd. He immediately suspected an ambush, of course. This made no sense, though. Grimes had no reason to target her, so why would the fixers leave her exposed to him as bait? Nothing they knew of compelled him to attack the woman, so why did it look like they wanted him to? It was all wrong. Grimes was supposed to be the bait, not the other way around.

Nevertheless, Grimes smelled a trap of some kind. As per the Inquisitor’s plan, he allowed himself to be seen in transit between hiding places. Within seconds of appearing in public, local informants transmitted this information to the fixers. If such did not happen organically, the Inquisitors would have done it themselves. Raphael insisted that Jericho could manage Tankowicz, so any fight that happened along the way would be far more manageable. The remaining fixers would have no dearth of opportunities to track him in transit, and several convenient places to tackle Grimes had been arranged along the path. When the fixers struck, they would find themselves quickly overmatched and Polito would get his homicidal bride back.

He spared a thought for Tankowicz and Jericho in passing, wondering which oversized buffoon would prove the superior war machine. This interest was academic at best, and he found that he held no strong preferences either way. 

He turned his attention back to the lone killer following him. He had moved from a small but busy concourse that connected two commercial areas and slipped into one of the ubiquitous maintenance chases that ran alongside each hallway. They were almost entirely alone in the dim and narrow tunnel, and the blond refused to hide her presence from him. She shadowed his steps perhaps fifty yards behind him, not caring at all if Grimes knew it. He stuck with the plan, though each step past one of the Inquisitors’ carefully prepared ambush sites added to his confusion and unease. Where were the others?

Grimes fought for zanshin and dug into his endless lessons on tactics for the answers he needed. One certainty ruled his ruminations and set his teeth to grinding. Mindy Carter was too smart to fall for any of this. Furthermore, she had missed three solid opportunities to engage him already. One might attribute this to a surplus of professional caution, but the damned woman was not interested in being the least bit cautious in the first place. The unease grew into suspicion, and suspicion ascended to certainty in short order. Grimes decided to change the game. He stopped walking and turned to face the other direction. Then he waited. Due to the gentle curve of the chase, Grimes could not see past thirty feet. His ears, however, had no trouble picking up the sound of Mindy’s footsteps. The metal tunnel channeled and reflected the soft tread of booted feet and fed the noise directly to his bionic ears. She walked with a measured step, neither rushing nor sneaking. The steps drew closer with a reliable rhythm until Grimes knew her to be just beyond the curve limiting his vision.

“I can smell you over there, Grimes,” called the woman. “This can’t be the place where y’all were gonna ambush me. Too narrow.”

Grimes chewed a lip. “I thought it was I who was being hunted.”

“Oh, please. I knew Polito was a huge gasbag, but his ego must be totally out of control these days if he’s using you to try and get to me. You think he knows what you got hidden under your jacket?” The woman stepped into view, one hand resting casually on the butt of her holstered pistol. “I suppose not. If he did, you’d be dead already.”

“And now what? We fight to the death in this tunnel?”

“I don’t see the point, really. I mean, it’s too small for any Sword Brothers to help you out, and that’s kinda nice. But come on. Once we start shooting in here, we’re both dead eventually.” She tapped her chest. “My armor is good, but you’ll get a head shot at some point.” She winked. “So will I.”

“There is always the blades,” Grimes replied, tapping his identical sasori dagger.

Mindy stretched her arms to either side, easily touching both walls of the chase. “Yeah, that sounds even less fun.”

Grimes could not fault her logic. Any fight in here virtually guaranteed death for both participants. “It does seem a poor tactical choice to fight here. So is it to be talking, then? Are you going to talk me out of the memory core?”

“Could I?”

“Probably not.”

“Then just take me to Polito, then.”

Grimes made no attempt to hide his surprise. “Really? So easy?”

“Sure. Why not? He and I have unfinished business, anyway.”

Grimes shook his head slowly. “You’ll surrender your weapons and just walk into a cadre of Inquisitors who intend to brainwash you into marrying a Church Elder?”

“Intend,” Mindy said, wagging her finger. “Being the operative word.”

“And the memory core? Are you forgetting about that?”

“No, I just don’t care that much. If two megacorporations want to go to war over some trade secrets or whatever, what the hell do I care? Yeah, I know the boss and the big goon want their payday, but I’m just not invested enough to miss my shot at Polito over it. We have...” she let the next word slide past bared teeth in an ugly hiss, “...history.”

Grimes considered this for a moment. Obviously, Mindy hated Polito. Hate was a powerful motivator. Furthermore, she clearly had some sort of plan for dealing with the Inquisitors. Whatever other opinions he might have on the woman, he knew her to be far too cagey for stupid plans. Nevertheless, delivering the woman would fulfill his part of the deal and get him off Gethsemane either way. Did he care if this woman killed a Church Elder? The question was both internal and rhetorical. He did not. This whole situation appeared to be swinging in his favor, a shift he neither understood nor trusted. He sensed a trick of some kind, yet the nature of it still eluded him. The real question requiring an immediate answer was whether or not it mattered. With any luck, the assassin and her friends would create enough chaos for him to slip out of the Underworld without Inquisitor assistance.

“Fine,” Grimes said. “I don’t care what game you are playing here. Give me your weapons and I’ll take you to the Inquisitors.”

“Peachy,” Mindy said with a bright smile. She unhooked her weapons belt and held them out in front while she walked forward. “You gonna tie me up?”

“Does it matter?”

“No.”

“Then why bother?”

“It might make the Inquisitors feel better.”

“Are you trying to talk me into it?”

“No. Just sayin.’”

Grimes shrugged. “I’m not going to restrain you. I don’t have anything strong enough to restrain you with, anyway.” He gestured down the tunnel. “You walk in front.” His sasori blade appeared in his hand as if by magic. “Do not try anything.”

“This was my idea, duh. Why would I try anything?”

“Just walk.”

He guided her with curt instructions, telling her which way to turn as they approached the intersections. The route was circuitous by design, making any attempt to memorize the path impossible. Within half an hour, the pair of killers stood before a large double door with no label or signage to indicate what was on the other side.

“Through here,” Grimes ordered. Mindy obliged by slapping the access panel with her palm. The door squeaked open on dusty glides to reveal a large open room just beyond. Two towering Knights in silver and white armor flanked the door, their ornate vestments twinkling with gold accents. Grimes did not bother to hide his disdain for the unnecessary ornamentation and the equally overwrought egos of the men inside those shells. He kept his blade level and ushered his charge toward the six Inquisitors standing just beyond the threshold. Raphael smiled wide when he saw Grimes enter with his knife poised to skewer the diminutive blond. Grimes only managed a frown in response. “Who are these?”

“Templars,” Raphael replied. “Here to ensure Miss Carter behaves herself during her audience with the Elder.”

“I do not like when plans are changed without notice, Slag,” Grimes said. “But I also do not care anymore, either. Here is the target. Now get me out of here.”

“Soon enough, Mr. Grimes,” replied Raphael. “There is quite the commotion going on right now, and any attempt to move you may be dangerous for everyone. The Underworld is locked down for the moment.”

Grimes felt his temper slip. “You did not say you were going to lock it down!”

“Only temporary, Killam. Give us a few hours and we will be ready.”

Grimes seethed beneath his stony scowl. The Inquisitor might be telling the truth, though any man in his position was likely a gifted liar by necessity. Something Mindy said earlier wriggled to the front of his mind. “What are you up to, Inquisitor?”

“I’m not ‘up to’ anything, Killam. Someone has agitated a large portion of the local populace to the extent that we are having difficulties arranging for secure locations at the moment. Sword Brothers are understaffed since Tankowicz has been using them for sparring practice, and her friends,” he gestured to Mindy, who smiled sweetly in response, “have managed to wield their popularity with more skill than one might have thought possible without inside help. There is an Elder on site, and suddenly we cannot move assets? I do not believe in coincidence, Grimes. Nothing moves in the Underworld until I have more answers. Not even us.”

Grimes spoke slowly, his brow collapsed into deep furrows. “We are stuck in this room?”

“For now, yes. Our usual routes and safe houses are all suspect. Until we verify the Elder’s safety, we stay put. It will not take long, though.”

“How long?”

“Like I said, a few hours at most.”

“I see,” said Grimes. He looked back to Mindy. “So this was the plan?”

“Pretty much,” she replied.

“It is a good plan,” Grimes conceded.

“What plan?” Raphael asked, a dangerous edge in his voice.

“Miss Carter has allowed herself to be taken in order to lead her people to where we intended to hide. They have facilitated the unrest, using the Elder’s visit to enhance the effect enough to get us to hold still until she is found. In doing so, she has rather easily slipped past all your ambushes and arranged for a more advantageous confrontation with me.”

Raphael nodded. “I see. You exploited our caution to keep us from moving around.”

“Nope,” Mindy said, picking at a fingernail. “Just Grimes. I don’t care where you guys go, to be honest. Just need him and the thing he stole. You can leave right now, and I won’t have a thing to say about it.”

“How... magnanimous,” Raphael said. “But I can’t help but notice that you are unarmed and all alone, stashed deep within the bowels of the maintenance tunnels. This room is shielded from eavesdropping and tracking devices, so I don’t see rescue coming any time soon. How exactly to you intend to strengthen your negotiating position?”

“I dunno,” she said with a wink. “Heya, Grimes! You think Manny is going to be able to find me down here?”

Raphael looked at Grimes as well, eyes narrow. Grimes did not bother to lie. “Oh, I suspect so.” To Raphael, he added, “Richardson is supremely skilled in such things. For them to have executed such a ruse, they would have had a plan for tracking her.”

Raphael did not bother to reply. His hand darted into his pocket and came out with a comm handheld. He spoke into it without taking his eyes off Mindy. “Leonardo, it’s Raphael. I need a sitrep and a position on Tankowicz and his people.”

Grimes heard the reply, and if his ears were good enough to pick up on the intel, Mindy’s were too. Both laughed out loud at what was said.

Mindy snickered. “You bet on the Knight or Iron Britches, Killam?”

“Neither, though I never did like Jericho’s chances.” Grimes shrugged. “He escaped the fate of his brothers for a long time. Now we know why. At least the good Knight got to find out what happens in the FAST lane, it seems.”

Raphael shoved the comm back into his pocket. His glare at Mindy was meant to wilt her, and it failed. “Fine, then. You believe you have the upper hand? What is stopping me from killing you right now?”

Grimes saw the look that passed between the little blond killer and the tall Inquisitor and stifled another derisive scoff. Mindy’s answer destroyed any hope that intimidation was possible. “Elder Polito came all the way down here to pick me up, buddy.” She raised her arms above her head and writhed like courtesan. “If you big strong boys damage any of this before he gets to have it, well...” eyelashes fluttered, “I guess you’ll be cleaning toilets in the Reflection Cells for the rest of your life.”

“I might take that chance,” Raphael warned.

“Better check with the Templars first, silly boy. I don’t think they’ll cotton to that idea.”

Raphael’s head whipped to the side and locked one of the Knights into a fierce glare. “Is that true?”

The Templar tilted his helmet and replied in a bland, electronic baritone. “The woman is not to be harmed, Inquisitor.”

The smile returned to Raphael’s face in that moment. He turned to look at Grimes once more and said, “Well, I suppose we will simply need to collect dear Elder Polito and get his bride shipped off before her people find us, then.”

“Do as you will,” Grimes said. “I’ll make my own way out and find you when you are ready to uphold your end of our bargain.”

“I think not, Killam. You are in this with us, especially until we sort out exactly how we were outmaneuvered here.”

Mindy sniffed and inspected her nails. “I don’t think your buddy over there trusts you very much, Grimes. Or maybe he’s got other reasons to keep you close. I don’t suppose you have anything in your possession they might want more than my gorgeous ass, do you?”

“Don’t belabor the obvious, Mindy. I get it,” Grimes growled. To Raphael, he said, “Our business is concluded, here, Inquisitor. I am leaving now, with my package. Do you intend to try and stop me?”

“Killam,” Raphael began, “I can’t let you walk away just yet. Don’t be a fool.”

Grimes did not answer. He set his jaw and let his thoughts retreat into the comforting serenity of zanshin. Mindy’s implication may be the case, or she might be manipulating him into doing something stupid. He would not be stupid, of course. The archer might make a mistake or be swayed by doubt. But the arrow once loosed flew to the target no matter what. His goal was simple. Get out of the Underworld, get to Gomorrah, and hand off the core before leaving this wretched planet. He could not afford to let the ease and convenience of Inquisitor assistance blind him to the risks. Risks, he now knew, to be higher than tolerable. He must be the loosed arrow, flying true no matter what happened around him. Chaos was his ally, as both the Inquisitors and the fixers appeared to have well-ordered plans in play. He smiled. If confusion was to be his weapon, Killam Grimes would wield it as only a master could. He chose the most counterintuitive action available to him.

Baring his teeth in a fierce grin, Grimes tossed Mindy’s weapon belt back to the ferocious killer. To her credit, Mindy caught it as if she never doubted its arrival, though she failed to stop a lone eyebrow from raising as she did. She wrapped it around her waist in one smooth motion. Somehow her pistol found its way into her right hand and her dagger the left before anyone registered the action. Grimes had already duplicated the maneuver himself. 

It was time for some chaos.

“We ain’t done, Grimes,” Mindy warned as the Templars surged to life around them.

“If we die, we are,” he replied. “First things first.”
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CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE
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“How close are we?” Lucia asked,

“I cannot possibly know that, boss,” Manny replied. “It’s a trail of radioactive dust, not a transponder. We follow it until we get to her.”

“Right,” Lucia said. “Move faster.”

“Easy for you to say,” grumbled Manny. “This way.” He directed Lucia further into the maintenance chase, increasing his already reckless pace by another notch. “If Grimes left traps for us...”

“He didn’t. No time.” The space between Lucia’s words had shrunk to nearly nothing, a sure sign that her nanobots were working overtime restraining her anxiety.

“Right.” Manny knew better than to argue. Lucia’s brain worked on levels his could not, and just trusting her intuition saved time and headaches. “Okay, door ahead.”

Just as Manny stepped up to the wide gray door, the sounds of a horrific melee erupted from the other side. Muffled by the intervening steel panels, the nature of the brawl remained indistinct to the pair, though Manny supposed that this made precious little difference to their options.

“Breach it!” Lucia said, even though Manny was already working on the access panel. One wave of his left palm unlocked the door, and brisk slap revealed the carnage within.

Lacking enhanced reflexes, Manny needed a half-second just take it all in. He wasted another half-second not believing what he was seeing. Mindy and Killam Grimes were fighting two enormous Knights and six Inquisitors all by themselves. He saw the blue jumpsuit and blond hair of Mindy slide between a Knight’s legs while shooting frantically at an Inquisitor firing in her direction. Several of Mindy’s beads struck the other man in his abdomen, and he fell screaming. Now behind the Knight, Mindy spun and sank her dagger into the silver and gold metal at his thigh. The Knight turned, extricating the blade in a shower of sparks, and batted Mindy away like a man swatting at an insect.

Seeing Mindy tumble away galvanized Manny back into action. His hands were cold and slick with sweat, but he raised his shotgun anyway. Short enough to make one-handed use a problem for even a strong man, the weapon was perfectly suited to Manny’s prosthetic left arm. He fired directly into the back of the wounded Knight’s armor. The sound of a chemical propellant explosion startled all the fighters in the room except Manny. The enormous thunderclap and prodigious muzzle flash sent people diving for cover. Seven of the ten pellets in his shot struck the confused Knight. The tiny spheres neither shattered nor exploded against the armored surface. They stuck. The Knight spun to face his strange antagonist, then stumbled.

“Nyarrrgh!!!” The Knight’s cry of pain and confusion was as eloquent as any dissertation, and Manny whispered silent thanks to Donald Ribiero for hinting at how to interfere with the powerful suits. He fired again as the Knight hauled itself to a standing position. This time, his pellets covered the upper part of the cuirass and a piece of one pauldron. The Knight spun, a jerky, ataxic lurch to his left that ended when he pitched face-first into the deck. He writhed there while his armor’s scrambled signals sorted themselves out. Manny did not know how long that would take, so he shot it one more time before moving on to his companion.

The other Knight stalked Grimes, though success looked to be elusive. Grimes vaulted and spun out of danger with ease, avoiding each lethal swipe of a large vibroblade with a contemptuous smirk. Manny hesitated. Helping Grimes went against everything he believed in. Most of Manny desperately wanted the Knight to kill Grimes. It would solve a lot of problems if he did, but the part of Manny that courted reason acknowledged that the Knights were too dangerous to leave alone. He fired. 

The Knight battling Grimes dropped his blade and howled. Grimes pounced like a cat upon the struck foe and plunged his dagger underneath the helmet and through the neck. The smell of burned flesh and boiling blood filled the room, and the glowing tip of the black blade erupted from the back of the Knight’s helmet in a gout of ichor and a plume of acrid smoke. Grimes twisted and flicked his arm out to the side, neatly severing the head and vaulting away before the dead man fell.

Manny gaped, his mind unprepared for the grisly scene. Something struck him hard, bowling him over and rolling atop his body.

“Head in the game, kid!” He heard Mindy’s country drawl through the roaring of his own pulse in his ears. Mindy held him there a moment, covering his body with hers while an Inquisitor peppered them both with beads from a large pistol.

“Oww!” Mindy yelped at two direct hits. “Fucker!” And then her weight on his chest disappeared. She was gone, back into the fray like a person born to it. Meanwhile, Manny cursed his own incompetence and rolled to his feet. Searching for targets, he swept his shotgun around the room. The first Knight had regained control of his armor, so Manny shot him twice more. Again, the hulking fighter went down shrieking. Dr. Ribiero had mentioned that both boosting and scrambling the control signals from the armor was going to be very painful for the wearer. Even thus forewarned, Manny found the agony in those screams unsettling. Mindy descended upon the steel giant, and for an instant Manny thought she was going to decapitate him as Grimes had the other. Her blade whipped along the Knight’s neck, and the young Venusian braced for the fountain of blood he knew came next. It never came. The helmet fell away from the gorget to reveal the twisted face of a young man in the grips of horrible agony.

“Peekaboo!” Mindy cried. Then her hand came down on the back of the Knight’s head, bashing the man in the base of the skull with her pistol butt. He dropped like a stone, and Mindy was off again to help Lucia with the Inquisitors.

Somehow, Lucia had remained aware of everything going on in the melee, because she shouted out an order without turning.

“Get Grimes!” Lucia yelled over the din of her own pistol cracking.

Manny looked around in horror. Somewhere in the action Grimes had slipped away from them. Mindy spun mid-stride to dart out the open door. Manny stopped, unsure what to do. He looked to Lucia and found her standing before four Inquisitors. Each of the men faced her unarmed, and two unmoving bodies lay at her feet. Manny could not tell if they still lived, though he hoped that Lucia had restrained herself. The men in front of her stared, some in grim defiance, others with noticeable levels of fear. All but one stared longingly at the pistols strewn about the floor around Lucia’s feet.

“I’m trying very hard not to kill any of you,” Lucia said to the men. “I’m not here for you. Walk away and we can be done.” She addressed the tall Inquisitor with green hair. “Just like we agreed.”

The man looked at Lucia through narrowed eyes. “The game has changed, Ms. Ribiero. I’d love to honor our agreement, but my orders come from a higher power.”

“Your orders come from a horny old fat man who can’t take no for an answer,” Lucia spat back. “If that is a higher power, then how low exactly do you rank?”

The insult failed to elicit the desired response. “You are not wrong about Polito, Ms. Ribiero.” The Inquisitor paused, a thoughtful look on his face. “And if your partner’s intelligence regarding Knight-Captain Jericho is authentic, I believe the Elder is going to be in a great deal of trouble.”

“And we all know he has the ego to doom Jericho’s soul in exchange for an unbeatable champion,” Lucia agreed. “He made that man into a cyborg and didn’t even tell him.”

“You have seen the scans as well, then?”

Lucia laughed. “Everybody on Gethsemane has seen them by now, Inquisitor.”

“Elder Polito has been Jericho’s patron for the man’s whole life. It is not hard to figure out how Jericho got himself augmented. It will be quite the scandal.” The Inquisitor held out his hands, palms up. “A deal, then? A new arrangement?”

“I’m listening.”

“Bring me Polito. The rabble are getting rather strident over this bit of deception, and I do not have the resources to take Polito in when he has Templars to protect him. You do.”

“And what do I get?”

“Melinda Carter goes free. Plus, I’ll give you Grimes.”

“You can do all that?”

“Ms. Ribiero, right now I want very badly to be the Inquisitor who brought down a corrupt Church Elder. Whatever Grimes is carrying interests me, but not enough to risk the bird I appear to have so firmly in my hand. Yes, I am willing to trade his package for a career-making apprehension.”

“I believe you,” Lucia replied. “But you no longer seem to have Grimes.”

Now the Inquisitor laughed. “Oh my goodness, Ms. Ribiero. Do you think me a rank amateur? I’ve had a tracker on Grimes since the first moment we met. I put it in his chicken. No one can resist The Comfy Chair, or real fried chicken. Bring me Polito, and I will wrap Grimes up and hand him to you.”

Lucia smiled and tapped her earpiece. “Heads up, team. Regroup on me. We have a new target.” She returned her attention to the Inquisitor. “Now where is Polito?”

The Inquisitor removed a handheld from one of his pockets and thumbed the screen. “Beaming his location now. I’ve told him that I am sending a contingent to move him to a safe location. He has four Templar guards. They need to be eliminated before I move in.” He jerked his gaze to Manny, and the young man jumped at the sudden scrutiny.  “Whatever it is your strange weapon does, does it harm the wearer?”

“Not permanently,” Manny replied. “At least no more than wearing the armor does.”

“A fair bargain, then. Take care not to kill any Templars. I will make sure Grimes takes the blame for the fallen here, but I can offer no protection beyond that.”

“We are professionals,” Lucia said. “We know how to do this.”

“I am most relieved. Contact me when Polito is secure.” The Inquisitor moved to stand over the unconscious Templar. He leaned over, checked the man for a pulse and nodded. A small device appeared in his hand, and a second later a loud chirp made the man grunt. An electronic voice announced. “Armor shutdown complete. You may now safely remove your vestments, Sir Siegfried.” Satisfied, the Inquisitor stood and waved to the remaining fixers. “Good luck.”

“Let’s go,” Lucia said to Manny.

They met a breathless Mindy in the corridor. “Why’d you call me off, boss? I can handle him.”

“I know, but I don’t want you chasing him into whatever traps he has set. Not when there’s an easier way to get him.”

Lucia outlined the new deal with the Inquisitors. Manny suspected Mindy would be overjoyed with the new target and her delighted, yet predatory smile confirmed those suspicions.

“Dead or alive?” asked the little blond killer.

“Alive,” said Lucia. Then she added, “Sorry.”

“Did he really make Jericho a cyborg and not tell anyone? Or is that one of your crazy plans?”

Manny answered. “No, Dr. Ribiero confirmed it himself. Jericho really is a cyborg.”

Mindy curled a lip. “Well then, what the Church does to that fat piece of shit will be worse than anything I could think up, anyway.”

“That bad?” Manny asked.

Mindy sniffed. “Polito deliberately damned a god-fearing man’s soul to hell for personal gain. That’s usually worth a good long stay in a Reflection Cell. But the real crime that will get him worse than that is that he cheated his way to the top. He violated Church doctrine in a way that tells everybody pretty much what he thinks of the faith.” 

Lucia scoffed. “Something tells me that Church Elders aren’t supposed to be avaricious and amoral.”

“Oh, they are,” Mindy said. “But they aren’t supposed to get caught. Everything on Gethsemane is bought and paid for by the faithful, you see. It’s the faithful who commit to the Penitent’s Path and tithe their whole paycheck to the Church. It’s the faithful who snitch on each other so the laws get obeyed, even when the laws hurt them. It’s the faithful who give up everything that matters in the name of salvation that make the Church powerful.”

“The faithful have to believe,” Manny said. Shades of Red Hat propaganda flickered through his mind. “If the people doubt the Elders, if they lose faith in their Church...”

“It all falls apart,” Lucia finished.

“Exactly,” said Mindy. Manny heard a catch in her words, a darkening of her tone that awakened his own memories of growing up during the troubles on Venus. “Everything the Church does has gotta reinforce the faith. The way the Knights look, the stupid rituals, the rigid hierarchies, all of it just reinforces patterns of blind unquestioning faith. Because without that, no one would put up with this bullshit place.”

“Polito’s fall...” Manny started to say.

Mindy finished his thought. “That will be punished severely. Jericho is a huge celebrity.”

They found Roland when they exited the maintenance chase. His jacket was gone, though a few wayward strings of black cloth remained to cling stubbornly to his shoulder holster. Black armored skin and muscle peaked through a large hole in his shirt, and several ugly gouges marred the silver-white surface of his faceplate.

“Did you have fun playing with the other boys?” Lucia asked.

Roland cracked his knuckles. “The Sword Brothers are fun, but that Jericho kid has a real attitude problem.”

“Looks like his left hook didn’t suck,” Mindy said with a giggle.”

Roland pointed to the hole in his shirt. “It was the right that made me nervous.”

“He’s handled?” Lucia asked.

“I think his armor broke his brain. I offered to help him, but he chose an honorable death over living as a cyborg. I decided he could get killed on his own time and left him to sort it out. I don’t think we’ll be dealing with him anymore, either way. What’s the plan?”

When Lucia explained it, the big cyborg grunted. “Four Templars? They any good?”

“Not when Manny shoots them,” Mindy said. “That stupid antique of his scrambles the signals they use.”

“Then why didn’t we all have them?” Roland sounded irritated.

Manny sighed and answered. “Because I am a lousy shot, I’m not super fast or bulletproof, and I only had time to make a few shells.”

“Good answer,” Roland grunted. Manny thought he might have been disappointed. “How many you got left?”

“Seven.”

“Don’t miss, then.”

“Thanks, Mr. Tankowicz. I can always count on you for solid advice.”

Roland shook his head. “Don’t sass your elders, kid. Mindy is a bad influence on you.”

Their path took the group back toward the atrium, and Roland called out a warning. “Look out for Sword Brothers. I stomped three of them not far from here. They’re probably pretty pissed off.”

Lucia checked her handheld. “Polito is past the big open area, in some kind of holding area one corridor over from the main one. The quickest way is to cross the atrium. Do we risk it?”

“I think we have to,” Roland said. “Time is not our ally.”

“You have other allies,” they heard a voice say.

As one, the group turned, only to find Brother Martin waiting behind them. The man smiled, showing white teeth and bright eyes. “I don’t know how you guys did it, but as God is my witness you have stirred up a hornet’s nest down here!”

“I’m going to assume that grin means this is a good thing?”

“Well, as good as a riot can be, sure,” Martin replied. “Now what’s this about getting Polito?”

“If we deliver him to the Inquisitors, they’ll give us our target,” Lucia said. “I assume you know why?”

“The news about Jericho is already the hottest topic on our InfoNet. Most regular folks haven’t figured out that it was Polito that altered him, but anyone with their ears to the ground knows the truth. Polito has been Jericho’s patron for decades. It’s pretty obvious, really.”

“Can you keep the Sword Brothers off us while we go nab him?” Lucia asked.

“The Sword Brothers will not be an issue,” said Martin. “They have their woefully under-staffed hands full with the rioting at the moment. The atrium is a full-on fiasco.” He pointed to Roland. “As soon as they see you? It’s going to get really nuts.”

“Well,” said Lucia, blowing the magenta stripe of hair away from her eyes, “that’s probably not the best route, then.”

“I can get you around,” said Martin. “There’s a bunch of ways to get to that hall. It will take a few minutes, though.”

“We’ll move fast,” said Lucia.

“We’ll try,” Manny said. “Some of us are faster than others.”
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CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO
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Jericho did not know if he screamed out loud or only in his head.

The connection between his mind and body felt shattered, the one part distant from the other with no way to bridge the gap. Pain came in crimson waves, starting from the faraway land of his body and building to a crescendo before crashing against his mind like electrified acid. He commanded his mouth to cry out, though he could not say if any sound emerged. For the first time in his life he longed for death, for an end to his torture.

Familiar words etched by rote into his memory fell into place and he clung to them. The basic invocations learned in childhood assembled themselves, and he mumbled the lines and stanzas of prayers while his brain burned. It helped, and longer prayers followed with increased confidence. The pain did not subside, but his fear and confusion did. By the time he had recited the Chevalier’s Creed, Harland Jericho had stopped trying to scream.

Within this silence, Jericho found his anger. As much as he wanted to disregard the scans, he knew the truth when he saw it. His ability to exist within the vestments, how easily they responded to his commands, his speed, it all made perfect sense. Pride had allowed him to disregard the truth of his own experience by telling him he was special and chosen by God. He should have known better. He was not special. He was a wrathful, prideful sinner whose place in hell was assured. Not by the devices in his body, but by his own mental weakness. God knew him for the wretch he was, and that is why a more righteous man did not have to suffer violation at the hands of biotechnologists. God was good, even if Jericho was loathsome in his eyes. Jericho understood his place in God’s plan now, and one more task remained for the fallen Knight.

An arm moved.

Still clad in vivid azure, the Iron Fist extended to grip the floor. Slowly, and with great pain, Jericho pulled himself to his feet. He swayed in place for a moment, senses reeling with vertigo. He did not fall, though it took far too long to stop the wobbling. Sounds filled his ears, and shapes swam across his vision for several seconds before his brain parsed each into recognizable features.

He stood in the atrium, a swarm of people cavorting around him. They peppered him with jeers and insults he struggled to comprehend. After several seconds, he understood. The crowd taunted him with his newly discovered shame, grinning faces delighted with the fall of one who for so long sat above them. Trash and food bounced off his armor and head in a stinging rain.

If Jericho tried to sort it all out, he knew his mind would snap. Out of necessity, he ignored them all. Groaning, he forced himself to step forward. A gasp of pain slipped between his gritted teeth when the armor fed signals back through his damaged nerves. He forced another step, daring the pain to get worse. The pain obliged. Nevertheless, he stepped again. Six steps into his walk and Jericho started to find the pain reassuring. Each blast of electric agony galvanized his thoughts and reminded the Knight that hell could wait another few moments.

The atrium had never seemed so enormous to Jericho before; now the dirty expanse extended in an endless metal desert. He stopped to look around, and the act of squinting his eyes sent lances of fire along his optic nerves and burrowing deep into his brain. His goal was still more than a hundred yards away through the thickening mass of raucous people. He saw the intensity and frenzy of the returning crowds and felt the chaos of a brewing riot deep in the recesses of his instincts. The crowd remained too timid to approach the wounded Knight, but if he showed them weakness that could change. He straightened, ignoring the pain and pretending the agonized twist of his features was a glower of rage. He hoped the multitudes saw it that way, at least. He started to walk once more, feigning confidence and stifling wails of pain.

He needed to get to Polito. The Elder owed him an explanation before they both went to hell. Was his condition the result of his patron’s desire for an unbeatable champion, or something else? Did not the Elder deserve damnation as much or more than he did? Jericho found he had questions his faith could not answer. In truth, he doubted his faith was the thing he had always believed it to be. He needed to know. This confused the Knight. How could he know without believing? What was belief, without knowledge? Was that faith? Why was that not good enough anymore? Where was God now that his servant needed him? He hated these thoughts. They had no place in his life before. But now, at the end, he could not make them go away. Had they always been there, lying in wait for a moment of weakness?

They call this planet Gethsemane. The thought made him shiver. The Garden where faith is questioned. The place of despair. Have I been forsaken? Or was I never good in His sight to begin with?

Then Jericho saw something that made him gasp in awe. Moving through the crowd like a fish swimming against the current was the athletic form of the feckless assassin, Grimes. Without thinking, Jericho moved to intercept the killer. He did not know why Grimes was here. He did not care. A sense of purpose so strong and undeniable permeated his body that Jericho knew that only the Almighty himself could be the source. Grimes did not even look at Jericho. With his head lowered, the loathsome killer jostled people out of his way on a direct course for the main lift. The bastard meant to make his escape, and something about that infuriated the Knight. Somehow, he increased his speed to a shambling jog without passing out.

When he was no more than thirty feet away, Jericho bellowed his challenge. “Grimes!” It was a croak, but Jericho knew the killer would hear him. “Turn and face me!”

The assassin stopped and turned. Jericho saw nothing behind his orange eyes, save perhaps contempt. 

“What do you want, Jericho? I am done with you and your ridiculous planet and want to leave.”

“You will not,” wheezed Jericho.

“And you will stop me?” Grimes asked with an arched eyebrow. “You are broken, body and soul. You are betrayed by your own family. Just like I was. You aren’t even a whole person. You are a shade, a shadow of something that never truly existed. You are nothing, and you cannot stop me.”

“We,” Jericho said.

“What?”

“We... are shadows. We... never existed. Nothing.”

Grimes shrugged. “Perhaps, but the difference is that I do not care. Goodbye, Sir Harland.” He turned his back once more.

“But I...” Jericho struggled to talk. “At least I am... not a lie.”

Grimes turned back, face dark with rage. “I suppose you aren’t. Too bad everything you believe, everything you think you know, and everything you aspire to be is. How much comfort will that be as you grow old and die in a hospital, shitting into a bag and being fed through tubes? Will that comfort your soul as you burn in whatever hell you believe cyborgs go to?”

Jericho took another faltering step. He was close enough to touch Grimes if he wanted to. He did not. “Don’t... need... comfort. Have something... better.”

Grimes looked into the glassy eyes of the Knight. His tone mocked the Knight’s obvious physical and emotional pain. “I wonder what that could be?”

Jericho knew from his fight with Tankowicz that he was faster than even he understood. He also knew that without the devices in his body to prevent deadly feedback, moving at top speed could kill him. The Velvet Glove shot forward, flying straight and true, to clamp onto the throat of Killam Grimes. Jericho loosed a scream of pain unlike any other, and he molded the awful sound into words. “It’s faith!”

Jericho felt himself burning from the inside out and surrendered his soul to the fire. One more action, even as his brain boiled itself to death in his skull, was all he needed. He did not feel the black blade sever his left arm at the wrist. Jericho’s mind winked out in a storm of electric pain even as the Iron Fist rose to take Grimes in the chest.

God was good. 
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CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE

[image: image]


The passage to Polito’s holding area was barely wide enough for Roland’s shoulders. Despite his grumblings, the group made good time. The group emerged from a side tunnel through a rusty hatch that opened back onto the main concourse. They spilled into the spacious thoroughfare a few dozen yards from the wide security doors marking the secure holding area.

Martin commented, “This was the old receiving office and quartermaster’s station for the original workers forty years ago. It’s one of the most secure areas down here. The Knights use it for a staging area when they dare to venture out to the atrium.”

“Subtle,” Roland said, observing the thick metal doors and their redundant locks. “Stashing a VIP in a place clearly designed to stash VIPs is some real inspired spycraft.”

“No choice,” Lucia quipped back. Her verbal cadence had grown clipped and speedy once more, indicating high stress.

“You want me to take it down?” Roland asked.

Martin gaped at first the door, then Roland. “You can do that?”

“Don’t encourage him,” Mindy said. “Roland really hates doors.”

“Manny?” Lucia made it a question by waving a hand at the door lock.

“Too easy,” he replied. “Sorry, Mr. Tankowicz. Maybe next time.”

Roland stepped aside to give Manny access. “For the record,” he said to Martin. “I totally can. But the kid is even better at getting things open than I am.”

“Manny has point on this one, big guy,” Lucia said.

“What?” Manny and Roland spoke in one very confused voice.

Lucia drew her pistol and moved to the right-hand side of the door. “They think we are Inquisitors here to escort them to the rendezvous. No one will believe that if they see you, Roland. Manny is going to walk in, smile, and then start shooting Templars with his magical shotgun. Then, and only then, will you charge in like an idiot and start bashing them over the head. Mindy, you are next. Non-lethal stabbings only, please.”

“How the hell do you stab someone non-lethally?” Mindy whined. “It’s stabbing!”

“Figure it out,” Lucia said. “I’m last in line because honestly I can’t do shit against Templars, but I can knock the hell out of the Elder. Martin?”

“Yes?”

“Stay out here.”

He saluted smartly. “Aye, ma’am.”

Lucia looked back to her team. “Everybody ready?”

Three nods confirmed it and they took positions. Manny, looking a touch pale, placed his left hand over the door panel. “Here we go,” he said. The door groaned open, and the young man stepped through. If the sight of four enormous suits of silver and gold power armor intimidated Manny, he did not let it show. His years as an infiltrator and scout molded him into a consummate actor, and the look of gruff confidence he wore would have fooled anyone. From outside, Roland heard Manny greet the people inside the room.

“It is time to move you, sir,” Manny said. “My team is outside. Are we ready to go?”

The sound of a man’s voice filtered through helmet speakers answered. “What is your designation, Inquisitor?”

Manny’s shotgun answered. At the second thunderous report, Roland stormed into the room. He took in the scene in an instant and selected one of the Templars that still stood. The armored man lunged for Manny, who crouched on one knee while working his weapon over to the final Knight. Roland interrupted the charge with an overhand right taken while still at a full run. The impact shook the floor and sent reverberations down Roland’s arm all the way to his shoulder. The Knight left the floor with a jerk and spun into the wall hard enough to leave a Knight-shaped impression in the metal.

Roland spun, not caring to what extent his blow had damaged its target. A Knight loomed over Manny, legs wobbling and arms limp. Though clearly incapacitated, momentum kept the armored body hurtling forward. Manny dove and rolled out of the way, and Roland hit the thing with a diving tackle that sent both men skidding along the floor. The Knight struggled beneath him, though his limbs flapped as if he could not force them to obey commands. Roland trapped an arm and wrenched the shoulder out of its socket. The Knight screamed, and Roland rose to search for a new partner. He found a Knight heaving itself from the floor, head shaking and knees wobbly. Roland greeted this one with a stomping front kick to the helmet. The Knight’s head snapped back, but the armor held. Roland spun and drove his other shin into the armor at the knee joint just as the Knight put weight on it. The armor did not shatter, but the knee inside did. More screams and the Knight fell once more. 

“Roland!” he heard Lucia shout. He turned just in time to see a Knight bringing a large vibroblade down upon him in an overhand slash. Roland rarely had much to fear from vibroblades. They were too small to hit anything vital, and it took superhuman strength just to force one through his skin and muscle. Neither of those conditions applied here. He threw himself to the side, unsure if he had enough time to avoid the weapon. He focused on keeping his head and organs out of the line of attack, as losing a limb would not kill him.

The attack never landed. A streak of blue slipped between the two men, and the subtle orange glow of Mindy’s sasori dagger traced a tight arc upward and through the descending arm. Hand and blade separated from the greater whole and spun away to embed themselves in the floor. Sparks popped and molten metal hissed where the weapon stood upright for a second. It toppled over to buzz harmlessly against the metal deck plates. The Knight stepped back with a gasp of surprise and pain, Roland took the opportunity to put a rising uppercut under the chin and send his foe into the ceiling. The one-handed man struck the ceiling and fell back to the floor with a horrific crash. Roland had seen enough of the armor to follow up without hesitation. He fell upon the downed man and smashed his knee for good measure.

Roland’s first target had extricated himself from the wall and re-entered the brawl with blade raised high. Working in tandem, Mindy attacked low and slashed the man’s left leg behind the knee. His charge faltered, and Roland snatched the sword from his grip. With his other hand, he turned the falling Knight to his right and stomped the left knee as hard as he could in passing. Something broke beneath his boot with a satisfying crunch, and The Knight hit the floor hard. Roaring in pain and anger, the silver-armored man pressed against the floor with his hands until he was kneeling. Mindy kicked him in the back of the head, doing nothing. Roland turned the flat of his pilfered blade out and swung it like a baseball bat. The weapon shattered against the Knight’s helmet, but the hyper-dense material shattered the helmet as well. The explosion was small but impressive, throwing orange sparks and blue tendrils of electricity into the air like fireworks. The visor and skull portions flew away in pieces, revealing the glassy-eyed stare of a man with a severe concussion. He fell and did not move.

Manny’s shotgun reminded Roland that one more Knight remained. He whipped his head around to find the final Knight on his knees, struggling to rise. Roland tensed his legs for a charge, then stopped when he saw the lithe body of Manny leap onto the crouching behemoth.

“What the fu—”

Roland never finished his rebuke. Manny slapped his left palm against the helmet and did... something. The Knight screamed, and the sound filled the room with a sense of purest agony. Silver arms flailed, and the Knight rose, knocking Manny aside. He rolled to his feet easily and waited with a pinched expression. The Knight took two steps, screaming the whole time. Then the scream cut out, the powerful armored form sank to its knees and just... stopped.

All was quiet.

“Manny,” Mindy said, confusion in her voice. “What did you just do?”

“I think... I think I told his armor to turn itself off. I saw the Inquisitor do it and copied the signal he used. I may not have done it right, though.”

“You think?” Lucia sounded frantic. “Is he dead?”

“No,” Roland said after checking his scanners. “But he is going to have the mother of all migraines when he wakes up.”

“Huh,” Lucia said with an approving bob of her head. “Can you do it to the others?” She indicated the other armored forms writhing on the floor.

“Sure. Hang on.” Manny attended to each of the other Knights, eliciting similar screams from each.

Manny finished and gave the group a sheepish shrug. “Forced shutdown appears to be, ah... kind of painful.”

“You don’t say,” Roland grumbled. “Now to business.” He turned, finding a trembling elderly man in ornate purple robes sobbing at the feet of Lucia. “Elder Polito, I presume?”

The man spoke as if he could not decide if he should be terrified or indignant. “You will not... What is the meaning of this?”

Mindy sauntered up to the Church Elder and dropped to a crouch so their eyes were level. “Miss me, Sal?”

Polito’s eyes widened. “Oh, my child—”

Mindy’s right hand struck the soft cheek with a pronounced slap. Polito’s answering yelp sounded juvenile to Roland, and the pathetic whimpering that followed turned his stomach. Mindy took Polito’s chin in her hand and smiled a horrible predatory smile. “Call me that again. I dare you.”

Polito started to cry, which seemed to cheer Mindy. “I never wanted to come back to this place, you know. I came back here to do a job, you bastard. It had nothing to do with you. I would have left it that way too. But you just couldn’t help your stupid self, could you? You just had to have me. You went out of your way, like a fucking idiot, to chase me here just so you could soak my brain in drugs and then fuck me like you wanted to all those years ago.” Mindy snarled the next part. “When I was just fifteen fucking years old.”

She slapped him again, harder this time. Polito collapsed face down on the cold metal floor and sobbed harder. A strong desire to smash the little man to greasy red paste swelled within Roland’s mind. He ignored it, though not without effort.

“Mindy,” Lucia said. Her tone was soft but firm.

“Let her go,” Roland said. “This is hers.”

Mindy pulled the man back up. Bruises were forming on his face, and his left eye had begun to swell. “How many wives do you have now?”

Polito did not answer. He blubbered incoherently instead. Mindy grabbed him by the jaw again. “How many?”

“Better answer the question,” Manny said. “You won’t like her when she gets in one of her moods.”

“S-s-seven,” Polito finally choked out an answer.

Mindy nodded and let go of his chin. “Seven little girls, bought and paid for with donations, huh? All nice and legal, too. The Church gets the money, and you get a bunch of scared teenagers to satisfy that tiny limp dick of yours.” She leaned in, putting her lips close to Polito’s ear. Her voice dropped to a throaty whisper. “You don’t really think any of them want a fat pathetic slob like you, do you? Are you really that stupid?” she leaned back. “Who am I kidding? You are that stupid.” The blond head shook back and forth, and Mindy heaved a mighty sigh. “You have no idea how badly I want to just kill you right now. And I could too.” Without warning, Mindy’s body tensed, muscles beneath her blue jumpsuit flexing and rolling like steel cables. Polito gasped and recoiled at the tiny shift in posture. His back hit the wall, and he hugged his knees to his chest in terror.

Roland tensed as well. Mindy’s performances were so well-crafted that it was easy to forget that her body and demeanor often belied her true nature. Yet every once in a while, she would reveal a glimpse of the terrible pain and rage that fueled the real Melinda Carter. This woman killed without hesitation or remorse, and no one was better at it than her. The childish antics, overwrought sexuality, and feigned ditziness were her camouflage. She wore them to hide the monster beneath and to get her prey to underestimate the danger she represented. 

“Mindy...” Lucia sounded worried. She saw it too.

“I could do it too.” Mindy purred. “At this distance, not even the boss could stop me.”

“Mindy...” This time, it was Roland who said it.

Then, without warning, the ditzy coquette returned. She threw her head back, and a long bout of effusive laughter erupted from deep within the tiny blond killer. Mindy patted the man on his uninjured cheek and stood. “Too bad for you we got something even nastier than death in the works for you.”

Polito’s face drained of color. “What do you mean?”

“Somebody hasn’t been checking the InfoNet,” Manny taunted.

“I tussled with your pet Teuton, Polito,” said Roland. “And you’ll never guess what I found out.”

“Jericho?”

Roland fixed the empty gaze of his faceplate on the quivering man. “You have another pet Teuton? Anyway. I am a cyborg, and I know a lot about cyborgs. Guess what we learned about Jericho? Go ahead. I’ll wait.” 

Polito only stared up at them all, eyes darting between Roland and Mindy as if he could not decide which threat was greater. At last, he stammered, “I don’t... I don’t understand.”

Roland’s flat tone and expressionless skull face combined made his response cold and inhuman. “You made that man into a cyborg. Against his will and without telling him. You took a kid, warped his body and condemned his soul, and then used him to advance your own career. We found out, and now all of Gethsemane knows it.”

“No... That’s not possible...”

“It’s completely possible,” Roland snarled. “You thought you were clever, didn’t you? We have access to the best biotechnologist in the galaxy. He spotted your nerve buffers pretty much right away, you idiot. I uploaded the scans to the local InfoNet. Now the Inquisition would like a word with you.”

“No...”

“Yes.” Mindy sounded very pleased with herself. “You cheated your way to the top and committed a horrible sin against a super popular celebrity. Have you wrapped your itty-bitty brain around that yet? You exposed the hypocrisy of the whole fucking system. You think the other Elders can let that slide? The rest of the Conclave is going to fuck you up hard. You are gonna be tortured until you confess, then they are going to lock you in a small room and give you bread and water for the rest of your life. They will make you an example, Sal. Your properties will be confiscated, your money taken. Your wives will be free to remarry, or not remarry, as they see fit.” Mindy giggled in a disturbingly girlish manner. “This is much better than killing you, Sal. You’re never going to see the Garden again, and you sure as hell ain’t going to heaven.”

“But you don’t actually believe in heaven, do you?” Roland added. “Because if you did, you wouldn’t have destroyed Jericho so completely. Maybe you think God wants you to force underage girls into the sack. Maybe somehow in your fucked up brain you truly believed that God was on board with that sick shit. But Jericho? No. Jericho believed in your Church, and he trusted you. He placed his life and his soul in your care for the sake of faith. What a dumbass, right? You betrayed him without a second thought. Maybe I don’t know what it’s like to be a young girl sold into your bedroom, so I’ll let Mindy speak to that part. But I do know what it’s like to have people exploit your faith for their own goals. I’ve got enough blood on my hands and nightmares to keep that flame going for a long time.” Roland barked a harsh laugh. “Nah. You gave up on heaven a long time ago. You sold out your Church and everyone who believes in it for thirty fucking pieces of silver.”

“Is Jericho...”

“Dead? No. But he wants to be.”

“You cannot do this,” Polito’s eyes blazed with strange intensity. “Think of the faithful! Think of the pain and confusion this will cause. There will be riots, upheavals, reprisals! The Church cannot appear corrupted, if only for the sake of the faithful!”

The voice of Brother Martin answered this. Roland did not know when he had entered the room or how much the man had heard. “The faithful can handle pain and confusion, Elder. What they need is guidance and help. You’ve made it pretty clear you are not in the habit of providing either. The faith will survive this.”

“But the Church...”

“The Church may not fare so well,” Martin said, and Roland was sure he heard the friar chuckle. “But listen—” Martin held a hand to his ear. “Do you hear what is going on outside right now? The people do not need your Church as much as you think, I suspect.”

“You are all mad!” Polito’s anger overtook his fear. “This is insanity! There will be riots! Battles in the streets! You cannot simply abandon the hierarchy—”

Martin whipped his hand around, catching the uninjured side of Polito’s face with a clean left hook. The Elder’s head whipped to the left and bounced off the metal wall. He looked up, met the friar’s eyes with a look of incredulity, then slumped to the floor without a sound.

“Thank goodness,” Lucia said with a huge sigh. “I was ready to kill him myself. What a spectacular asshole.” She reached down and grabbed the snoring Elder by the collar of his robe. She walked to the door, dragging the man behind her. “Come on, Your Grace. You have a date with the Inquisition.” Stopping at the keypad, she turned and gave the friar a wink. “I sure hope nobody gets us dragging the Elder through the atrium on camera and puts it on the InfoNet. That might incite some people to riot... or worse.”
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CHAPTER THRITY-FOUR
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The atrium teemed with people in varying stages of chaotic activity. No sense of direction guided the growing anarchy. Roland knew what he was looking at and in this rare case, he approved. The people of the Underworld were rising up against whatever they could find to rise up against. Unencumbered by leadership or a sense of driving purpose, five thousand screaming denizens of Gethsemane’s trash bin whipped themselves into a frothing mass. There could be only two outcomes here. Some brave soul would seize control of the zeitgeist and channel it for a greater purpose, or the riot would reach a horrible critical mass and begin to feed upon itself in an orgy of self-destructive violence.

“What’s going on in the middle?” Manny asked. “I can’t see shit.”

“Jericho,” Roland said. “He didn’t make it too far from our fight, I guess. He’s down, and they’re building up the courage to do something real bad to him. Nobody’s risked it yet, but...”

“Oh my God,” breathed Martin. “They’ll kill him!”

Roland smiled behind his faceplate. “Yup.”

“They can’t do that! That’s not right!”

“Yup,” Roland repeated. “Someone should get them under control. Maybe turn this into some kind of symbolic victory.”

“I nominate the friar,” Manny said.

“What?” The friar did not agree. “Hell no!”

“This crowd is going to boil into a riot over the next fifteen minutes, friar,” Roland said. “They are mad, and they are confused, and they are ready to do something about it. They have no idea what, though. Right now, everything they hate is lying wounded and dying at their feet. Soon, one of them is going to do something that can’t be undone.”

“You can stop them!” Martin sounded frantic. 

“I sure could,” Roland said. “But that won’t accomplish anything. There is an opportunity here, Martin. One you are not likely to get again. Someone has to step up and lead, and it can’t be me. They need a person they know and respect. Someone with faith.”

“You big son of a bitch!” Martin pointed a finger at Roland. “You were doing this all along! You planned this!”

“No,” Roland said. “But I thought things might go this way. I have seen a lot of the galaxy, friar. I know a powder keg when I step on one.”

“Honestly, we do this all the time,” Manny pointed out. “Like we seriously have to talk about our thing for destabilizing governments at the next meeting...”

“Not now, Manny!” Lucia hissed.

“Sorry, boss.”

Martin gaped at them all, only in this moment realizing just how far they had pushed him. “You are not putting this on me...”

“Too late. Watch this,” Roland said and stepped from the access hall to the atrium. The crowd saw their strange new hero and surged to screaming life. Roland threw his hands up in a gesture of victory. He cranked his speaker volume as high as it would go and thundered. “Are you guys sick and tired of being shit on yet?” A roar washed over Roland that was so loud the sound waves vibrated his helmet. “Are you done with the lies and bullshit?” Another wall of pure sound struck him. “Good! Because I can’t stick around to kick all these asses for you. The good news is I left you guys some asses to kick yourselves.” Jeers and shouts followed, with more than one pointed expletive directed at the still form of Harland Jericho. Roland turned and pointed to Martin. “This is your cue. Go minister to that Knight.” To the crowd he bellowed, “Clear the way!” The people parted at his command, opening a path between Roland and the downed Knight.

“I hate you so much right now,” said the friar, but there was no heat to his words. He stepped through the door and pushed his way to Jericho’s side. Lucia, Manny, and Mindy stayed back in the shadows of the doorway. The crowd fell silent as Martin kneeled beside Jericho, a terrible tension replacing the furor of the previous moments. After a moment, Martin stood. Ten thousand eyes transfixed the man, who seemed to shrink under the weight of all that scrutiny. Finally, he spoke. “The Knight is dead.” The crowd inhaled as if to cheer the news. The sound died in their throats when they saw tears in the eyes of their trusted friar and heard his acid rebuke. “And any person who takes joy in that is the worst kind of sinner! This man was lied to, mutilated against his will, and used like a tool to serve the greed of another. This was a pious man! He believed in God’s word! If you have hate in your heart for him, then you have hate for all who do what they believe is right in the service of God.” Martin turned in a slow circle, meeting as many of those eyes as he could. “He could have been any of us. For all his faults, he chose to serve at any price. And now that he has been used up, they have left him to die. Maybe he was a bad man. Maybe hell is where he deserves to be. But there can be no room in our hearts for hate if we would be better than the bastards who wronged him. For they are the same ones wronging all of us! I see rage in you all. I see your frustration. I understand it and share it. I have tried to serve God in my own way and leave the Church to His judgment. Like this Knight, I was a fool. God is calling us right now, people. All of us! He is giving us a purpose. If we poison that purpose with hate, then we do not deserve this opportunity.”

“What do we do?” a woman asked. “More Knights will come!”

Others joined her in voicing fears of Church reprisals. In the span of just a few seconds, apprehensive murmurings grew into shouts once more. Martin faltered until Manny stepped up from behind and pressed something into the palm of his hand. Martin looked down on it, and recognition washed across his face. He held the object up for all to see, and Roland nearly laughed out loud. 

In the friar’s raised hand was a single old-fashioned shotgun shell. “I do not fear Goliath!” Martin said, his voice sparkling with mirth. “Because God saw fit to bring me a stone! This tiny old-fashioned, easy-to-manufacture thing neutralizes their armor. Without that, they are just men.”

“Is it actually easy to make?” Lucia whispered to Manny.

“Not really, no,” said Manny. “But I don’t think now is the time to mention that.”

Martin was still talking. “For now, go back to your homes and prepare yourselves for some hard times. I am about to deliver Elder Polito to the Inquisition, where he will be tried and punished for his crimes against Harland Jericho and the Church. They believe that will placate us. But that will be just the start of our demands.”

“Kill Polito!” Individual shouts grew and morphed into a chant. “Kill! Kill! Kill!”

“No!” Roland used the full power of his helmet speakers to kill the furor before it got too strong. “There will be no killing!”

Martin took up the thread. “The Elder’s fall is our beginning. It is where a new Gethsemane is born. Don’t make it ugly with a murder. Let the Conclave have him. Let them do their trials and rituals. And when they are done, we will look to them and cry out for more! And when they ask why, we will remind them of Elder Polito. We shall purchase our progress with his hypocrisy. Because it is us who brought his treachery to light, and is that not how God willed it? They will owe us for this, and they will pay.”

“More!” the crowd screamed back. “More! More! More!”

Roland placed a hand on the friar’s shoulder. “They’re all yours now, Brother Martin. Enjoy your revolution.”

“Damn you,” he grumbled. “I really do hate you.”

“Hate the sin,” Roland fired back. “Not the sinner.”

Lucia stepped forward and dropped Polito at Roland’s feet. “Careful, big guy,” she whispered. “Powder keg, remember?”

Roland scooped Polito up by his purple robes and held the man aloft. Polito’s florid face gaped at the crowd and streams of tears ran from his eyes. They crowd booed and jeered, though the feeling of impending violence had left the furor. They laughed at the pathetic condition of the powerful Elder. They threw garbage and taunted him. Satisfied, Roland lowered Polito and said to Lucia. “Okay. Let’s get the hell out of here.”

“Martin,” Lucia said, “Stay with the crowd and keep things productive and not riot-y. We are going to deliver the package and pick up Grimes.”

“Go with God,” Martin said. “Or you know, don’t.”

As a group, they began to push through the crowd. Roland kept Polito high over his shoulder to prevent any opportunistic provocateurs from taking the initiative and doing something rash. The people parted before him with polite reverence, though the occasional piece of garbage sailed inward to bounce off Polito, who whimpered and yelped each time. Lucia pitched her voice just loud enough to be heard over the general hubbub. “Did you see Jericho’s arm?”

“Yes,” Roland said without looking back, “Sasori dagger. It was Grimes.”

“Jericho must have tried to stop him from getting to the lifts.”

“I figure,” Roland agreed. “What are the chances he got to the surface?”

“I checked the InfoNet,” Lucia said. “The lift hasn’t cycled since Polito arrived. It’s all locked down. He’s still here. Somewhere.”

Roland jostled Polito. “Let’s get this piece of shit delivered and see if the Inquisitors are as good as their word.”

“I’ll call it in to that creepy bastard with the green hair as soon as we’re clear of the atrium,” said Lucia.

In short order, the group spilled out into one of the interminable gray concourses that ringed the various levels of the Underworld. Manny led them to a maintenance hatch and unlocked the door with a wave of his hand. Inside the narrow tunnel, the group moved in silence until they found an open area filled with environmental equipment.

“This’ll do,” Lucia said. She pulled out her handheld and retrieved the Inquisitor’s code. 

He answered on the first chime. “You have the package?”

“I do,” said Lucia. “Where do you want it delivered?”

“Right where you are is fine. I have assets en route to you. Once the Elder is in our hands, I will beam Grimes’s coordinates to your device. I expect you to retrieve him quickly and leave immediately.”

“You going to turn the lift back on?”

“Call me back when you have Grimes, and I will lift the lockdown. Until then, I will keep him here.”

“Roger that,” Lucia said, and killed the connection.

A few minutes later, six men in very convincing disguises entered the room. Each looked exactly like any random resident of the Underworld, right down to the rumpled clothes and shifting eyes. The men took custody of the Elder, who went meekly and without incident. He spared one last look for Mindy, who met his eyes with a mien of hatred so pure and intense the blood drained from his face.

Then they were alone.

“Even at the end, he still wanted you,” Lucia said to Mindy. “After all this, he still thought you would go to him.”

Mindy shook her head. “Arrogance is a way of life for the Conclave. Deep down inside that fat jerk, he still thinks I’m supposed to be his. Like he thinks that at some point I’m going to wise up, find my faith, and fall into his bed with a smile on my face.”

“People who always get what they want are often confused when they don’t,” Manny said. “That’s what makes messing with them so much fun.”

Laughing, Mindy reached out and grabbed Manny in a headlock. He struggled ineffectually against her grip while she tortured him. “You ain’t wrong, kid. Today has really put a smile on my face!”

Lucia’s handheld chimed, and she looked at the screen. “Enough grab-ass, kids. We have a fix on Grimes. And holy shit is he close!”

“Good, Roland rumbled from deep in his chest. “It’s about fucking time.”  
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CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE
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Killam Grimes uttered an unbroken stream of expletives with each excruciating breath.

Allowing Jericho to distract him was a mistake. The sort of stupid mistake that only amateurs and idiots made. Something about that blue fool just got under his skin, and Grimes had let his antipathy cloud his judgment. His ribs throbbed, and his lungs burned. Jericho had broken something inside his body, but not bad enough to put him down. The price of his stupidity was pain, it seemed. In this, he had been fortunate.

At least the unrest in the Underworld had finally provided him with the cover he needed to make his way out. He did not know how long he could survive on the icy surface, but he suspected a call to Fleming would get him rid of the package with a ride to one of the other spaceports soon enough. Getting to the main lift offered no challenge thanks to the roiling din of the atrium’s current state of excitement. Getting out proved much more difficult. The lift would not budge, though he had expected as much considering the state of things. The activation panel did not display the platform’s position, nor did it indicate the time to expect the next transit. Instead, it flashed a warning in bright red letters instructing all passengers to remain clear of the doors until the current emergency passed.

The inconvenience represented yet another annoying obstacle on his path, though Grimes forced himself to remain clam in the face of it. He knew the lift could not stay locked out forever. A riot was about to kick off, and the Sword Brothers would require reinforcements to put it down. If Cantonino wanted to play chicken with the stability of the population at stake, Grimes did not mind. He had patience to spare. Sooner or later, more Knights would come down, or Inquisitors would go up. Both outcomes worked for him.

He found a vantage point where he could see the atrium and the lift at once. Wedging his body between a recycler chute and a vehicle charging block, Grimes pulled his hood over his head and sat down to wait. Once settled, he tried to find mushin. He needed the calm more than ever. His thoughts swirled with competing questions and powerful urges. As usual, mushin remained no more than a fond memory. He wondered if it had ever been real to begin with, or just another trick played on him by those who needed his skills. Zanshin betrayed him as well, and this came as an unwelcome surprise. Every breath reminded him that his focus on the goal was not so inviolate as he thought it should be. Why did he bother to talk to Jericho? What purpose did taunting a dying man serve, other than to distract him from the mission? Grimes felt his neck cramp and forced his jaw to relax. His brain refused to focus, no matter what else he did.

I am losing my mind.

The internal rebuke hurt like the dull ache of an old bruise, and it brought a familiar enemy with it. Grimes struggled to suppress the creeping, soaking, all-encompassing fear that he was no more than a mindless killing machine, devoid of purpose or a will of his own. Grimes always killed for a reason. Anything else was madness, and Grimes refused to be mad. He hoped he was not mad, though niggling suspicions lingered. The need for detachment returned with a vengeance. He had to disconnect from these invading thoughts, or they would render him useless. He chased the clarity of the candle in the void as he had been taught, and again failed to find it. His mental discipline, always the bulwark against doubt and fear, suddenly felt weak and porous. All the old fears streaked across his thoughts with unstoppable alacrity and frequency. They struck at angles, each wearing its own form and shape yet all insistent upon one terrifying message.

I am insane. 

Grimes did not kill with purpose, and deep beneath his years of training and internalized lies he had always known one disheartening truth. Grimes killed because he wanted to. Because he was good at it. Because he liked it. He was a monster, and no quantity of self-delusion or self-righteous posturing would ever change that. 

His eyes darted across the atrium. He saw faces filled with anger and fear. He saw people raging against the lies they were told, and a legion of injustices suffered. He hated these helpless idiots, this shambling horde of powerless children. They suffered no more than their weakness warranted, yet they bleated and moaned like sheep over their pitiful state. If he killed every pathetic one of them, Grimes knew he would feel nothing but contempt for their corpses.

He hated Jericho even more. The man wasted his life in service to people who thought less of him than they did garbage. He never questioned his place. Never wavered in his duty. Grimes felt the disgust rise in his throat, tasted bile. Jericho should have abandoned that cause as soon as he learned the truth, just as Grimes had abandoned the Red Hats. Still the idiot chose death, and Grimes despised him for it. It was not his way to be envious of anyone, but Jericho’s faith mocked Grimes. Leaving the Red Hats left Grimes a confused murderer, wandering space in a fruitless cycle of hunting and killing. Masking his murderlust with a thin veneer of purpose did not make Grimes righteous. He was still the same murderer he had always been, and damn that armored buffoon for pointing it out.

Jericho’s final insult, far worse than the broken ribs, was that Grimes felt nothing when the Knight died. No elation, no sense of satisfaction, certainly not the heady rush of near-sexual joy at the moment of death. Nothing. The Knight simply died, and Grimes felt nothing.

He shifted his weight, less for comfort and more to simply stop thinking about the collapse of his sanity. The memory core rubbed against his back, the edges digging into his skin and reminding him of what had brought him to this place. He tried to imagine what could be so important that OmniCorp would chase it across known space and endure such hassle. In the end, like so many other things that dictated the movements of his life, Grimes discovered that he did not care. He would complete the mission for no other reason than it gave him opportunities to kill with that oh-so-fragile illusion of righteousness.

The moment Grimes acknowledged the lie of that, mushin returned.

He almost did not recognize it. Crammed into an alcove watching a burgeoning riot, Killam Grimes took a good hard look at the unspeakable thing he had become and found that he just no longer cared to fight it. He wanted to kill, loved to kill. The reason, he now understood, was entirely irrelevant.

It all made sense too. The objectivity of mushin revealed deeper truths, letting him experience his circumstances without judgment. Born into a war, the Red Hats fed him a steady diet of hate and propaganda, then trained him to solve all his problems with violence. Grimes was no different from Jericho, his anger at the Knight little more than a reflection of his own self-loathing. A self-loathing he no longer needed, because the truth freed him from the illusion of righteousness and his addiction to it. Jericho had been right. Grimes was a lie. But then again, everything else is too. He decided to stop lying and get back to killing.

I am a murderer and a psychopath, and I really do not care.

This is what he had always feared. Inside the cocoon of perfect objective peace, he accepted the truth, and doing so banished the fear. He had run from this for too long, run from himself for too long. Letting go of righteousness felt like releasing a ten-ton weight from around his neck. 

Grimes considered what to do next. He knew what he wanted to do, and without his illusions to make him reconsider, he decided to do it. Before he could act on the impulse, the crowd in the atrium surged to life, a roar building that hurt his sensitive ears. Grimes scanned the throng with all the various tools in his bionic eyes. He found the source of the uproar and smiled to himself. Those fixers were whipping the crowd into a fury. His sensors picked out the hulking mass of Tankowicz without trouble, and the fool’s height made it easy to find him even without that help. Grimes slipped from his alcove and began to move along the edge of the crowd. Part of his mind told him that the path was foolish and counterproductive. Most of his mind did not care.

For the first time in his entire life, Killam Grimes was doing what he wanted to do for no other reason than the desire itself. A delicious sort of glee colored his thoughts. Without his need for purpose, without his addiction, something else took root in his psyche that satisfied him in ways he did not know were possible. He did not have the right words for it, though he suspected that in this moment Killam Grimes might actually be having fun. He laughed the first real laugh of his entire life. A strange, deranged giggle that must have looked unhinged to anyone who saw it. Still, Grimes did not care. Fun was even better than purpose.

Mindy and her assassin’s instincts presented the largest challenge. He assumed the ludicrous helmet Tankowicz wore had sensors as well. Ribiero and Richardson he did not worry too much about. By the time they noticed his presence it would be too late to do anything about it. 

He did not approach directly. He moved in a wide semicircle, hiding deep within the mass of angry people, until he was behind them. As a unit they moved out of the atrium and into the outer concourse. From a safe distance he watched them enter a maintenance chase. He allowed them a few minutes to clear the door and then slipped through himself. He did not like the idea of trying his luck in the narrow tunnel. He had a specific target in mind, and fighting his way through all the fixers offered nothing but the certainty of failure and death. When they slipped into a larger area, he moved back to the concourse door and posted himself behind some piece of equipment he did not recognize. It was large enough to hide his whole body and within ten yards of the door. This would be perfect as long as they came back the way they entered. Otherwise, he would pick up the stalk and try again. His plan required perfection of timing and focus. The Balisong is a hidden blade, he told himself. He would strike from the darkness, then fade back into it. A single thrust was all it would take. A thrust, a dodge, and then disappear into the shadows.

He liked this spot. The doorway would funnel the group and separate the target from help. The distance between the kill zone and his hiding place presented no challenge for his new body. The concourse split into several potential escape routes nearby, as well. Everything was perfect. 

Mere minutes later, his ears pricked up at the distant sound of what he knew had to be the heavy footsteps of the big cyborg. His prey approached the exact spot he wanted them to. The giggle returned, and Grimes pressed hand over his mouth to suppress it.  Then he took a deep breath, drew his blade, and waited.

The first through the door was Mindy. Grimes held his breath. If anyone had the skills to detect his presence, it would be her. His luck held, and she passed without noticing him. Next came the giant, who needed several seconds to wedge his body through the opening. After that, the Ribiero woman appeared, looking tight and agitated. She stepped through on light feet and one hand on her pistol butt. Grimes could not help but smile. This was going perfectly to plan.

Finally, Richardson emerged. He looked pale and tense, stepping across the threshold as if the floor beyond might fall away beneath his weight. The fool had no head for combat missions. He had no place in the field, no place in the universe. Grimes intended to correct that.

The killer oozed from his hiding spot and threw himself toward the target. Time slowed, and a rush like no other filled his body with a fierce energy. Of all his foes, of all the men and women he had killed, Killam Grimes had only ever truly hated one of them. Manuel Richardson ruined everything. The stupid, faithless, naïve brat set into motion all the events leading to the deconstruction of Grimes’s sanity, and now the boy would pay. This was his moment.

The hilt of his dagger hummed against the skin of his palm, vibrating softly and radiating gentle warmth. The edge glowed orange, the tip nearly white-hot. Grimes extended his arm, thrusting forward between heartbeats. It was all he could do to stifle his cry of elation when his dagger gobbled the distance between predator and prey in a single hungry gulp.

And missed.

Things happened too quickly for even his augmented reflexes. His blade passed well to the left of the target, knocked offline by some unseen force. Grimes planted a foot to halt his charge. His weight transferred to the lead leg, hips torqued, and the dagger arced back to his right in a horizontal slash. It missed again, deflected once more. Grimes saw the issue this time and snarled an expletive. The damned Ribiero woman stood between him and Richardson wearing a tight frown. Grimes thrust at her chest, knowing full well this was his last chance to score any kind of hit. As in their last duel, her speed beggared his. She slipped the thrust with a few inches to spare and fired her pistol.

Grimes was already fleeing, so her shot missed. He threw himself toward the wall, planted one foot on it, and launched himself back and away in a graceful aerial cartwheel. He heard and felt the flechettes impacting all around him. None struck flesh, and he juked again. He spun in the air, using the rotation to assess his surroundings and select the best escape route. He picked out Tankowicz moving to intercept his landing, found Mindy cutting off one path through a nearby intersection, and noted the Ribiero woman’s lightning-fast reload of her pistol. When his foot touched the floor, he spun again, dodging a blow from Tankowicz. He used the idiot’s bulk as cover from the woman’s shooting and retreated across the concourse. Incoming flechettes forced him to abandon the first branching hall, so he rolled across the deck and chose another. Flechettes followed him with preternatural speed and accuracy, denying him the time he needed to react rationally. He moved on instinct and experience, trusting zanshin to guide his efforts and keep him alive.

He dove across the corridor again, hitting the deck with his hands and vaulting over the arms of Tankowicz who had once again lunged for him. The giant clipped Grimes with a clubbing forearm in passing. This set the pain in his ribs on fire, but it also sent him skidding toward the welcome sight of an intersection and the connecting corridor. Grimes rolled as he hit, letting the momentum bring him closer to escape. Just as he rose to his feet, the crack of thunder deafened his bionic ears and something struck him hard in the guts. Grimes stumbled off course and crashed into a wall, though he pressed away in time to dodge two flechettes. Each drove a neat hole into the metal where his body had been microseconds before. He turned back toward the enemy and found the gaping maw of Richardson’s primitive shotgun in his face.

“Dodge this,” the boy growled.

Everything went black.
––––––––
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FAR ABOVE THE CHAOS, on the bridge of the Maid of Orleans, an icon blinking on a viewscreen winked out. Alexander Fleming scowled and tapped at that screen. His finger jabbed the panel once, twice, three times to no avail.

“If you damage that terminal, I’m going to invoice you for the repairs,” Sloane remarked, dry as a desert.

As if to spite her, Fleming struck the console with his fist. He then winced at the lance of pain his moment of pique earned him. “What the fuck is happening down there!”

Sloane scowled her disapproval. “Do we have a fix on Grimes?”

“We did, but it just went dead. I don’t know why, but the goddamn Inquisition locked everything down. At the moment we have nothing!”

“We are being fucked with,” Sloane said.

“You think?” Fleming’s sarcastic tone did not amuse the captain, but he was well beyond caring.

“I suspect your operative is dead or captured, Alex.”

Fleming struggled to control his anger. “It’s starting to look that way, yes.”

“Sir! Exit Wound is moving.” Sloane and Fleming looked up as one. The Tac officer pointed to the main screen and repeated, “She’s moving, sir.”

“Where?” Sloane’s tone made it clear that she expected a correct answer.

“Looks like, ah... I think she’s landing, sir.”

Fleming looked to Sloane, his eyes wide. “What the fuck does that mean?”

“It means they received clearance from Gethsemane to land their ship. It means we’ve lost,” Sloane said. “This round, at least.”

“Stop them!” Fleming sounded shrill. “Blow them out of the sky!”

“You want me to fire on them while landing?”

Fleming replied, “Why not?”

“If I take military action against a non-aggressive vessel with landing clearance while it is in sovereign airspace, what do you suppose will happen?”

“Dammit!” Fleming shouted. “Can we get them coming out?”

Sloane answered with a raised eyebrow. “Once they are clear of the airspace, Fischer is going to hit maximum acceleration on that thing. I might get two shots off with particle beams at a tiny target moving at 50-G. It won’t do shit, Alex.”

Fleming slumped in his chair. “Dammit.” He rubbed his face with his hands. “Okay. We know where they’re going to go, at least. I didn’t want to do it this way, but I guess there’s no helping that now. How long until they make Earth?”

“In that thing?” Sloane thought for a moment. “Five days to the gate, one day at Enterprise for refit and refuel, then less than a day back to Earth.”

“One week is not a lot of time. But we’ll make it work, I guess.”

“You have a backup plan?” Sloane asked.

“More of an emergency plan,” he said. “But I think we are there. When Tankowicz returns to Dockside, he is going to find things very different than when he left. If you’ll excuse me, I need to make some calls.”
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CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX
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Roland never thought he would enjoy being on a warship, but returning to Exit Wound turned out to be a huge relief. Pike greeted them at the ramp and supervised the loading of passengers. Once inside, the entire team met in the conference room. Pike got right to business. “I see you got the football. Top work, maggots.”

Roland held up the thick black disk. “It wasn’t easy, but yeah. Now we just need to get it home without another problem.”

“That frigate is going to take a few potshots at us on the way out. We good for that, Skipper?”

Captain Fischer replied with a lazy salute. “I’ll start the jump while still in Gethsemane sovereign airspace. It will piss the locals off, but what the hell do we care? By the time Sloane gets a shot off, we’ll be moving too fast for it to matter. We’ll lose some paint if she’s really pissy, but other than that I’m not worried.”

“Good,” Pike grunted. “If you ain’t worried than I ain’t worried. Do your thing. Dismissed, Skipper.”

Fischer stood with another salute and left for the bridge.

Pike waited for the door to close behind him before continuing. “Next, we gotta unlock that goddamn encryption so all this bullshit actually matters. Nerds?”

Dr. Ribiero sneered toward the commandant. “We are working on it. The data I can decipher, but the encryptions will require either a lot of time or very sophisticated slicing AI. Do we have either of these things?”

“Time, we do not have,” Pike said. “But I’ll make some calls about a slicer.”

Catrina raised her hand. “Gateways has the resources to crack it.”

“Do we trust Gateways, though?” Lucia asked. “Once we hand this over to them, they don’t have to give it back.”

“I, for one, am very curious about what is inside,” said Roland. “And I don’t want to hand it over to a megacorp before I know if it’s the sort of thing I want a megacorp to have.”

Pike chewed his lip and pointed at Roland. “Normally I’d give the big fella a ration of shit for being unprofessional. But in this case, I think I agree. I’m not in the business of saving the goddamn universe without a very large goddamn retainer, but my gut tells me that we are up in some very rarefied air right now. I hate being a patsy, and I want the goddamn intel.”

Catrina’s frown aged her by a decade. “I don’t want to believe that Gateways is caught up in anything like what we saw on Prospectus, Uncle Chris.”

“What you want ain’t got shit to do with what is.”

“Thanks, Uncle Chris. You are very helpful. Who do you suggest we use to slice this encryption, then?”

Pike leaned back in his chair. “I know a guy on Thorgrimm. Very discreet, very pricey. But good. He freelances for governments and corps all the time. A pro.”

Catrina shook her head. “Gateways is not paying for this.”

Lucia added, “Neither are we. This is your mission, Pike.”

“Fuck all o’ you. What about you, Jimmy? DECO willing to step up, or are y’all still just gonna skulk?”

James folded his hands on the table. “DECO cannot afford to be caught up in corporate conflicts, Commandant. However, we do have some of the most sophisticated codebreaking AIs ever developed at our disposal. I can’t authorize you to use them, of course. But things get misplaced all the time. Sometimes when we loan out a slicing AI, it gets copied and kept by untrustworthy assets.”

Manny gasped. Everyone at the table turned to look at him. With eyes wide, he blurted, “Nosebleed!”

James nodded. “Nosebleed is our most sophisticated slicing AI, Mr. Richardson. I think with a few minor alterations it would have no trouble extracting the data from Chapman’s memory. I also seem to recall that we loaned a copy to you once so you could infiltrate the Arthur Inskip matrix.” James shook his head slowly and gave a theatrical sigh. “Too bad it erases itself after use.”

“Yes,” Manny said. “And making a copy would have been both illegal and unethical.”

James nodded. “Of which you are neither. Now I will excuse myself to the restroom for, shall we say, fifteen minutes? Don’t talk about anything that might implicate DECO while I’m gone.” James stood and left the conference room without another word.

Lucia fixed Manny with a glare. “You have this Nosebleed thing?”

“Yes. I don’t really know how it works, but it slices code like nothing I’ve ever seen. I’m sure it reports directly to DECO every time it’s used, though. It’s probably why he wants us to use it. Either way, I haven’t touched it since Inskip, other than to try and figure it out.”

“I say we risk it,” Pike said. “I don’t give a fuck if DECO knows about it, I just gotta know what we have before I hand it over to Gateways.” He looked over to Catrina. “Sorry, Cat. Maybe you ought to leave the room too. I don’t want to mess up your career over what remains of my questionable scruples.”

“I’ll stay,” she said. “I don’t want to not have scruples, so I guess I need to know what’s in there too.” She shrugged, “Even if it does cost me my job.”

“I’d hire ya,” Pike said. “Good admins are worth gold in an outfit this size. Plus, this way your mom and aunt won’t kill me.”

“So we’re agreed then?” Lucia asked. “We crack this thing open with Nosebleed?”

“DECO better appreciate what we are getting up to,” Pike groused. “Get to it, kid.”

Manny pulled out his handheld and swiped through some screens. “Okay, it pretty much does its own thing once I cut it loose. But it will shred whatever encryption they used and unlock everything it finds. It will probably beam it all straight to DECO too.” He looked up. “We ready?” Everyone nodded. “Okay. Here goes.” Precisely nothing happened at first. Manny held the device next to the memory core and chewed his lip. “It’s identifying the encryption now... and there it goes. That did not take long.”

Pike, Lucia, Mindy, and Roland all crowded in to look at Manny’s screen. Exactly what he expected to see, Roland could not say. He blinked down a glowing progress bar and scrolling file names. He watched with the others for a long minute before he realized that none of what he saw made any sense to him. Based on the progress bar, the little AI was going to be at this for a while yet. He stepped back, and Lucia did the same.

“I guess I thought this would be more exciting,” she said with a sheepish grin. 

“Goddamn riveting,” Pike said. “I’m gonna head to the galley for some grub. Somebody call me when we know something interesting.”

“I’ll stay with Manny,” Catrina said. “The rest of you might as well eat something too. We’ll be under acceleration soon.”

Lucia, Dr. Ribiero, Mindy, and Roland all left with Pike. Roland skipped the galley and made his way to the storage room he used for a cabin. He felt tired in a way he was not accustomed to. Jericho’s blow had damaged him, but no worse than a thousand other hits he had taken in his career. His repair systems would handle it, and that did not bother him. He dropped his helmet on the floor and sat heavily next to it. He rubbed his forehead with one big hand, sighing in frustration.

“Wanna talk about it?”

It was Lucia’s voice, and Roland was not surprised to hear it. He could never hide anything from her. He answered slowly, trying to pick the right words and not sound like an idiot. “As big as this galaxy is, with all the places people can go, why is it that nothing ever changes?”

“Vague,” Lucia said. She moved to sit on the deck next to him. “You talking about Grimes? Or Jericho?”

“Both. Me. Chapman. All of us. Is it so hard to separate the people from the weapons? How does this keep happening? This thing where powerful assholes take a young person full of life and conviction and twist them into monsters, I mean. I used to think I had it bad. Hah! I have it easy. Fucking Jericho had it bad. Grimes even worse.”

“Young men fight wars that old men start,” Lucia said. “Conviction is easy. You feel things strongly when you are too young to know what the universe is really like.”

“Later it gets hard to feel anything,” Roland retorted. “If you manage to survive long enough to see it all for what it really is.”

“You wanted to save Jericho, didn’t you?”

“I wanted him to save himself. I wanted him to get past it all. He was not evil, Lucia. Arrogant, stupid, maybe a little mean. He was the product Polito constructed him to be, no more or less. I know that story, and it doesn’t have to end with death.” Roland banged a fist against the floor. “But it always fucking does. Dawkins was a thug, but he didn’t ask to have his mind hijacked. I killed him. Roper was crazy from the start. He needed mental help, not a weaponized armature. Doesn’t matter, because I got him killed too.” He held up three fingers. “Torvald? He was just a mercenary. I still killed him, though. Chico? Rotten to the core from the start, but that didn’t stop Corpus Mundi from making him a thousand times worse. No big deal, because he’s dead now too. Then there is Bob. Bob was literally made from scratch. A new kind of artificial lifeform. He didn’t know shit about the universe. He was a fucking toddler, for fuck’s sake. Well, too bad. I killed him just like I always do. And Grimes, of course. They fucked him up the old-fashioned way, and I think that’s the worst one. Poor bastard might have been a musician, a doctor, a goddamn interior decorator if he had been born anywhere but Venus.” Roland ground his teeth, turning his diatribe into a meandering snarl. “Over and over, wherever we go, people are still doing the same shit, and I keep killing the results.” He looked to Lucia, legitimate confusion on his face. “When does it stop? When do they stop making monsters that look just like me? I didn’t realize it at first, but it’s like killing myself every fucking time, Lucia. I could have been another Harland Jericho. I damn near was. His face when he really understood how deep the lies went... it was like looking in a mirror.”

Lucia frowned. “I don’t know, Roland. I used to think I was too smart to buy into the concept of evil. Now I’m not so sure. I’ve seen too much too, I think. But I haven’t lost hope yet. You see Grimes and Jericho and Chapman, and it reminds you of all the horrible thing that happened to you. I see them, and it reminds me of how far you’ve come. You are proof that things do not have to be the way they always have been. Sometimes the monsters aren’t so monstrous.” She elbowed him in the side. “Whether you realize it or not.”

“Don says we might be immortal, Lucy. I think of how long forever is, and I look at how shitty humanity is, and I wonder what the fucking point is sometimes. Will we be any better in a thousand years?”

Lucia sat up and turned to face him. She took his head in both her hands and kissed him. Then she patted him on the cheek and said with a smile, “Ask me again in a thousand years.”

Roland fought the smile he knew was coming. Lucia always knew what to say. “That’s a pretty good answer.”

“I am the smart one, remember?” She sat back down. “And if you want the galaxy to become a better place, I suppose somebody should start fixing what’s wrong with it. Know any good fixers?”

“I got some leads.”

The acceleration alarm chimed, interrupting their moment. “It’s going to be a bad jump, I think,” Lucia said as she stood. “Dodging particle beams at 50-G is no way to start a trip.”

“Yeah, well, it beats the alternative.” He extended one hand to the standing woman. “Your G-pod got room for one more?”

She took the enormous mitt in her own much smaller hand and pulled. “Thought you’d never ask.”
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EPILOGUE
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Marty Mudd enjoyed a conflicted relationship with strangers.

On the one hand, every new face at his bar was a potential new regular customer. Marty liked regular customers. Not with true affection, of course. But he appreciated consistent revenue streams almost as much as he appreciated exotic alcohol. His favorites lived among dockside’s many hard-drinking manic-depressives. Something about living in this neighborhood attracted edgy people the way honey attracted insects. Nobody could down hooch like a manic-depressive. Marty made a lot of money off that type of person, and he had learned to recognize them early. His second-favorite kind of drinker was the brooding tough guys who seemed to think that glowering over a glass of booze was the best way to exorcise whatever demons drove them to drink in the first place. That type tended to drink less than the first, but they also liked the more expensive stuff. The dangerous mystique courted by such customers required that they drink higher quality booze than riffraff. Otherwise, how would anyone notice them? Marty liked to poke at these types because almost without fail they actually wanted to talk about their problems. The gloomy slouch and thousand-yard stare turned out to be less of a disguise and more of a cry for help. Marty could keep a guy like that guzzling top-shelf whiskey for hours at a considerable profit.

Without exception he hated drug addicts. Drug addicts wanted drugs, not booze. They came in many shapes and sizes, yet the game never changed. Always angling, always hustling, Dockside’s army of addicts often frequented the bars and vape dens searching for a sucker who might help them get a fix. They did not spend their money on alcohol, and their presence ruined the carefully crafted atmosphere of conviviality Marty tried very hard to maintain at the Smoking Wreck. Worse, there was no reason for them to come in at all. Dockside’s vape dens provided all manner of chemical distractions from the blandly legal recreational drugs to the dangerously exotic and illegal stuff. The only drugs Marty permitted inside the Wreck were alcohol and self-delusion, yet this rule did little to keep hollow-cheeked addicts away when in the grip of a jones. Marty knew why, of course. He liked to present the Smoking Wreck as a step above the other Dockside dive bars. His booze was better, his prices a touch higher. It stood to reason that his customers had a bit more cash to spend than the lowbrow folks crowding the stools at cheaper places. A poor chump in the throes of blaze withdrawal might try their luck at the Wreck in the hopes of scamming a hard-working dockworker or shopkeeper out of enough money to get a burn going. Marty did not pay a bouncer to deal with this. Usually, he could count on Roland’s presence to keep problems away, and the giant fixer did not mind dealing with anyone not otherwise dissuaded. When Roland’s business took him away from the bar, Marty was left to handle any problems that arose in his own way.

When the first stranger stepped through his doorway that Friday night, Marty felt his hand dart beneath the scarred faux wood of the bar top and reach for the textured grip of his favorite scattergun. Called a Tunnel Brush during his three tours in the Venusian Secession, the weapon’s gaping bore would spew hypersonic beads twenty at a time in a tight cone. He had seen it strip body armor off of terrorists and pulverize the meat beneath with a single shot. Roland was convenient, but Sergeant Martin Emanuel Mudd knew how to take out the trash if it came to that.

The man was tall, with a flat face and wide shoulders. His face betrayed little emotion, though Marty thought he looked annoyed. Gray dungarees, a brown zip-up shirt, and a light brown jacket offered no clues to the stranger’s occupation. Still, Marty could not shake the feeling that something was not right. The clothes fit, though the man inside them wore his outfit as an afterthought. The collar of the jacket sat askew; the shirt seams ran in crooked lines. The man’s boots looked brand new, and a second later Marty realized that all the clothes looked like they had come straight out of their packaging and thrown onto a mannequin.

Nobody else in the bar appeared to see anything amiss the way Marty did. That did not surprise the bartender. Living in the sulfur-steeped darkness of Venusian colony domes while hunting bands of terrorists for three years changed the way a man looked at details. The stranger walked over to a booth at the edge of the room and sat down. A hand reached out to poke at the menu terminal. Marty waited for the order to hit the service list, and his frown deepened. The stranger ordered the first thing on the menu, a thin lager that tasted like piss but stayed popular with the locals. He supposed that was not so strange a thing to order, yet the jangling of his nerves grew ever more distracting as he reached for the taps to pour. He used the distraction to check the door scanner. The scan revealed that the stranger weighed more than three hundred pounds and had some degree of skeletal enhancement. The scanner struggled to parse out exactly what augmentations the stranger possessed, which irritated Marty. Scanner spoofing was not unheard of, though. What made him long for the grip of his Tunnel Brush came down to exactly how many unusual things the stranger represented.

Something was not right.

Marty finished the pour and took a long second to consider his next move. The scattergun was out of the question and very likely overkill considering how paranoid he was probably being. In truth, there remained a very good chance that the stranger was yet another military vet looking for a beer after getting out. That conceit died instantly when Marty remembered the stranger’s unkempt appearance. Not a veteran. A criminal on the run, then. This could be the case. Dockside produced criminal operatives the way old ladies produced canned goods, in wondrous variety and quantity. If he could get close enough for a better scan, he might be able to track the body mods and learn more about his mysterious new customer. He tucked a tight beam pulse scanner into the front pocket of his shirt and switched it on. Then Marty grabbed the mug of beer in in one hand and slipped an eight-millimeter slug pistol under his apron with a deft flick of the wrist. Nobody saw him do it except Sean, the local kid who bussed tables and swept up. The teenager’s eyes went wide, and Marty winked to calm the boy down. Then he stepped out from behind the bar to deliver the drink.

Crossing the floor, Marty’s suspicions led him to scan the rest of his Friday night crowd with a skeptical eye. In an instant, he picked out at least three more faces he did not recognize. The features varied, as did the clothes, but they all had the same slightly irritated look on their faces. Two sat together at a table and sipped at drinks they clearly did not like. The third slouched in a corner booth with an untouched beer in front of him. Now Marty’s suspicions grew into tangible fear. Old yet familiar feelings burbled up from his memories, and his thoughts brought him back to the dim yellow light of a Venusian colony dome once more.

There was nothing to do but deliver the beer and get back to the bar. No matter who these strangers were, there was a very real chance their nefarious business had nothing to do with him. It was a thin hope, and it failed to unravel the tight knot of fear twisting in his guts. Like an old friend, Marty embraced it and thought of the pistol under his apron. He had patrolled black tunnels so thick with the humid stink of sulfur one could hardly breathe. Lethal enemies lived in every shadow there, and the shadows were legion on Venus. It was a good fear. A fear that brought alertness and focus. He did not like this feeling, but he knew it for what it was. Fuel for the carnage to come.

At the table, all Marty’s hopes for a peaceful resolution faded when the scanner vibrated in three sharp bursts. Marty ground his teeth without letting his smile waver. His scanner only buzzed three times when it found no organic matter to scan. This could be a problem with the device itself, but Marty recalled the problems his door scanner suffered when trying to analyze this patron. Marty accepted the most likely reason for this at face value. No sense getting his hopes up.

Marty could think of no good reason for an android disguised as a person to be wasting good beer in his bar, and the only thing he could do about it was try to get back to the bar and hit the alarm. Marty forced his face into a smile as he plunked the glass down. “Here ya go, pal,” he said with fake amiability. He stepped back before starting his turn to leave, putting himself out of reach of the man before heading back to the bar. He felt the stranger rise rather than hearing it. Of its own accord, a weathered hand slipped beneath the apron and found the butt of the pistol there. The entire sequence probably took no more than a second, yet adrenaline and practice slowed the action to a tortuous crawl. Marty felt the heavy hand of the stranger fall on his shoulder, felt the inhuman strength of the android as it pulled him back. He did not resist. Marty drew the pistol without revealing it, pointed it under his own armpit, and fired without facing the thing. 

His chosen weapon combined considerable power with a small profile, which engendered certain compromises. Most of the pistol’s mass consisted of a power cell, which left little room for heat sinks or a large magazine. Marty perceived the searing burn along his left flank and ignored it. The pistol bucked sharply under recoil, forcing Marty to bear down with his grip. The eight-millimeter slug tore into the guts of his assailant with the sound of whip cracking and a spray of viscous gray fluid. Marty fired once more before turning and fixing the gun in a two-handed grip. He emptied his remaining eight rounds into the android’s face at a distance of less than two feet.

He might have paused to watch the nearly headless android fall, except there were three more behind him and his gun was dry. He dropped to a crouch and dove for the bar. Rolling to his feet he saw his tunnel brush arcing in his direction and behind it the terrified face of his bar back. He snatched it from the air and whispered silent thanks for Sean’s presence of mind under fire. He vowed to give the kid a raise if any of them lived through this. He spun to take in the scene before making his next move and gasped.

The bar was in chaos.

Customers fled screaming for the exits, with a scant few of Dockside’s doughtier scrappers taking ungainly swings at the now obvious enemies. The unaugmented humans had no chance, and as a fighting force they accomplished nothing but the spoiling of Marty’s aim. Marty’s eyes grew even wider when he remembered seeing these androids before. Not three weeks back, a flock of them had tried to shake him down for protection money. They were tough, with some kind of weird fluid in their bodies, but not unkillable. From behind the bar, he sighted down the bore of his scattergun and squeezed the trigger. A tight swarm of beads lanced across the bar and stripped all the fake skin off the head of an android in a gory spray of gray goo and flesh-colored mesh. A silver skull pockmarked with smoking holes grinned back to Marty, and the freakish automaton threw itself in his direction. The Tunnel Brush belched white fire once again, and the android’s ruined head disappeared in an explosion of sparks and cloying smoke.

Something struck Marty from the side, and his world exploded into white flashes and vertigo. Somehow, he managed to keep a desperate grip on his gun even as the floor rose up to meet his back like a runaway truck. The impact blasted the air from his lungs in an explosive cough, and his limbs refused to obey commands for a full second. An android leaped astride the fallen bartender, crushing him back down even as he tried to rise. Marty snarled and tried to turn his gun in a helpful direction, but the android held him down and raised a fist to pulp his skull. He opened his mouth to cry out, not in fear or anger, but in terror at what he saw behind the monster.

His voice croaked. “No!” But Sean would not listen. Marty struggled like a man possessed while a one-hundred-and-sixty-pound teenager threw himself against the back of a powerful combat android. Dockside bred few cowards, and poor little Sean showed the courage of a fool while clinging to the raised arm and smashing fists into the face of an unfeeling juggernaut. The android shrugged the boy away like a man shaking an insect from his sleeve. Sean struck the bar with a sickening crunch and slumped to the floorboards. He lay still and quiet in a way that pissed Marty Mudd off more than anything had in a very long time. When the android returned to finish off Marty, it saw only the bore of the scattergun before it lost its head exactly as its brother had a moment earlier.

Sparks and gray fluid rained down on Marty, and the android slumped atop him. Marty bucked and heaved, trying to dislodge the monster before the final two arrived to finish the job. In truth, Marty could not understand why they were not on him already. He was clearly the only credible threat in the room. When he dragged himself back up to the bar top, he saw where his reprieve had come from.

A tall lanky man in a long duster and a wide-brimmed hat stood in the center of the bar. His eyes glowed with internal orange fire, and he wielded a brace of enormous pistols, one in each hand. The thunder of those guns rolled across the bar in a long rumbling wave, the heavy slugs shredding the torso of a staggering android with hits too fast and numerous to count. A small smirk turned one corner of his mouth; the other half clamped down on an old-fashioned cheroot. The posture stood out for the casual grace he radiated in the midst of the chaos around him. 

Heavier, stronger booms followed, and Marty whipped his eyes to the left where a dark man nearly as large as Roland wielded a Tunnel Brush not unlike Marty’s. His body shrugged off recoil while strong hands cycled the gun faster than any regular man could hope to match. His suit was black and impeccable. The body beneath both thick and stocky. No more agitated than his partner in the duster, the giant stalked down the final android behind enormous muzzle flashes and clenched teeth. He fired from the hip, driving a horizontal wind of beads and pellets that bisected the final android at the waist. He stopped shooting to leave the pieces flopping and spewing oily fluid in ruddy streaks across the fake wood of the floor.

In an instant, all went silent.

Marty slumped back down to check on Sean. The boy stirred at his touch and groaned.

“You hurt kid?” Marty asked.

“Only—” Sean hacked and coughed “—only when I move or breathe,” he finally managed to say. “I think... I think I’m okay, though.”

Marty was not so sure. He fumbled under the bar top for the hidden alarm button and jabbed it. “Cops and EMS will be here soon enough, kid.”

“I doubt it,” said a familiar voice. “The cops are really fucking busy tonight. You ain’t the only guy with unwanted visitors.”

Marty wiped his face with a hand and stood up once more. “Nice timing, McGinty,” he said by way of greeting. He nodded to the two gunmen responsible for his rescue. “Reinhart, McClintock. Thanks for the assist.”

The redheaded man seated in a lone chair laughed. “I bet that was hard to say out loud, eh, Mudd?”

“I ain’t that proud, McGinty. I know when my ass has been saved. Nice shooting, boys.”

The big man Marty called Reinhart nodded back. “You too.” He pointed a thick finger at Marty’s scattergun. “That original?”

Marty nodded. “Carried in on Venus a few decades back. Nice to meet a fellow connoisseur.”

Reinhart hefted his weapon and smiled. “Best thing in the world for indoor work. You should look into the newer models. Great features.”

The redhead stood. “Okay, goons, enough shop talk. How’s the kid, Marty? He really need EMS? I can call a guy.”

“He’ll live,” Marty said. “It’s a long trip from Big Woo to my little bar, McGinty. I suppose you ain’t here just to have a drink, then?”

“We seem to have a mutual problem,” McGinty replied. He waved a hand toward the ruined androids strewn about the place. “A pest problem that’s currently popping up all over the megalopolis, including Uptown. I was just heading over here after talking to The Dwarf about it.”

“Shit,” Marty said. “I just want to sell booze. I don’t want any of your criminal drama.”

“Yeah, but your relationship to a certain giant armored idiot has put you into the game.”

Marty actually chuckled. “He’s more work than he’s worth sometimes. But he’s also the kind of friend who would murder half the planet to keep me in business. I suppose I can spot him this one.” Marty furrowed his brow. “What of The Dwarf?”

McGinty winced. “A couple of these things tussled with Mook over at hideaway. They hurt him pretty good until he got...” McGinty’s voice trailed off.

McClintock finished the thought with his long country drawl. “Until he got ornery. You ever seen that big fella get really pissed?”

“I didn’t think Mook could get pissed,” Marty replied. “He’s such a nice boy.”

“Turns out he can,” McGinty said. “Went a bit nuts. Androids are now scrap. But The Dwarf is not happy with the situation and as usual he’s looking out for himself. We need a meeting and without Roland around that is going to be hard to do. People are tense. We need neutral ground.”

“Fuck,” said Marty. “Not my bar...”

“You got a better place? Fuckers are going to keep coming here whether you help us or not.”

“No. Crap.” Marty dropped his gun to the bar with a clatter and blew an enormous sigh. “Set it up, McGinty. Let’s get this over with.”

“Hey!” Reinhart’s exclamation rang with true excitement.

“What?” Marty and McGinty said as one.

Reinhart pointed to one of the taps. “You really got Ten-Penny Ale here?”

Marty grinned. “Amongst many other fine brews, my boy. Belly up, big fella. You are in for a treat.”
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