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SENTINEL TOWER

Clio’s head spun as she hurried through the vast corridors of Sentinel Tower, blaster at the ready. Minister Straiya was in trouble, and Clio was still shaking from the panic she heard in the shanti's voice—a voice usually strong and commanding respect. The line had cut before Clio could learn what was wrong. When she tried to call back, she found that the Tower’s communication network had been compromised. She tried getting a hold of the base, but her exogear wouldn’t connect. External lines appeared to be down too.

Clio swore as she sped through another corridor. On any given day, she would have passed several people going about their duties; however, the tower was all but empty as personnel focused on preparations for the annual Sentinel Ceremony taking place later that week. That there weren’t any guards, however, was worrying.

Straiya’s pleas played over and over in Clio’s head like dissonant bells.

They’re breaking into my chambers, she’d said. Get help! 

Clio wondered if she wasn’t rushing into a trap but figured there was nothing else she could do.

She quickly checked her exoframe’s systems. Shields were active, and armor integrity was full.

Clio wished Booster and Swigger were there, but her furry friend was still in rehabilitation after the events of Colony 115, and Swigger was manning his post at the base—not that they spoke much after he called off their brief relationship. A slight pang of pain reared its head only to be drowned by Clio’s consternation. Self-pity would have to wait.

It was just her and the semi-automatic pistol in her right hand—she cursed SenSec for their rigid rules around carrying in the tower. Only designated guards were permitted rifles, and those guards were nowhere to be found.

Clio cautiously rounded a corner and pressed against the heavy doors that led to the shanti Minister’s offices. She aimed her exoframe’s audio amplifiers at the room and waited for their circuits to load.

It suddenly dawned on her that she hadn’t considered what to do if Straiya’s offices had been overrun. Perhaps she should have gone for help first. She pushed the looming regret aside. She didn’t have time to get help. Straiya might not have survived whatever had befallen her by the time Clio returned. She was probably too late as it was.

I’ll have to figure it out as I go. But how did they manage not to trigger the alarm?

Clio was no seasoned soldier, but she’d been in enough scrapes to know when something wasn’t right. Months of sitting behind a computer terminal and processing data in an attempt to track Chimera had made her a bit rusty, but the trials of Colony 115 had tampered her—transformed her. Training with Taza and Zora whenever Clio could wrangle them also helped in keeping something of an edge.

The audio amp pinged in her ear, and she swiftly scanned the offices beyond.

Silence. No activity, talking, or the usual sounds one would associate with a busy government department. Just silence. It all but confirmed her suspicions, and fear set her heart racing. She inhaled deeply and repeated the breathing pattern Zora had taught her as she reached for the door’s access panel.

The doors snapped open.

Clio cautiously poked her head inside to find the space as void of life as the tower’s corridors had been. She expected to detect signs of a battle or some struggle at least.

Didn’t Straiya’s guards put up a fight?

She had seen shanti in action on Colony 115. They were not the kind to be trifled with.

Were the guards in on it? If Chimera had managed to sneak several guards into Straiya’s service, they could have conducted their operation quietly. They could also have taken hostages, which would explain how everyone suddenly disappeared.

Clio pressed into the open space, staying low behind desks and partitions. She slowly progressed toward Straiya’s chamber, snaking along the walkways, watching for trouble. On reaching her destination, she heard the first signs of life since receiving the distress call.

Someone inside Straiya’s office spoke in hushed tones. She could barely hear the words, even with audio levels turned to max, but at least one person was inside the room.

Clio sneaked to the opened door and crouched just outside waiting to hear more.

“The girl isn’t coming,” a nasal voice said. “She’s probably gone to get help.”

“She tends to act without thinking,” a gruff voice answered. “She’ll be here.” 

From their dialect, they were shanti alright, and Clio was sure she recognized one of them. 

“Typical women,” the nasal voice spat.

“I wouldn’t underestimate her. Remember what she did on 115.”

“Those reports are exaggerated. Mere stories. Everything I’ve heard about that whole affair is so damned far-fetched. They should have chucked that Grimshaw character in an insane asylum and thrown away the key.”

“If you had your way, you’d lock all human’s in a cage.” The gruff voice laughed.

“You better believe it. They’re a scourge on the galaxy.”

Clio controlled her breathing. As far as she could tell, there were only two, but they were expecting her. The guards also seemed to know a lot about her. Maybe Straiya had sold her out. Politicians were a spineless bunch. All it would have taken was a gun to the Minister’s head, and she would have spilled everything. Clio always knew the shanti couldn’t be trusted. 

But why are they expecting me to show up? Sounds like they know about my fury genes. Grimshaw had warned her that such information would draw attention from undesirable people if it ever got out, but that was why they had kept it secret.

Clio sneaked a glance into the room, ready to fire just in case. She pulled back when no one had seen her.

One guard had his back to her and obscured another who sat in Minister Straiya’s chair with his boots up on her ornate desk. The one she could see wore a variation of the Sentinel Tower exoframe, though it was more robust than the standard issue ornamental gear, an officer’s armor. Not only had Straiya’s security team been compromised, whoever it was had somehow infiltrated the higher ranks. There was no telling whether it was Chimera, but Clio didn’t know who else it could be. A politician as powerful as Straiya had no doubt made many enemies.

I can handle two. Clio tightened her grip on her blaster.

“I think you’re right,” the gruff voice said. “Bitch must have gone for help like Straiya asked her.”

“In which case we better get going,” the nasal voice said. “If the Minister doesn’t stop yacking, I’ll have to shut her up.”

“Our orders were to take Straiya in unharmed,” the gruff voice objected. “She’s no good to the boss dead.”

“Who said anything about killing her? But there’s nothing wrong with having a little fun.”

The intruders chuckled.

“Let’s get out of here before Hallak gets trigger happy and detonates those charges.”

Clio charged into the room, discharging half of her rounds into the nearest guard as he turned. He dropped faster than she’d expected. She emptied the remainder of her clip into the second guard, knocking the pistol from his hands as he climbed out of the chair. Clio reached for her knife and sprang over the desk. They toppled over the chair and crashed to the tiled floor. Clio straddled the intruder with her knife pointed at his neck. His arms pushed against hers, and exoframe servos whined as one sought to overcome the other. She shifted her weight forward, and the tip of the blade descended inch by inch.

The room suddenly spun, and her knife clattered to the ground. He had somehow broken free and disarmed her.

He leaped for her knife, and she scrambled after him. They wrestled and clawed for ownership of the weapon. Her fingertips touched the hilt, but the intruder snapped it from her grasp. Clio dodged a swipe and grappled his arm. They wrestled again, and the guard ended up on top of her.

With more weight behind him, the blade plunged fast until it rested just above her left breast.

Clio released her grip, and the knife glanced off her breastplate’s kinetic barrier. She struck the guard under the chin before he could come at her again, and fell sideways. The pistol the shanti had dropped lay next to her. She retrieved the weapon and flung herself into her assailant again, holding the muzzle to his chin.

“Where’s the Minster?”

“Okay, okay,” he pleaded in his annoying nasal tone. “I’ll tell you where she is. Just don’t kill me.”

“You have three seconds.”

His long canines shone as he lashed her a smile. The reflection in his visor shifted.

By the time Clio had worked it out, something had smashed into the back of her helmet, and she fell into the light.

***

Clio slowly opened her eyes, the back of her head throbbing with pain. When her senses finally returned, she found herself sitting in a dark and unfamiliar room, tied to a chair with her hands secured behind her back. She could tell little about the place through the head-fog.

Drugs? Am I still in the tower?

She rotated her head, working out a tense in her neck. It eased the pain even if only a little but did little to clear the haze that clouded her mind. Where she was and how long she’d been there, Clio had no idea. She tested her restraints, and they didn’t move. She wasn’t going anywhere, and the best she could do was take stock.

The intruders had stripped her down to her under-armor. For all Clio knew, they had transported her off the Sentinel days ago while keeping her under sedation. But her head wasn’t foggy, and she suspected she was still on the station, and the altercation had taken place the same day.

What has happened to Straiya? What about the Grimshaw and the others? Are they looking for me?

That they would be searching for her had she not reported back was a small comfort. But she couldn't rely on them finding her. The Sentinel was as big as some planets, and it would be months or years by the time they found her. She’d be a corpse by then…a memory.

Clio cursed herself for trusting the shanti and vowed never to make the same mistake again if she ever made it out alive. She should have known better than to let her guard down. She had grown too soft since leaving Morigan, and now she was paying the price.

A shanti warrior emerged from the shadows before her with a knife in his hand.  His exoframe was a cut above the shanti standard issue, and he wore no helmet. Clio realized he was the guard she’d attacked first. She had misjudged the firepower it would take to put him down—that was another mistake she wouldn’t make again.  He moved with a limp, and one corner of her mouth curled in a smile.

At least I hurt the bastard.

“You have nothing to smile about, human.” His words dripped with acid. “If I had it my way, I’d break your legs as compensation for your actions.”

“It’ll teach you not to turns your back on a door, especially when you’re expecting someone.”

He leaned into her face and hissed, his sour breath warm on her cheek. “You’ll learn manners yet.”

“Manners are overrated.”  She spat, and a glob of saliva struck his lips

They locked eyes before he stepped back and wiped his face with the back of his arm. “I’ll need the codes to access your bases mainframe.” 

“Go to hell.”

“In case you haven’t realized,” he said, lifted the knife to her throat. “We’re already in hell.”

Clio pushed herself forward and felt the blade sink just beneath her skin’s surface.

Surprised filled the shanti’s eyes before withdrawing the bloodied knife and quickly composing himself.

“You’ll get nothing from me.”

“You’ve got spirit; I’ll give you that.” He cracked another smile, his pointed canines almost touching his lower lip. “But stronger people have broken at these hands.” He highlighted the point with a wave of his free paw. “Alovon Straiya’s still alive, you know.”

Clio shifted in her chair. “What have you done to her?”

“Let’s just say we’ve got everything we need from the Minister.” He licked Clio’s blood off the blade. “But she’s less of the woman she used to be.” He chuckled.

“You sick bastard.”

“She’s no longer of any use to us. of course, so we’ll have to dispose of her.” He scratched his chin stared down at her with his piercing golden eyes. “However, we’ll be more than happy to let her go if you…give us what we want.”

Clio considered if for a second with gritted teeth. “I already told you, you’ll get nothing from me.”

“That remains to be seen.”

Something beeped, and Clio heard the low buzz of radio chatter coming from a device in the shanti’s ear. He lowered his blade, and his demeanor suddenly changed completely. “Confirmed. Releasing the Lieutenant now.”

“What’s going on?”

He remained silent as he disappeared behind her.

Worry edged its way through the mist, but Clio shoved it aside. She heard a click and felt her restraints release.

Without a thought, she sprang to her feet and stumbled forward several steps before getting her balance. The dizziness caught her off guard.

“What the hell are you doing?” The guard sounded less than happy. “You’ll hurt yourself.”

Clio spun on her heel, a ghost-copy of the room spinning with her. “The idea…”

She ran at the guard, feigned a step to his left, and hammered his hand with the metal fetter still attached to her wrist. She caught the knife as it fell and pressed its point under an armor plate in the inside of his thigh.

“… is to hurt you.” His eye widened.

“Where is the Minister?“

He refused to answer.

She pressed the blade harder and felt it split the suit’s joint.

“I’ll start with your leg and make my way up to your balls. If you want children, I’d suggest you tell me where the minister is.”

“Lieutenant Evans!” The familiar high-pitched voice cut through her brain. “Release Commander Brikkon, at once.”

Clio turned her attention to another shanti emerging from the darkness with two heavily armed guards. Vibrant purple and gold silks draped over her frame, and she had that same dignified—almost-arrogant—expressions all shanti wore. Two tufted ears poked through golden-red hair, and a tail swayed gently behind her.

The shanti female dragged a chair with her and sat it down in front of where Clio had been restrained. She whisked stray strands of hair out of her feline eyes as she leaned forward, and her face came into the light.

 Had she been able, Clio would have fallen off her chair. “Councillor Talori? Are you behind all this? You’ve been working for Chimera this whole time?” 

“Don’t be foolish, child. Sit down.” The shanti traitor gestured to the other chair.

“Where’s Straiya? I’ll kill him if you don’t tell me.”

“I said, sit down.” Councillor Talori glared at her. “You can obey by choice or force.”

Both guards at the councilor’s shoulder lifted heavy phase rifles to their shoulders.

Clio considered her options. The knife clanged as it struck the hard floor and Commander Brikkon drew away into the shadows, seemingly unperturbed.

Councillor Talori beckoned for Clio to sit again. The situation suddenly felt stranger still.

“What’s going on here?”

“I’ll answer your question, but you need calm down. Now sit.”

Clio reluctantly sat and, as was always the case with shanti officials, felt like she was being interviewed by royalty.

“I’m here to inform you that you have passed the test.”

“The test? But what—”

“Straiya commanded that your loyalty be tested. I’m pleased to say that you passed, despite my reservations.”

Clio’s head went light, as though she had been teleported to an alternate reality or a dream. “I don’t…understand,” was all she could manage.

“What’s not to understand, child? We set you a test. You took the test. You passed the test. It is simple.”

“You mean…”

“Yes. This entire exercise was a setup. Though, you came close to killing the good Commander twice.”

“But…why?”

“Must I keep repeating myself?” Talori hissed. “To test your loyalty.”

Clio’s head continued to spin wildly. “Why would Minister Straiya do that?”

“That part is up to her to explain. I trust you are calm now?”

Clio nodded, still distracted. In truth, she was anything but calm.

“Good. The guards will bring you to your things. You’ll want to report to your team. They’ll eventually wonder where you’ve been.”

“Eventually? How long was I…” he words trailed off.

“You were unconscious for no more than an hour, but the juices extracted from the Pino Berry can be quite potent, so it may feel like you’ve been asleep much longer. I have other tasks that require my attention. I trust you will cooperate going forward?”

Something shifted inside Clio. The mist in her head evaporated instantly, replaced by an intense sense of clarity. She fought against the searing heat threatening to explode in her chest. The last thing she needed was to lose control and hurt somebody. Clio closed her eyes and willed her lungs to draw slower deep breaths, just as Zora had taught her. The burning flames gradually subsided.  

Clio opened her eyes to find a guard had moved closer, and held his hand out for support. She brushed it away.

“I’ll cooperate,” she said, her nostrils flaring. “Where’s Minister Straiya?”

“She’s tying up business in the Open Chamber. She’ll come to see you soon.”


ANOTHER STRING

To say the Open Chamber was the last place Grimshaw wanted to go was an understatement. He swiped through his exogear as he rested in the public waiting area beyond the grand doors. He’d quickly learned that even a high-ranking puppet had to wait his turn. It had been his seventh time appearing before the Galactic Council since arriving on the Sentinel, and the criminal levels of bureaucracy all but drove him insane. A man could barely move on the Sentinel for fear of getting tangled in light-years of red tape. For a Captain in charge of a team tasked with tracking down Chimera, it was only worse.

Grimshaw finished typing and hit send, his shoulders suddenly a little lighter after finally catching up on his messages. He rolled his head and stretched out a knot in his neck. Grimshaw's exotool pinged as three new appeared in his inbox, and he ground his teeth. No matter how hard he tried, he couldn’t get ahead on the Sentinel.

How am I supposed to catch up with Chimera when I can hardly keep up with my damned schedule. Damn Council.

It had all seemed so easy when Grimshaw had first arrived on board the station, but he had stumbled directly into the Council’s web, and he had yet to find a way out of it. 

Grimshaw noticed an urgent icon next to one of the messages from Admiral Axton but decided to read it later. The admiral wanted a slice of Grimshaw, just like everyone one else. A nearby news terminal broadcast a barely-audible message, but it caught his attention.

“Repairs are still underway at Gate Sigma,” the reporter announced. “The advanced Tal’Ri repair team refuse to comment on progress, but from what our drones have picked up, it looks it’ll be several more Galactic weeks before the gate opens again. The interview with the Pro-Human League leader is coming right up. But first, a word from our sponsors.”

Grimshaw sighed. The longer Gate Sigma was down, the longer they remained open to attack. On the bright side, it meant that the Confederation Fleet couldn’t summon him before he had a chance to free the North Star from the clutches of the Galactic Council.

Grimshaw’s attention turned to the many frescoes that lined the tower’s walls. One section depicted a group of ancient rafarrian warriors battling something akin to a dragon wrapped around a leafless tree. Grimshaw assumed it was some mythological creature, but after seeing the monstrosities on Colony 115, he wouldn’t have been too surprised if such beasts had once existed. 

The events on the colony plagued his mind daily. He couldn’t help but be horrified by the thought of what might happen if the chits ever attacked other human planets—even Earth which was exposed while Gate Sigma remained closed. Humans alone wouldn’t stand a chance. The Galactic Alliance would need to be involved, and the only way that would happen was if he could convince the Galactic Council to flex their arms.

Someone ahead cleared their throat, and Grimshaw suddenly realized an attendant was trying to get his attention.

“Ah, yes.” He waved, walking to the doors, shoulder back and chin out. 

“Captain Grimshaw of the Confederation Fleet,” the rafarrian administrator at the chamber door announced. “Requesting an audience with the laudable Galactic Council. Please present yourself.”

“Captain Grimshaw present,” he said as he approached the giant doorway.

 The rafarrian flicked her grey, shoulder-length tentacles to display her frustration with having to repeat herself. Standing almost seven feet tall, she towered over Grimshaw and, despite her rafarrian features, appeared regal in her elaborate tower livery.

Grimshaw held out his exogear, and she scanned it with her own.

“Identity confirmed,” the administrator as if she hadn’t admitted him to the Open Chamber several times before. “You may enter.”

“You have my thanks,” he muttered the formal response.

“See the administrator at the desk when you return for your weapons.” She stepped aside and operated the controls on her exogear.

The two heavily armed tower guards—one shanti, one human—parted in tandem with the heavy chamber doors. Light from the waiting area spilled into the dim hallways beyond where two rows of tower guards lined the walls. Grimshaw passed along the corridor eyes directly ahead and stopped before the second set of security doors. By design, they wouldn’t part until the first set had closed.

At least they take their security seriously. 

As the vestibule doors crunched closed behind him, the second barrier parted, revealing the Open Chamber pit. 

Grimshaw drew a deep breath and stepped over the threshold. He made his way to the common raised platform in the center of the pit. Powerful beams lit the low platform from various angles, distinguishing it from the rest of the Chamber. It gave the occupant the impression that they stood under trail. High-tiered seating rose in a full circle around the pit, from which politicians could study their quarry.

Even with more than half the seats vacant, close to a hundred councilors and other politicians attended the session. As far as he understood it, the Chamber was rarely more than half-full. Straiya had informed Grimshaw that he drew something of a crowd in the Open Chamber sessions, though he had never been able to figure out why.

On a seven-seated platform several feet above the pit, four Ministers evaluated him.

Minister’s Straiya and Foster sat to one side. Minister Farmorai of the rafarrians and a holoform representing Minister Xu sat to the other side. Rarely did the Tal’Ri attend matters in person. 

All ministers had never been present for one of Grimshaw’s appearances, and the empty seats seemed to serve as a barrier between two opposing sides. Or perhaps it was another part of their game. Grimshaw wasn’t sure.

He looked up at them, trying to maintain a solemn expression under their lofty glares.

“I hope you’ve got news for us on Chimera, Captain,” Minister Foster demanded.

“Not yet, Minister.” Grimshaw tried not to sound too annoyed. He was the one there to do the drilling. “We’re still working on it.”

Minister Foster rubbed his hand through his greying hair. “Then why are you here?”

“With all due respect, you know why I’m here, Minister.”

“You’ve stood before the Council several times, Captain. You know the procedure. Announce the reason for your visit. For the archives.”

Silence filled the hollow space and pressed in around Grimshaw like it meant to suffocate him. He sensed a great frustration in the Council and other officials in attendance, and it wasn’t just because they were nearing the end of another long day.

Grimshaw drew a deep breath to still his irritation. “I’m here to petition the Council for an update on the events on Colony 115.” The words came out harsher than he’d hoped.

The rafarrian Minister cackled. “You mean that illegal operation you humans and the shanti had on the Fringe?”

“I would caution against such accusations, Minister Farmorai,” Straiya countered.

“Article fifteen of the Galactic Alliance Charter states that the Galactic Council must approve the development of military technology involving two or more Galactic Alliance races.” 

“Rich coming from someone who only quotes the GAC when it suits them,” Foster added.

Minister Farmorai laughed again; Grimshaw detected a hint of unease. “I don’t know what you’re talking about, and I wager you don’t either.”

“Article fifteen didn’t come up when your people shipped triathium to the Wargs three rotations ago,” Straiya said with that knowing smile she often wore.

“Well, ah, technically the Wargs were not in Galactic Alliance, given that their membership was once again undergoing review,” the Rafarrian stuttered. “Well…ah—”

“Let’s stick to the matter at hand.” Minister Foster cut in on the quarreling, turning the conversation back to Grimshaw. “Haven’t you contacted the Confederation Fleet as we suggested, Captain?”  

“Yes, but with Gate Sigma still down, communications with the Confederation is erratic at best.”

“So what is it you require from the Council?”

“Last time, I was told you’d look into it.”

“And so we will.” Minister Foster’s voice boomed. “However, we have more pressing matters at hand, Captain. Your little stunt with Project Zero has sown disquiet in no small measure. We’ll spend the next rotation, and then some, cleaning up the mess you and your crew made. And that’s before we’ve even dealt with whispers of wars and rebellions.” Minster Foster shot Minister Straiya an accusing glare that she refused to acknowledge. “In the meantime, we’ve forwarded your request onto the Confederation Fleet through an agent. They will have to take care of things until we’ve freed up resources.”

“But what if the chits…I mean aphni attack—”

“What these pirates decide to do in human space is no concern of the Council’s,” Minister Xi’s projection cut in. “As Minister Foster has already informed you, weightier matters demand our attention at present.”

Grimshaw clenched his fists as he turned to the Tal’Ri Minister’s shifting holoform. “Pirates?” 

“You reported a single ship, did you not?”

“A single destroyer of immense size and the command of other vessels—”

“Still,” the Tal’Ri representative cut in. “It was hardly a military exercise and therefore cannot be treated as an act of war against the Galactic Alliance. Even if we were to act, we have so few details on this marauding band.”

“My report was very clear about the threat to the Galactic Alliance. You could at least send a ship to check—”

“We’ve read your report, Aegis Grimshaw,” Straiya said, stressing his title. “Sending an agent to work with the Confederation Fleet is the best we can hope for. With Gate Sigma down and the increased volume coming through Gate Altos, accessing the Fringes is next to impossible. The agent we sent has been instructed to provide relief supplies to the colony once the ship-ways have cleared; Fully funded by this Council, of course.”

A  relief effort for the colonists that survived—if any—was a step in the right direction, but it was a small concession in the grand scheme of things. Grimshaw changed tact. “What about the samples we brought back? We provided plenty of hard evidence. Weapons, armor, organics.” 

“Those remain quarantined pending review,” Xi said with disgust.

A wave of heat rolled up Grimshaw’s back. He did his best to suppress his ire. “We’ve been on the Sentinel for months. Surely they’ve been processed already.”

“Need we remind you how reckless it was to bring such foreign samples on board,” Minister Farmorai said. “Doing so put the lives of every citizen on this station at great risk. It’s been centuries since we’ve had a serious outbreak, but the last one wiped out a quarter of the Sentinel’s population. So you’ll have to forgive us for taking precautions.”  

“As much as I hate to admit it, Minister Farmorai is right,” Minister Straiya said. “The arrival of Project Zero has put a lot of additional…stress on station affairs. We'll sort through these things given in their own time.”

The Rafarrian Minister shot Grimshaw a vindictive smile, his many rows of sharpened teeth gleaming in the cold light.

Sometimes, Grimshaw wondered whose ally Straiya was. Trying to understand politicians and the many webs they wove hurt his head. It took everything he had not to raise his voice. “While on the point, access to the Nor…Project Zero would aid us greatly in tracking Chimera. Her advanced artificial intelligence—”

“We will not allow it,” Minister Xi’s voice boomed as it always did when discussing the ship.

“Our technicians have not finished investigating the ship, and there’s no telling how dangerous the AI is. For all we know, it has was compromised by the Chimera agents in Xerecorp Labs,” Minister Foster added. “A breach of Sentinel systems would be devastating.”

“You’ve risked infecting our people and the station,” Minister Farmorai added.

“No one has never hacked the Sentinel core,” Grimshaw objected. “The ancient technology is beyond understanding.”

“And we will not offer a terrorist organization the opportunity to change that,” Minister Farmorai shouted, his shrill voice echoing through the chamber.

A wave of nervous chatter rolled through those gathered.

Foster raised his hand for quiet. “Is that all, Captain?”

“Once more thing.” Grimshaw cleared his throat. “I still believe that going ahead with the Sentinel Ceremony is unwise.” He looked about the crowds and selected his next words carefully. “Given what you’ve mentioned and the lack of progress regarding Chimera and their…intentions…I would recommend postponing the celebrations.”

Shouts of malcontent and hackles erupted among the eaves.

“Quiet,” Minister Xi’s voice resonated through the chamber, silencing the turbulence. “The Sentinel Ceremony is an important tradition. It is as integral to our society as the laws that guide us. One cannot simply postpone such a thing.”

“Will you consider relocating the public celebration to a more secure location? Sentinel Square is not the easiest position to defend.”

“You suspect that Chimera will cause trouble during the festival?” Xi asked.“ What evidence have you?”

“No evidence.” Grimshaw avoided telling them it was merely a feeling. “But it would be wise to take precautions. The people will celebrate, of course. But pressing ahead with the ceremony in Sentinel Square is not—”

“Not necessary?” Minister Farmorai spat. “This is the problem with humans. They turn up uninvited one day and expect us to change the very fabric of our culture. I tire of their unreasonable demands,” he gestured at Grimshaw. “Will you next request that we submit all power to you humans?”

“Bridle your tongue,” Straiya warned.

The rafarrian minister looked to Xi for support and when none was forthcoming sank back in his seat.

“Postponing or adjusting the ceremony would be to admit defeat to Chimera,” Foster said. “It cannot be allowed.”

The crowd raised their voices in agreement.

“At least allow me to post some of my people,” Grimshaw all but pleaded.

“That won’t be necessary,” Minister Xi said. “Sergeant Chin’s people are more than capable.”

“It has been settled. The ceremony will proceed as planned. I take it that is all.”

Grimshaw had to stop himself from sighing. “That’s everything.”

“You did insist that this so-called Chimera problem was dealt with by humans,” Xi said. “Since it appears to be of human origin.”

“I’m sure Captain Grimshaw will have better news for us next time,” Minister Foster said. “Isn’t that right, Captain.”

“I’ll do my best,” was the only answer he could manage. 

“If you fail us, Captain, we’ll have no choice but to hand the project over to Sentinel Security, and you don’t need me to tell you they already have enough on their plates.” Minister Foster said. 

Grimshaw gave a curt nod. “Understood.”

That concludes our session,” Minister Foster said. “Today’s session is adjourned.” Minister Foster swung his hammer, and the place erupted into conversation as politicians left their seats.

Two guards approached Grimshaw and escorted him back into the empty waiting area. They returned to the Open Chamber corridor, the sturdy doors locking behind them.

Grimshaw took a minute to gather his thoughts in the silence. The Council was locking him out of the North Star for political reasons. Any other reason they gave was a lie. He hated having to deal with vipers, but it was an unfortunate part of his job. Everyone seemed to have a string on him: Minister Straiya had made him an Aegis and Minister Foster had placed him in charge of the Chimera project. He’d also supported Admiral Axton’s decision to promote him to captain. Grimshaw scratched the shadow growing on his jaw. He would need to start thinking more like politicians if he was going to play their game. He needed to start pulling on strings of his own.

His exogear alerted him to a call. Grimshaw was going to ignore it until he noticed it was coming from Taza Arkona. He glanced about and, satisfied the area was still empty, answered.

“Is this a secure channel?” Grimshaw asked.

“No. I’m broadcasting our conversation all of the station.” Taza’s words dripped with sarcasm. “Of course it’s secure. What do you take me for?”

“We can’t talk long. I’m just outside the Open Chamber.”

“Well stick a bonnet on my head and call me Shelly.”

“What is it?”

“I’ve got something you’ll want to see.” The ex-archagent sounded excited. “Remember our deal?”

“What about it?”

“Let’s say I might have the key to getting you back onto the North Star. Meet me at the usual place. Thirty minutes.”

Grimshaw was about to ask for details, but Taza cut the line. The man was almost as much of a serpent as the Council and Grimshaw had already had his fill of snakes for the day, but he was eager to find out more about this key.

Grimshaw retrieved his weapons from the automated locker next tot he front desk and exited the waiting area into a corridor that terminated onto Sentinel Square. Stepping outside, he was glad for the fresh air on his face. 

The area buzzed with engineers, builders, and organizers as they completed preparations for the Sentinel Celebration. The stage at the head of the square was almost, and people moved about the square proper erecting seats for the more influential spectators. Those with less influence would be forced to stand at the foot of the square. Thousands were expected to attend. Grimshaw couldn’t help but think about what a tactical nightmare it would be if Chimera were to attack.

 Grimshaw wound his way through heavy machinery as he made for the shuttle dock on the primary walkway.

Having to meet Taza in the lower levels was a pain in the ass.

Whatever he has, it better be good.


THE FIST OF ORINMORE

Taza blew a stream of fumes out of his face as he finished soldering Clio’s control unit to the serial transfer device they had built together.

“You should wear a safety mask,” Zora chirped from behind him. “Those fumes will kill you.”

“I’ve inhaled worse.”

“I have to admit; I’m impressed by your work.”

“It wasn’t easy, but we’re almost there,” Taza said. “Just a few finishing touches.”

“You have to give the kid credit,” she said, gleefully. “She’s got brains. Seems like she gave you a run for your money on this one.”

“We came up with the idea together,” he reminded her. “But yeah. She’s damn smart for a kid. She packs a mighty punch too.” Taza rubbed the side of his chin where Clio had slipped past his guard during training. The girl had a lot of drive and had drastically improved in a few short months.

Zora chuckled. “Didn’t Clio complete work on her part weeks ago? You’re still working on yours.”

“The control unit was the easy part,” Taza said with a dismissive wave. His exogear pinged several times as he scanned the device. “Finding the materials we needed for the shell wasn’t easy. It’s not as if dead Sentinel maintenance bots are lying all over the place, waiting to be salvaged.”

“So you claim,” Zora chided.

“Few people have seen a maintenance bot let alone touched one. The brightest minds in the galaxy know little, if anything, about them. The bots mainly restrict themselves to the maintenance tubes, which doesn’t help. On the rare occasion they wander into the open, they do so during curfew. Even then, they stick to restricted service walkways.” He looked over his shoulder and caught Zora smiling. “But then you already knew that, didn’t you?”

“I do like to tease. But contrary to what you might think, I don’t know everything, Taza Arkona.” She laughed. “Only what my mission demands of me. For example, I haven’t a clue how one would obtain such illegal materials.”

Taza tapped his nose. “A man can get anything on the Sentinel so long as he knows the right questions to ask of the right people.”

“Could a woman also get anything she wants?” She winked at him.

He returned to his work,  refusing to take the bait a second time. “Haven’t you somewhere to be or something to be doing on this top-secret mission of yours?”

“I’ll be out of your hair soon enough, Mr. Touchy. I’m just waiting for a call.” The chair scratched the ground as Zora rose to her feet. “Need I remind you, you’re in my workshop.”

“You needn’t, but that hasn’t stopped you before.”

Taza listened as her footsteps crossed the room and stopped behind him. She leaned against his back, her breath moist on his neck. 

“We’ve got time for some fun,” she whispered into his right ear.

Taza tried to ignore her as he worked on finishing the device. She pinched his bottom, and he almost dropped his rotary tool.

“Are you crazy?” He spun to face her. “Have you any idea—”

She silenced him with an index finger to his lips. Her familiar scent was distracting, and he could taste her salty skin on his lips. She took her hand away gave him the look.

“Captain, Grimshaw will be here—”

He tried not to moan too loudly as she grabbed him between the legs. “Do you mind? Gerald will hear.” The shopkeeper stood behind his counter on the other side of the wall in the weapons store Zora used as a front for her hidden workshop.

“Gerald’s half deaf,” she whispered. “Besides, we can just tell him it was your tool making all the noise.”

He couldn’t help but crack a smile. Taza took in Zora’s face, her smooth skin, how the light reflected off her eye’s and gleamed on her pale lips. The tension in his shoulder eased a little. He closed the narrow space between them and shut his eyes as their mouths touched. Their arms and tongues intertwined and Taza’s heart raced.

“I can come back at a better time,” a familiar voice called from the hidden doorway.

Taza pulled away. “Shit.”

Zora giggled like a school girl and brushed a strand of black hair out of her eyes. “Not at all, Captain. Taza enjoys having an audience.”

As hard as he tried, Taza couldn’t stop his blood from suddenly diverting course and rushing to his face.

Captain Grimshaw didn’t seem impressed and stood stark still, watching them like some looming statue that had suddenly been dropped into the workshop.

Taza stammered, and Zora giggled again.

“I jest, of course, Captain. I‘ll leave you two alone,” she said, shooting Taza a playful smile as she pushed past the Captain. “I’ve got plenty of work to do.”

Before Taza could say anything, the secret door snapped behind her, joining seamlessly with the wall. He stared at the space and ran his hand through his beard.

#Damn dame keeps doing that.

“You had something you wanted to show me?” The Captain said, looking more frustrated than usual.

“Er, yes. Just give me a minute to wrap this up first,” Taza turned back to the workbench and finished fixing a panel into place. “I take it the meeting with the council went well?” He made no effort to the hide the sarcasm. The Captain didn’t speak much, but Taza was fully aware of how the man felt about the Council. Hatred for their devious ways was one of the few things they shared.

Captain Grimshaw sighed. “Same as always.“

“Can‘t say I envy you. It‘s why I joined the agency. As a rookie, you do as you're told, let the big wigs sweat the small stuff. No one tells you the politics start to creep in the further up the ladder you climb. By the time you realize you’ve been sucked in, you’re already knee deep, and there’s no way out. That is unless you fake your own death.” Taza turned and smiled at the Captain, but it did nothing to soften the man’s stony expression. Taza lifted the device off the workbench and presented to him.

The Captain held up a palm. “Things like that tend to break when I touch them. Best you hold onto it. Does it work.”

“Unfortunately, the only way to test STD is to try it.” Taza pulled a small lever on the device, and it pinged to life, sustaining a low hum. 

The Captain raised an eyebrow. “STD?”

“Serial Transfer Device. STD for short.”

“Okay.”

“Don’t look at me like that,” Taza said. “Ensign Evans came up with the name. Let's fuck these Chimera bitches and give them an STD was how she put it. This is her baby, remember. I’m just a lowly third-party contractor.” He flashed the Captain another friendly smile and thought he saw the beginnings of a smirk at the corner of the man’s mouth, even if it only lasted for a second.

“Ensign Evans does have a way with words,” the Captain admitted.

“That’s one way of putting it.” Taza ran a quick scan of the device. “Primary systems are working for sure, but getting it in place is another matter. I’ll need Clio to help me with that. Have you seen her?”

“I thought she’d be here with you. Check in with the base. They’ll know.” Grimshaw rubbed his chin. “Clio’s been distracted lately. The team needs to be focused, especially with Minister Foster and that SenSec lapdog of his, Sergeant Chin, breathing down our necks. I’ll need to have a word with her.”

Taza rubbed his chin. “Probably best I get Zora to speak with her. Clio and Swigger had something going on, but I think it has since come to an end.”

Grimshaw’s eyes widened as it registered. “Ah, yes, I see. Probably for the best. We can’t have feelings getting in the way. As you say, Zora would be best placed to speak about that.”

Taza nodded. “Clio will be fine, Captain. Sometime’s her head’s all over the place, but she can take care of herself.”

“I appreciate the assurances about Ensign Evans, Taza.” Grimshaw cleared his throat. “But we need to make sure our team does what it’s been commissioned to do. The Council is threatening to shut us down if we don’t provide progress on the Chimera project.”

“We’ll nail those slippery Chimera bastards down soon.” Taza gestured to the buzzing device. “Now that this thing’s up and running, all we have to do is fix it to one of the communication relays in the maintenance tunnels.”

Captain Grimshaw stifled a yawn. “I appreciate the update, Taza, but you didn’t have to drag me all the way out here for it. A simple message would have sufficed.”

“Ah, but this isn’t what I called you for,” Taza flicked a switch, and the STD powered down. “I’ll be installing this soon, but I’ve got something else.”

Grimshaw raised an eyebrow again. “Then what is it?”

“Zora got her hand on a file for me,” Taza wiped his hands on his jacket while trying to contain his excitement. “It has revealed something I thought you’d like to see for yourself.”

“You’re supposed to be focused on the mission.”

“I know, and that’s the thing. Something tells me this all ties together.”

“What do you mean?” 

The Captain was beginning to grow irritable. Taza couldn’t blame him after being put through the ringer by the Council. He knew how that felt.

“See for yourself.” Taza swept a pile of spare parts on the workbench out of the way and revealed the small wall safe. “Zora thought it best to keep it in here in case other parties got wind of it.” He punched in the password, and the safe door hissed open. He pulled out a bundle of cloth as long as his forearm and unwrapped the artifact.

“It’s the same artifact you showed me before.”

“Yes, but watch this.” Taza set the obsidian black prism on the edge of the workbench. He leaned in close to the item and whispered the ancient incantation he’d learned and stood back with his arms folded.

Nothing happened.

“What’s going on, Taza? I don’t have time for games.”

Taza pointed at the artifact. “Just give it a second, Captain.”

Captain Grimshaw was about object again when the artifact pinged and got his attention. The top of the prism melted as though it were liquid and spread out to form an opened claw. A flaming red flower appeared above the claw and danced in the air. An orange symbol appeared on the black stone, and a fiery text appeared beneath it. A hum emanated from the relic, and the ground vibrated in unison with the flower’s erratic movements. 

“What the hell?” the Captain said, looking down at his boots.

“Zora said its how the artifact talks.”

“Talks?”

“It communicates by sending vibrations through the ground. Don’t worry, though, you need to be within a few feet to feel it.”

“Incredible,” Captain Grimshaw said, mesmerized. He took a step closer, reaching out for the stone.

Taza put a hand on the Captain’s shoulder. “Don’t touch. Trust me.”

Grimshaw retreated, never taking his eyes of the artifact. “What’s it saying?” 

“We don’t know, but Zora suspects it has something to do with how one of the ancient races used to communicate. Maybe they spoke through touch or something.”

“Does the inscription tell us anything?”

“Unfortunately, we haven’t been able to translate that yet, but Zora says the big symbol is the Fist of Orinmore.”

Captain Grimshaw’s eyes glazed over as he thought on that. “Isn’t Orinmore the shanti all-mother?”

“That’s what I said. The file mentioned something about the shanti and an entrance to the Shroud. However, most of the file was corrupted over the ages. We were lucky to get what we did before it corrupted completely.”

“You said it has something to do with the North Star?”

“That’s the scary part. It took us a while to put two and two together, but remember you had us track down one of the scientists from Xerocorp labs?”

Grimshaw nodded.

“We looked through the copy of the schematics we got from him.” Taza keyed a command on his exogear, and a holoform depicting the schematic appeared on the wall. “We’ve been looking around the schematic for any interference from Chimera. We didn’t find anything. However, we did find this.” Taza flicked through the holoform files and stopped at the engine drawings. He zoomed in on the first reactor control panel. “Do you see it?”

Grimshaw leaned in for a better look, eyes squinting. Suddenly he stepped back and looked down at the artifact. “That recess is the same shape as the artifact, as though it was designed to accept it. It has to be a coincidence.”

“I thought so too,” Taza said. “But watch this.” He zoomed in closer on the prism-shaped recess, and the outline of a symbol appeared.”

“The Fist of Orinmore,” The Captain whispered like it was a curse. “How is that even possible?”

“The person who gave me the data file that ended up becoming the North Star also gifted me this. He said it was something to remember me by.”

“Have you managed to find him?”

“I tried to track him down as you asked,” Taza sighed. “Let’s say, even if he’s still alive, he’s the kind of person who wouldn’t want to be found. But Zora thinks the artifact is a key for the North Star. What it does, though, is a mystery. Her guess is it allows passage into the Shroud, but it’s just a theory.”

“When we escaped on the North Star, one of the engineers said something about a missing part. We need to speak to this scientist again, see what else he knows.”

We already tried that,” Taza sighed. “He vanished. Completely. There isn’t a record of him anywhere. Almost like he never existed.”

“Someone else must have gotten to him.”

“It looks that way,” Taza said. “I get the feeling Chimera’s influence runs deeper than we all feared.”

“All the more reason to crack this code. I’ll request more resources again, but no doubt my motion will be blocked,” the Captain spat. “I’ll be damned if we don’t work this out and get that ship back. Whoever gave the Confederation the plans to build the North Star did it for a reason.” Captain Grimshaw pointed at the artifact. “This thing confirms how important it is. It proves that it’s bigger than all of us. Possibly even bigger than the North Star.”

Taza was happy to hear that. “We’ll work it out soon enough.” He tapped the STD. “Then you can get me off this godforsaken place.”

“Find out what’s going on, and I’ll hold up my side of the bargain.” The Captain scratched his cheek the way he always did while thinking. “Have either of you told anyone else about this?”

“Of course not.”

“Good. Keep it that way. For now.”

Taza leaned forward and whispered the string of sounds Zora had taught him again. The spinning flower stopped suddenly. It folded in on itself and melted into the black the stone. The fist shaped emblem and inscription flashed out of existence.

Taza lifted it gingerly and placed it back inside the wall-safe. “Now I know why the White Dragons were so interested in it.”

Grimshaw’s exotool buzzed, and he checked the alert. “I completely forgot about I had an appointment this afternoon. Good luck installing the device. Keep me posted.”

“Of course, Captain.” 

Grimshaw bade him farewell before slipping out of the workshop. 

Taza fumbled with the STD and connected it to the shop’s primary scanning system. He wanted to run a more thorough sweep. Then he just had to get it into place without being discovered by SenSec…or worse still, without being killed by the maintenance bots. And for that, he’d need Clio, wherever she was.


THE OFFER

Clio’s fingers dug into the chair’s armrest Minister Straiya’s office door opened and closed behind her.

“It’s kind of you to wait for me, Ensign Evans,” the Minister said in her usual sultry tones. “You’ll have to forgive my tardiness, but your Captain has proven himself a pain yet again.”

The shanti minister emerged from the corner of Clio's vision as she moved to her desk chair, tail swaying as she walked.

She got herself comfortable and looked at Clio with a fanged smile.

“It’s nice to see you again. And to hear that you passed the test with flying colors,” Straiya said, as though trying to contain her excitement. “I knew Talori was wrong. She’s a good judge of character, but she can be a little cynical at times.”

Clio fought down a wave of anger. The last thing she needed was to kill one of the most influential people in the galaxy in a blind rage.

“Is everything okay? You seem troubled.”

“You had no right to do that.” 

“As Talori already explained, we had to test your loyalty. If anything, the whole thing was mild and went much better than we could have hoped. You should be full of pride, not fury. You exceeded expectations.”

Clio drew a deep breath and steadied her nerves. “You could have asked.”

“Pah, humans can be so sensitive sometimes,” Straiya hissed. “You must understand. Our intentions were not to harm you. The plan was to contain and question you, but you slipped out of Commander Brikkon’s control and…complicated things.” 

“How can you be so cold?” Clio seethed. “I could have killed him…or anyone for that matter.”

Straiya wagged her finger with a knowing smile. “Not with a weapon loaded with blanks. You’ll recall your weapon didn’t put my guard down permanently either. We had your ammunition switched when you checked it in at the reception.”

“It’s still no excuse for such recklessness.”

“Ah, so the roguish child wishes to lecture me on recklessness.”

Clio had to stop herself from shrinking in her seat. The shanti Minister still made Clio feel so small despite her anger. “As I said, all you had to do was ask.”

“If life has taught me one lesson greater than any other, it is that actions speak a great deal louder than words.” Straiya pulled something from a desk drawer. “Especially when one has a questionable record.” She placed a familiar object on the table.

“Nakamura’s Crystal,” Clio whispered. A pang of pain stabbed at her heart even as she reached out for it. “He was a brave soldier.”

“He was one of my best, and not a day goes by that I don’t miss him.”

Clio thought she saw a faint sign of regret in Straiya’s eyes, but it fled the instant she noticed. “You were close?”

“We were friends,” Straiya sighed. “Long before I came to the Sentinel. Long before all this.” She gestured to the area around her. “So you can understand when I took his words seriously.” She eyed the crystal in Clio’s hand.

“And what did he say?”

“That should anything happen to him, that you were to replace him.”

“Replace him?”

“Yes. As an Aegis.” Straiya absently scratched at her ear. “He believed that you would make a fine warrior. He described you as strong, highly intelligent, and fearless.”

Clio sensed there was but. “You want me to become an Aegis?”

“He mentioned a mishap of sorts, so I wasn’t sure.”

If Clio hadn't been trying to control her anger, she would have been embarrassed. “I’m still here. I serve the Confederation. I’ve proven my loyalty.” The truth was, thoughts of Clio’s pasty deeds had tortured her since she arrived on the Sentinel. For all she knew, the information she had transmitted off Colony 115 had somehow helped Chimera. She was responsible for any who dies by their hands.

“You have at that,” Straiya flashed another fanged smile. “Let there be no mention of past wrongs, however. We must learn from our mistakes, not dwell on them.”

Another pang stabbed Clio as she remembered how Nakamura had pulled her from the wreckage of the Bakura. “Did he receive a proper burial?”

“Aegis Nakamura received a sending off befitting of any hero.”

“Good.” If she had helped Chimera, it was her fault he had died. Clio’s anger turned slowly turned to a sense of sadness that clawed at her heart. “I thought Captain Grimshaw had taken Nakamura’s place as Aegis.”

“Grimshaw took the place of Agis Eline. By some miracle, she has almost made a full recovery, but her life hung in the balance for a long time.”

“I’m not sure about this,” Clio had to grip the arms of the chair again to make sure it wasn’t a dream or nightmare. “It’s all a bit sudden.”

“As was the case with Grimshaw, it is unusual that we would choose someone beyond their teen years, but at least you’re much younger.”

“What about my position with the Confederation Fleet?”

“Again, it is not how we normally do things around here, but desperate times call for desperate measures. Normally, you would be expected to renounce all past allegiances, but we will forego that for now. I would like you to remain with Agis Grimshaw anyway, as his apprentice.”

“The Captain’s apprentice.” She let that sink in Clio. Grimshaw had earned her respect since the crash on Colony 115 and Clio would happily lay her life down for him, as he had for her, but he still treated her like a child.

“He’s an experienced warrior with an impressive track record. Understand that you will both remain as acolyte Aegi. Should the time ever arise for you to be anointed as a full guardian, we will perform the proper ceremony.”

“I’m still shocked you’re considering me for such a role if I’m honest.”

“Nakamura also mentioned an incident involving the fury gene.”

“You know about that?” Clio said, placing her hand on her chest.

“As I said, Nakamura and I were good friends. We weren’t the kind to withhold information from each other. Never worry. I haven’t spoken of it with anyone else. I have never known anyone with the ability to manipulate the weave without the necessary..modifications.”

“The weave?”

“All will be made clear in time. For now, let’s say that becoming an Aegis will likely help you keep things under control. If you decide against it, you will still benefit from…tests.”

Clio got the feeling she’d have no say in those. “I appreciate the time to consider your offer.”

“I expect a decision by the close of the Sentinel Celebration. I have business to attend to off-station straight after.”

“I understand.”

“Officer Karakane here will escort you outside.”

Clio nodded as a guard appeared by her side.

“And Clio.”

Clio turned to her attention back to Straiya.

“Many people die on their journey to join the ranks of the Aegi. Know that I do not make such an offer lightly.”

Clio nodded and followed Karakane outside out of the minister's office an onto the main floor where shanti went about their daily chores as though it was any other day. A deluge of confusing thoughts and conflicting emotions threatened to snatch Clio’s hold on reality but recalling Nakamura’s sacrifice kept her grounded.

Before she knew it, she stood outside Sentinel Tower where Officer Karakane handed Clio her weapons with a respectful nod before returning to his station.

Clio had just finished stowing her gear when her exogear sounded.

Shit. Captain’s probably wondering where I’ve been.

She was surprised the call was coming from Taza.

“Clio! Where the hell have you been? I’ve been trying to get a hold of you for ages.”

“My hands have been tied.”

“I’ve finished working on the STD and am getting ready to install it,” Taza said. “I can’t install it on my own.”

Work would serve as a good distraction until she had time to consider everything that had just happened. “That’s great. Where will I meet you?”

“Sending you the coordinates now. I’ll see you there in thirty,” he said, cutting the line.

Clio barely noticed the crowds of skilled laborers milled about around her. She turned around and looked up at the towering building stretching as far as her enhanced eyes could see.

Life on the Sentinel had proven much more complicated than she first imagined, but at least she was lucky enough to be alive. Something in the pit of her stomach told her that things were going to get even more complicated. She spun and made a break for the nearby shuttle pods, surprised to find a spring in her step.


TIGHT SPACES

Taza pulled himself along a narrow maintenance tube, the STD rattling as it dragged on a length on a wheeled sled behind him. Worming his way through a mile-long tunnel—barely wider than his shoulders—wasn't exactly his idea of a good time, but Grimshaw had hired him to perform the more questionable tasks, and sneaking through the Sentinel’s maintenance network was as risky as it got. 

All the same, he cursed Captain Grimshaw and his team, and he swore Zora too, for she was no doubt sitting back in her hide-out laughing.

Taza’s under-armor squelches with moisture as he moved and sweat dripped into his eyes. He wanted nothing more than to wipe the drop hanging from the end of his nose but his arms were trapped at his sides, and the tube was much too narrow to maneuver them in any meaningful way. He pressed his lips together and blew the dripping liquid, but it made little difference. Growing desperate, he rubbed his nose on the smooth metal surface, but instead of helping, it merely spread the itch around a greater area.

Taza stopped to catch his breath, the clammy, metal walls closing in on him. The station’s maintenance bots moved freely through the tunnels despite being stout, but they were designed for that purpose. Taza and his friends in the Underways had used them back when he etched a living out of the slums, but they were small children back then, and the tunnels had served as the perfect escape routes. They were also dangerous to those who didn’t know what they were doing. One could get trapped or stumble upon a maintenance bot and activate its pest control extermination protocols. Taza wasn’t sure which was worse. He’d had seen the fried corpses in his youth. It didn’t take him long to decide he’d take a fatal high-powered zap over slowly wasting away any day. 

“Everything okay up there?” Clio’s voice crackled in his ear-piece.

“I’m fine,” he said between shallow breaths. “I just need a minute.”

“I told you I didn’t mind going down the shaft,” her words dripped with cockiness.

“You know...” He drew as deep a breath as he could manage in the confined space. “I’m pretty sure you were bullshitting me when you said you didn't know anything about hardware."

“I didn’t say anything about the hardware. That was you.”

“Yes. If it’s not configured properly, it’ll burn out. We’ve only got one shot at this,” he said, getting his breath back. “Can’t risk messing it up. No offense.”

“I would hardly mess it up,” Clio countered. “But have it your way.”

“Fucking STD,” he spat. “You should have seen the look on Grimshaw’s face when I told him what it was called.”

Clio giggled. “You told him what it was called?”

“Told him you names it too.”

“You lying bastard.”

“He said he wasn’t surprised,” Taza tried to laugh, but it came out more of a pathetic wheeze.

“The Captain knows me well.”

Taza finally got himself under control. “You should cut the old man some slack. He’s under a lot of pressure with Council constantly on his ass.”

“Old man?” Clio chuckled. “You’re older by far.”

“Maybe so, but I’ve aged better. How much further?”

“A little over a hundred yards. According to your data.”

“The maintenance droid won‘t be down your tube way for another three hours,” Zora cut in on the channel. “Take all the time you need.”

Zora's voice was soothing, but for some reason, that just irritated him all the more. “You know, being nice doesn‘t suit you.”

She laughed. “Something we have in common.”

“Are you ready Clio?” he asked.

“At your current rate, my code will be uploaded long before you reach the end of that tunnel.”

“We’ll see about that,” he said accepting the challenge and pressing forward.

“You said something about a meeting with Minister Straiya,” Zora said on the channel. “How’d that go?”

“Complicated,” Clio answered.

“One of the things I  forgot,” Taza said, “was how damn complicated life is up here. Makes me wonder why the hell everyone in the Underways wants to move up here.”

"Grass is always greener, I guess,” Clio said, sounding defeated.

“Fuck the grass!“ Taza didn‘t usually swear so much, but he was tired of being stuck in a tube. “This shit better work or I‘m quitting.”

“If only it were that easy,” Clio said.

“If only.” Taza moaned as he lifted his head and pushed forward again. 

“Part of the problem is neither of you knows when to quit,” Zora piped in.

“You and Mr. Wu seem bent of getting me killed, one way or another.”

“You know how it is,” she said. “It’s a hazardous occupation.”

“Sometimes I wonder where he is, you know. Like right now,” he said. “Is he eating or sleeping? Or maybe he‘s taking a shit. Do Omnion do that?”

“It isn‘t exactly something that springs to mind when speaking with one of the most powerful beings in the galaxy.”

“If I ever see him again, that's the first thing I‘m gonna ask.”

“Sometimes I have no idea what the hell you two are talking about,” Clio said.

“Probably for the best, kid,” Taza said. He wiggled onward and finally reached the lip at the end of the maintenance tunnel. He dropped into the connecting vertical shaft and was relieved to find it was much broader than it had appeared on the station schematics he’d sourced. Taza dropped onto the narrow platform and his neck cracked as he stretched out his the cramps. He pulled the STD out of the smaller tunnel and checked it over to make sure it hadn’t been damaged.

“I’m on the platform, ready when you are Clio,” he muttered over the comm channel. “Your control chip better work.”

“Ready when I am? I’ve been waiting for the past ten minutes,”  Clio‘s voice cut into his ear. “The chip will work as long as you didn’t balls up the welding job.”

Taza couldn’t help but laugh at the kid's spirit. “You better watch that mouth of yours lest I kick your ass in our next training session.”

Zora chimed in. “He‘s not all that good at kicking ass anyway.”

“I’ve noticed he’s getting slow,” Clio said. “Old age must be catching up on him.”

They both laughed at Taza’s expense, and he grinned. “Terrific, ladies.”

“Are you reading that movement, Zora?” Clio said, her voice suddenly more severe.

“Taza, you‘ve got a bot coming down from above,“ Zora said. “Must be a wild card. Better activate your jammer.”

“Okay, radio silence, for now.” Taza cut the line and deactivated the DMT. He fumbled for the bio jammer Clio had built using chit tech she had smuggled off the North Star. They had tested the device but hadn’t had the opportunity to try it on a real maintenance bot.

Taza slowed his breathing and push his back tight against the tunnel wall. Even if the bot didn’t detect him, it could inadvertently push him off the ledge. Taza wore no armor and, outside of a basic toolkit and a knife, he didn‘t have anything that could be used as a weapon. A blaster wouldn’t have done him any good in such a confined space, which was why he hadn’t brought one, but he was starting to regret that decision.

Taza waited for what felt like forever, but not maintenance bot arrived. He was about to call Zora and make sure it wasn’t a false alarm when a light flashed from above.

He had forgotten entirely about his head-torch and scrambled to switch it off. 

The flickering white light raced toward Taza and, within seconds, the maintenance bot hovered above him, its jets blasting him with hot air, making it almost impossible to breathe.

Multicolored beams scanned the area and slowly moved back and forth over inches above Taza’s head. He remained as still as he could, the knife in his left hand behind his back. If it did detect him, he‘d only have one shot at taking it down. And even if that worked, he’d have minutes before another arrived to investigate.

The maintenance bot hovered for another minute as it processed its data then it carried on down below.

Taza waited several more second to be sure and took a deep breath. He got back to work and decided to keep radio silence going until he was done, to be on the safe side. He reached the maintenance access panel,  undid the fasteners, and set the panel cover on the ledge.

The STD was designed to pick up on a frequency they believed Chimera was using to transmit information right under SenSec’s noses through the Sentinel’s very own lines. Clio had detected the frequency during a full sweep and even managed to download part of a message. Despite their best efforts, however, they couldn't decrypt the data. The Chimera signal was designed to jump and hide, like it was self-aware on some level, and search Clio and Taza did, they couldn’t find it again.

Clio had written a program to recognize the signal if it uses a similar frequency again. However, there was no way to deliver such a program into the lines remotely, which was how Chimera traffic had gone undetected for the most part. That was where the STD came in. It masked itself from maintenance bots and SenSec while connecting Clio‘s program to the network and giving her a backdoor to access the lines remotely.

Taza fitted the STD to a network line with his plasma tool and activated the device. A blinking green light indicated that it was online. He reached for a panel, and the plasma tool slid from his slippery fingers and tumbled over the ledge. It spun into darkness, sending crashing echoes as it rattled off into obscurity.

“Shit,” he muttered.

Taza held his breath as the sounds faded, and the tunnel eventually became deathly silent. A refreshing breeze blew through the shaft momentarily upsetting the perfect stillness. He remembered the jammer when the sounds of jets thundered from below, and the maintenance bot was back before he could switch it back on, its lights flaring in alarm.

Taza turned flicked the jammer on to scramble its aiming system. It struggled to see him, but it still managed to follow his movements.

A ping rang out as it charged its zapper. Taza ducked as an energy bolt blasted into the maintenance shaft wall where his head had been. He quickly drew his knife again and, careful not to lose his footing, plunged the blade into the fan opening on the bot’s side.

An electric shock exploded up Taza’s arms and sent him into the shaft wall behind. The bot whizzed in circles before him several times then plunged over the edge, sending up sparks as it scraped along the metal panels. Smoke stand Taza’s nose and the noise almost deafened him.

He had a panel to replace, otherwise, another bot would locate and destroy the STD. Taza thought quickly and decided to risk it. He’d already come this far, after all.

He quickly reconnected the earpiece.

“Are you there?" Taza asked.

“What's going on?" Zora said, a hint of worry in her voice. "We saw that bot return before it flashed off the grid."

“I had to take it out."

"Shit!“

"Are more coming?“ He frantically refastened one the panel’s first corner. The bots were likely to pick up on anything that appeared out of place, even a single bolt.

“I can’t see anything,” Zora said. “One second.”

A moment’s silence passed as he fumbled with another bolt.

“Are you ready, Clio?”

“Ready and waiting.”

“A swarm of five is heading your way,” Zora said, clearly trying to remain calm. “They‘ll be there in a minute or two. You have to get out of there.”

He fumbled with the last bolt driver and almost dropped it. "Shit! Almost there."

"Now, Taza. Get out!“

He fastened the final bolt and opened the channel to his exogear. “Now, Clio!”

The data package transferred slower than he would have liked and he cursed the need to upload it manually, but the Sentinel updated its codes every few seconds.

Engines roared above, and light glistened just as the package complete. 

Taza quickly slid into the maintenance access tunnel on his back. He shimmied until the rest of his body was inside, and as his head went through, light filled the primary shaft. He pushed on, hoping the jammer was enough to stop them from coming after him.

“Taza, are you there?“ Kora made no effort to conceal her panic.

He cleared his throat. "I'm here. All good.“

“That was close!” Clio said.

“Damn, you had us scared there for a minute,” Zora added.

“You were scared? You should try shimmying through a maintenance access tube with shift running down your leg.”

“Hurry back,” Zora pleaded.

"Going as fast as I can, trust me,“ he said, progressing mere inches at a time.

He tilted his head back to see lights still moving about the tunnel opening several yards away.

Only another mile to go.




 

THE FORMER ADMIRAL

Grimshaw reclined in the soft armchair so comfortable he was ill at ease. Having spent most of his life in the Confederation, he wasn’t accustomed to such lavish surroundings, but former-admiral Rickard Foster’s home was, by every stretch, a small palace.

Before Grimshaw, Mr. Foster’s shaking hand hovered above the chess board resting on the elegant coffee table as he carefully considered his next move. 

According to public records, the former-admiral was well into his sixties but looked twenty years older on account of a tropical disease he had contracted on Simoray during the Kragak War. Like Grimshaw, he’d seen his share of action on the front lines.  He still sported a full head of snow-white hair, and a finely manicured beard adorned his mandible, softening a face creased by decades of hard service to the Confederation Fleet. His frame may have grown weak with age, but an almost-palpable power emanated from his eyes.

Former-admiral Foster committed to his decision and moved his black bishop diagonally across several squares, making the mistake Grimshaw had hoped he would make. 

“Check,” the old man said.

“What do you mean check?” Grimshaw sat forward suddenly and scanned the board, trying to work out what was going on.

“Distracting your opponent until you have him cornered is an effective strategy, don’t you think, Captain?”

The Former-admiral was right. Grimshaw was clearly no master of the game, but even he could see that every possible move would eventually lead to his queen falling to the older man.

“You’ve bested me again, sir.”

“My body might be failing me, Captain, but a man’s true strength resides here,” he said, tapping his temple. “All you have to do is watch most politicians coming and going at Sentinel Square. Many are barely fit enough to walk, yet they obtain power because they keep their most important muscle in tip-top condition.”

“I should probably practice more,” Grimshaw said, sighing.

“You certainly should, Captain,” the former admiral flashed his blinding white teeth. “It teaches one how to solve problems and, if everything living thing in the universe has one thing in common, it’s solving problems. Life is one long string of them, after all.” 

“That’s one way of looking at it,” Grimshaw said, taking in the luxuries around the room.

“It’s the only way of looking at it,” the old man gestured to a nearby window. “Out there, the less fortunate toil. They seek solutions to the problem of survival daily. They aren’t too shy about protesting about it either. They imagine that the rich have no problems but, I can assure you, we have them in spades.”

“I don’t doubt that at all, sir,” Grimshaw assured him.

“I’ll give you an example. My family is frustrated with my refusal to join the tal’ri replicant program. As a younger man, I was always fascinated by the idea of living forever, but now I understand that the purpose of living is to die.”

Grimshaw nodded, not knowing how to respond to such an outrageous claim.

“The  Replicants believe they have mastered eternal life, but all they offer is the illusion of eternity. Unfortunately, the rest of my family don’t see it that way. Did I tell you that I had to invest in a special legal seal to ensure none of them can access my body when I’m gone? I have to pay someone to make sure I stay dead when I die. How absurd is that for a problem?”

“It’s unusual, for sure, sir.”

“People fight to stay alive until the very day they die,” the old man cackled. “And here I sit, fighting for the right to die on my own terms.”

“Do you fear death, sir?”

The former admiral laughed. “A man my age—in my condition—long for death’s sweet embrace.” He erupted into laughed again, and Grimshaw feared the old man might rupture something. Eventually, he regained control of himself. “Since we’re onto serious matters, may I speak plainly, Captain?”

“Of course, sir.” Grimshaw tried not show that he was taken aback. The former admiral had never been so forthright on any of his other visits.

The old man drew a deep breath and exhaled as he rested his chin in his right hand. “I’ve grown fond of you over the months, but don’t think that I do not know why you are here.”

“I don’t understand, sir.”

“Let’s be gentlemen about it, Captain. Once upon a time, I sat in your very position. It’s uncannily like reflecting on my younger years. Friends don’t hide their true intentions from each other. Let’s put our cards upon the table.”

“Originally, my sole intention was to curry favor with you to gain leverage over your son.”

“That’s more like it,” the old man said with the gleam of victory in his eyes.

“Although, that hasn’t changed,” Grimshaw said, fearing he’d been too direct, “I must admit, I’ve come to enjoy our sessions.”

He cupped his chin in his hand again. “In exchange for your honesty, I’ll tell you something, Captain. Petter is a young man, and such youth carries with it a measure of ambition.” He stared into nothingness as he thought about his words. “And Petter has always been among the most ambitious.”

“He’s as at least as old as I,” Grimshaw said. “Hardly what anyone would call young.”

“He is young for a Galactic Council minister, especially since we don’t live half as long as some of the other races. Petter’s predecessor, Minister Jackson, was sixty-seven when he joined the Council, may the universe watch over him.” His eyes burrowed into Grimshaw’s. “What are you hoping Petter will do, Captain?”

“I want him to grant us access to the North Star.”

“Ah, the ship you love so much.”

Grimshaw was about to object, but the old man had proven himself one not so easily fooled. “The very one.”

“I fear that as much as I would like to help make that happen, I cannot.”

“You don’t think it could help our mission?”

“On the contrary, I agree that it would help a great deal,” the old man sighed and looked down at the chess board. “Things have gotten complicated lately. I rarely see Petter these days. His duties keep him distracted. And I’m afraid the last time we spoke, we had something of a disagreement, and not a minor one either.”

“Is it something I can help with?” Grimshaw offered.

“I’m afraid not, Captain.” The old man looked up from the chess board again. “I can’t be sure, but I suspect the sudden sense of power has gone to Petter’s head and corrupted his heart. It was all he could talk about last time he was here. He seemed like an entirely different person. I fear this thirst for power has changed him, and like all who have followed the path before him, he’ll seek more.” 

Grimshaw set upright. “He’s already one of the most powerful men in the galaxy. Why would he want more?”

“Ha!” the old man chuckled. “I gave up on figuring that puzzle out a long time ago.”

Grimshaw thought carefully before asking his next question. “Do you think he’s dangerous?"

“I think Petter is more than dangerous.” The former admiral tugged on the end of his beard. “That is the real reason I cannot speak to him on your behalf. You’d be wise to drop the subject of this North Star, and hop on the next ship back to human space.”

“You know I can’t do that. I’ve got a mission here, promises to uphold.” 

“That’s what I figured you’d say. You know you’ll become just another obstacle for him to overcome?”

Grimshaw kept his eyes fixed on the old man’s and nodded. 

“When it comes to chess, I’m a lousy apprentice compared to my son. I’ll never forget the look of determination in his eyes the first time he beat me,” Former-admiral Foster gazed into nothing as he relived the memory. “He was nine years old at the time.”

“It sounds like the odds are stacked against me.” Grimshaw rubbed tiredness out of his eyes.

The old man scratched a bushy white eyebrow. “Likely more than either of us realize.”

“I’ll have to take my chances, sir,” Grimshaw said.

“If you insist on continuing down this path, Captain, understand that if you don’t defeat Petter, he will without a doubt beat you.” He flicked the white queen piece with a wrinkled finger, and she struck the wooden board. “There exist only two outcomes. It’s that simple.”

“Any tips on how to defeat him?”

“You already know the answer to that question, my friend,” he laughed, playfulness returning to his expression. “Practice.”

Grimshaw turned as footsteps sounded from behind.

“Is Mr. Foster still burning you ear, Captain?” Bernice pursed her lips and shook her head. “You know one of these days you’re going to talk your guests to death, Mr. Foster.”

“Former-admiral Foster has been schooling me in battle tactics and strategies, as usual. But you know how I love to talk shop.” Grimshaw winked at the old man.

“Well enough schooling and talking, or whatever it is you boys do,” Bernice demanded. “It’s time for Mr. Foster’s medication.”

“I already had my medication today.”

“Don’t you start. The doctor increased your dose, and they won’t work how they're supposed to if you don’t take them on time,” she tapped her exogear to make the point.

“Fine, you win,” 

“I always win,” she countered as she helped him cross the room.

“There’s another lesson for you, Captain.” The old man groaned as Grimshaw helped him out of his chair and handed him his walking stick. “Chose your battles wisely. And never pick a fight with a woman. They always win.”

They climbed the ramp to the primary hallways, and Grimshaw made for the exit.

“You’re okay to let yourself out this time, Captain?” Bernice nodded to the door.

“Of course.” He bowed his head and bid them farewell. “Thank you again for your time Former-admiral. As always, I enjoyed our chat.”

“Always my pleasure, Captain” The old man waved his walking cane, and Grimshaw thought he was going to tumble over, but Bernice maintained a tight grip on his other elbow.

Grimshaw reached for the exit’s control panel when someone outside knocked.

He looked back to the former admiral. “Are you expecting someone, sir?”

“Must be those cookie kids. My guards know to let them pass when they come by.” The old man mockingly lifted his hand to the side of his mouth as though it would hide words from Bernice. “I do love my cookies, but this one won‘t let me have them.”

“They‘re bad for you,” she said, rolling her eyes.

The knock came again, only louder.

Grimshaw slid his blaster from his hip holster. “You two should make your way to one of the rooms. To be on the safe side.”

Bernice was about to object when something slammed into the old door, rocking its hinges.

“Go now,” Grimshaw shouted, “And lock the door.” His suit’s defenses activated and a nano-particle helmet spread across his face. He checked his scanners, but whoever was attacking had them jammed. 

The door banged again and folded inward.

“Whoever you are, stand down!” His hairs stood on end as his shield activated. Straiya had given him the advanced Aegis suit a few months before, but he had hardly worn it and only had it on then to grow accustomed to it before the ceremony.

Grimshaw backed further into the foyer and activated his ghost-drive. He rounded a carved pillar, keeping his blaster pointed at the door.

The panel exploded off its hinges and landed in the hallways, but no one was there.

Shit. I should have stayed with Foster.

Grimshaw turned after them, and something smashed into his face.

An almost-invisible figure straddled Grimshaw as he lay exposed on the floor, pounding down on him with massive fists. His kinetic shield deflected the worst of the blows, but the levels in his visor dropped quickly. He activated his suit’s close quarter control measure. A bright blast erupted upward, slamming his attacker into the wall and scattering bits of broken plaster everywhere. Grimshaw scrambled to his feet and found that his CQCM had damaged the invader’s stealth drive, exposing a black non-descriptive suit: a hired killer.

Grimshaw aimed and emptied half a clip in the towering assassin. The shots barely affected the bulky warrior as he tumbled sideways and came up on his feet, returning fire with a phase blaster attached to his arm. Grimshaw ducked as the energy tore hole along the hallways walls. Several rounds struck his shield, reducing levels to single digits. 

He knows my shield configuration. Was Foster the target or am I?

Either way, someone didn’t like him talking to the former admiral, or perhaps there was something else to it. He made plenty of enemies by the mere act of arriving on the North Star.

The assassin’s smoking weapon ejected from his arms, replaced by a  white powerblade.

Could Chimera have Aegi-level tech?

The dark figure became a blur as he charged Grimshaw. The power blade swept faster than Grimshaw could track and it sliced through his waist, melting through a primary torso-servo on contact. Unable to turn, Grimshaw dropped to his knees. 

The assassin continued passed him in the direction of Former-admiral Foster’s chambers.

That answers one of my questions.

Thinking quickly, Grimshaw assigned all available power to his lower legs. His feet kicked out and launched him at the assassins back, knife in hand. He stabbed at the attacker’s shoulder blade, cracking his armor.

They rolled onto the ground and wrestled in a flurry of arms and legs. The assassin used his height-advantage and significant strength difference to pin Grimshaw down with one arm and thrust his white-hot blade with the other. Grimshaw moved at the last second, and the searing sword plunged through his armor and burned into his shoulder. He tried to let out a scream, but his voice refused to work.

He punched at the assassin with his free hand to little effect. He cursed Straiya for not provided an angel-class unit.

Damn her politics. Damn the Council. Damn everything.

The powerblade came down again. Grimshaw deflected it with the exo-tool, spending the remainder of his energy. It tore through the alloy device with ease, narrowly missing Grimshaw’s skin.

The assassin readied for a final strike to Grimshaw’s face, and Grimshaw lay helpless, teeth gritted in agony. It wasn’t the end he had envisioned for himself.

A gunshot exploded from above, and the assassin rolled off him, holding the shoulder Grimshaw had damaged. It was hard to tell with the warning lights flashing in his visor, but Grimshaw thought he saw blood gushing from the wound.

Several more blasts fired, and the assassin struck the marble floor, body splayed. 

Grimshaw looked up to find Bernice supporting a shotgun-wielding Foster senior.

The old man looked down and winked at Grimshaw. “My old Battleram-32. Bernice is forever torturing me about getting rid of it. Glad I kept her around.”

“Thanks,” Grimshaw choked.

He half-dragged himself to the assassin’s body, Bernice and Foster standing by his shoulder, shotgun trained.

Grimshaw found the helmet clips under the assassin’s chin and removed the face-plate. A dark folded fabric obscured the assassin’s features. Grimshaw lifted a fold away with the tip of a finger. 

The assassin shifted and sprang to his feet faster than Grimshaw thought possible. 

Foster fired a slug, sending up chunks of marble where the killer had been a nano-second before.

The invader balled past Grimshaw, knocking him back onto his back. 

 Another shotgun blast struck true, bouncing the black suit off the far wall.  

The assassin used the momentum to launch for the footway.

Another shot rang out, but he was gone.

Grimshaw pulled himself up onto one leg and hopped to the doorway, the others following. Dead guards littered the rolling green gardens.  A standard station shuttle took off and shot for the traffic across the river. 

Bernice stifled a cry at the sight of the bloody slaughter outside. She fumbled with her exogear.

“No point in calling it in,” Grimshaw’s voice croaked. His suit’s natural response system had injected pain medication, but it barely took the edge off. “The shuttle's unmarked. They’ll never find it. Call for a mediteam instead. Perhaps some of the guards are still alive.”

Bernice nodded and did as he requested, her voice turning to a dull drone in his head as darkness swamped threatened to swam him.

Grimshaw dropped to the ground, face first. Someone called his name, but exhaustion paralyzed his limbs. He closed his eyes and focused on his breathing so as not to fall unconscious. 

If he fell asleep, he’d likely forget the color of the assassin’s eyes.


THE CONTACT

Clio sat a the workbench in Zora’s hideout staring off into space. She had spent the evening trawling the Sentinel’s commumication signals in search of Chimera trnansmissions but came up empty handed. She wondered how Booster’s treatment was going and her mind wandered into all kinds of unpleasant places.

“Is everything okay?”

“Oh, hey Zora. I didn’t even hear you come in. How’s Taza?”

“He’s going for a walk to stretch his body after a shower. Is something bothering you?”

Clio thought about it for a second. She didn’t usually speak to people so openly, but Zora had become something of a sister figure since boarding the Sentinel. “The mission. Booster still being sick. Everything. It might be easier to start with what’s not bothering me.”

Zora drew up a stool and sat down next to her. “What about Swigger? You two seemed happy together.”

“He’s only a small part of it,” she said, unable to suppress a smile.

“He’s a good guy, incredibly loyal,” Zora said. “And therein lies part of the problem. He’s 

“It’s not just that. I told him something I’ve never told anyone, and he didn’t take it too well.”

“Then take it as a sign that you weren’t mean to be together.”

“Us not being together doesn’t bother 

“Would it ease things if we spoke about?”

Clio looked away. “I don’t know.”

“You know I’m here anytime you want to talk.” Zora playfully tapped her on the shoulder with a smile.

“It’s just I understand Swigger’s reactions. His loyalty to the Confederation is incredible. Where I grew up, most people didn’t value things like loyalty. And those who did were considered weak. They didn’t last too long.”

“I know how that feels.”

“What I’m trying to say is, I’m nowhere near as loyal as Swigger and the others,” Clio averted her gaze. “And I’ve done some pretty horrible things as a result.”

“Whatever you’ve done Clio,” Zora said softly, “it can’t be that bad.”

“While on Colony 115, I shared Confederation data with an unknown third party.” She lowered her voice. “What if it was Chimera?”

Zora stared at her without blinking for what felt like an age. “I see.”

“I told you it was bad.”

“When and where did this third part contact you?”

Clio steadied her shaking voice. “Before I joined the Confederation, at the Steelrose Correction facility on Morgana.”

“Listen, Clio.” Zora appeared alarmed all of a sudden.  “There’s something I have to tell you.”

“I’m listening.”

“Did this third party go by the name of Gilgamesh7777?”

Clio felt her blood drain from her face. “How do you know that name?”

“I take it you're FierYFienX?”

Clio closed her jutting jaw. “You’re Gilgamesh7777?”

“You sent that data to me. I use agents from time to time to track certain events. You do not need to worry yourself.”

Clio expected to feel some great relief, but anger filled her instead.

“Did you know it was me all this time?”

“I knew it could have been you, but it just as easily could have been anyone.”

“You’ve got to be kidding me.” Clio’s voice quivered. “You’re just as bad as them. And here I thought you were my friend. Wow.” 

“Clio, you already know why I can’t divulge everything I know, not until the right time.”

“I don’t know why,” she said, wiping a tear from her cheek. “I just expected things to be different.”

Zora climbed out of her chair and drew Clio into a tight embrace. “I’m sorry. I wish it could be different. Sometimes I wish I wasn’t caught up in this space-time fabric mess my employer dragged me into.”

Clio let herself go and melted into Zora’s shoulder. “You’ve nothing to apologize for. We’ve all been dragged into shitty situations.”

“And we’ll get out of them together.” Zora drew back and held Clio’s face in her hands, gently wiping tears away with her thumbs. She leaned in an kissed Clio on the forehead. “You’ll see.”

Clio couldn’t help but feel a little better. Zora’s words always had a strange, calming effect. “I need some advice.”

“Of course.”

“Straiya has offered me a position as an acolyte Aegis. With everything else going on, I’m not sure what I should do.”

“You know that I can’t influence your decision, but you should weigh up the pros and cons. Straiya will have you on a leash, as she does with Grimshaw. However, it’ll grant you power and influence you won’t otherwise have.”

“It’s never easy.”

“You should ask yourself what you want more than anything else in the universe. Then ask yourself if your decision will align with what you want. That’s how I used to deal with major decisions.”

Clio didn’t need to give it any thought at all. She hadn’t forgotten the events of Colony 115. How the chits harvested every man, woman, and child without mercy. The screams haunted her nightmares most nights. Events on the Sentinel had served as a distraction, but the fire inside head still demanded vengeance. What she wanted more than anything else in the universe was to destroy every last chit she could find. “I know what I need to do.”

“That was fast,” Zora said, surprised. He exotool alerted her to an incoming message and pupils dilated.

“What’s wrong, Zora?”

“This wasn’t how things were supposed to pan out. Something I haven’t accounted for has changed.” Zora looked around the workshop, distracted. “I’ll need to leave for a few days. Promise me you won’t do anything stupid while I’m gone.”

“I’ll do my best.”

“I don’t mean to leave in such a hurry.” Zora leaned in and stole another quick squeeze. “We can pick this up when I get back. But at least you don’t have to worry about where that data went. Just don’t be telling anyone else about it. If it reaches the wrong ears, it could cause a lot of trouble.”

“Don’t worry. My lips are sealed.”

Zora reached the hidden door and looked over her shoulder. “And take care of Taza for me while I’m gone. You know how he can be.”

“Don’t worry. Do what you have to do. I’ll keep him out of trouble.”

Zora smiled before disappearing into the front of the weapons store.

Clio wasted no time in opening a new message addressed to Minister Straiyas direct mailbox.

I’ll become the best damn Aegi there is and purge the galaxy of every last chit doing it.

 

 


UNTIMELY

Taza relaxed against the rail as he watched the sheet of water cascade into the dark void below level 2. His eyes followed a golden Daroxian saber fish as it half-swam and half-flew in and out of the falling liquid. He traces a break in the water to its origin several yards up where the water gushed from the level 1 filters above. Several sabers had gathered there to hunt the small gelp that fed on whatever particles made it through the filtration process.

He cracked his neck and promised himself he would never crawl in another tunnel for as long as he lived. Taza realized he hadn’t taken time out in weeks, if not months. Life had become a whirlwind since meeting Zora. Taza found dealing with her baggage and the elusive nature of her job a challenge at times, but given the muddy conditions he’d been living in only a short time ago, he was fortunate to have her. He still couldn’t figure out whether she genuinely felt for him or was just part of her employer's grand plan, but he was as happy as he’d been in years, and to Taza, that was all that mattered. 

“I thought I’d find you here.”

He smiled as Zora joined him at the rail. “It’s the only place worth looking at down here. A pity we couldn’t stay on level 1.”

“That would be much too risky with your past.” She elbowed his ribs playfully, and Taza pretended it didn’t hurt. Sometimes, Zora didn’t know her own strength. “Even this level is a pretty big risk. I still think we should move to level 4.”

“We’ve talked about this before. I want to stay as close to the top as possible. Besides, the further from level 1 we are, the harder it’ll be to help Grimshaw.”

“This is true,” she admitted.

“We’ll not have to worry about it anyway once we get off the Sentinel, though I wonder if we’ll ever get off at this rate. I know the Captain’s doing his best, but it doesn’t sound like the Council is willing to give that ship up.”

“They’ll relent eventually.” she put her hand on his. “And even if they don’t, Grimshaw will eventually be reassigned to the Confederation Fleet Academy. Either way, we get a free ride out of here.”

Taza regarded Zora with a questioning glance. “It’s not like you to come looking for me. Is something wrong?”

“Nothing’s wrong as such, but I have to go away for a while.”

“Go where?”

“That I can’t say, but it’ll only be for a few days.”

“But why.” He looked around to make sure no one was within earshot and lowered his voice. “We were just getting into the swing of things with the Chimera project.”

“Something has come to my attention. Something I can’t ignore.”

“Don’t worry.” Taza smiled to reassure her but wasn’t sure if he pulled it off. “I have no illusion of you settling down or sticking around anywhere for long. I know how demanding your job is.”

“I’ll have to drop off radio contact too, so stay out of trouble while I’m gone.” 

He grinned. “Don’t I always?”

“I’m serious, though. Don’t be doing anything stupid. And do me a huge favor.”

“Anything.”

“Keep a close eye on Clio. A lot of uncertainty has arisen around her, and I don’t know what that means for the timeline. But I do know that if anything happens to either of you, we’ll be in a lot of trouble.”

“Sometimes I wish you wouldn’t speak in riddles. But of course, I’ll take care of Clio. I’ll increase her training regime. It seems to keep her occupied. Searching for Chimera’s signal will keep us busy the rest of the time.”

“How’s that going?” Zora asked.

“The STD is secure. Several maintenance bots have passed it by without so much as a glance. It’s just a matter of tracking down the signal now. Clio’s ocular implants are a cut above mine. Chances are she’ll find it before I do.”

“It sounds like you’ll both have plenty to keep you busy. Good.”

“You sound worried all of a sudden,” Taza pressed.

Zora leaned in closer to him and rested her head on his shoulder. “You know me. I just don’t like not knowing.”

“What about Captain Grimshaw?”

“Last I checked, his probabilities burned brightly.”

“Let’s hope it stays that way,” Taza said.

Something in Zora’s silence set him on edge, and he put his arm around her shoulder. 

May as well enjoy what time we’ve got left.

Zora looked up at him, the galaxy handing on a needle in her eyes.

“What?” he asked.

“I suspect that Grimshaw’s going to die.”
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